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Abstract: This article addresses two perspectives of responsibility: as an element of taking action and
as ethics towards one’s fellow citizens and the environment. These aspects have been used since the
beginning of the pandemic. In this context, we wanted to determine the mechanism that triggers
increased responsibility. We have considered two possible initial processes: one external and one
learned from the family in early childhood or trained/learned during studies. Based on that, three
concerns were brought to our attention. First, we targeted the impact of the pandemic on respondents’
degree of responsibility for their livelihoods. Second, we wanted to determine to what extent the new
situation increased the interviewee’s involvement only in some activities. The third statement called
into question the causal relation between the influence of extrinsic elements on a highly educated
person’s degree of responsibility. The focus group was the active population of the industrial sector
in the North–West border area of Romania. The data obtained are the result of the sociological survey
implementation. The people in the region were subject to several new limiting external factors. The
results show that the unique challenges up to that point made them more accountable for their actions
in a situation that affected them directly (pandemic). It also can be underlined that lifelong education
is important in forming healthy principles of responsibility.

Keywords: change; COVID-19; crisis; deonthology; liability

1. Introduction

We live in a world that is dealing with multiple global crises: a health crisis, an eco-
nomic crisis, and a climate crisis. Pandemic situations are consequences of population
growth and uncontrolled urbanization, resource overexploitation that leads to environmen-
tal degradation, climate change, and adding vectors like international travel. It is important
now to understand what we have done right and what we have done wrong.

Even after so many years of a sustainable development policy being in practice, the
major concern is that present designed goals do not include an explicit ethical dimension.
It is more implicit with missing expected moral behaviors, follow-up principles, values,
and ethical standards that must be pursued. So, which are the key elements that will
lead to responsible behavior, and understanding how responsible behavior is formed is a
stringent necessity.

The main theme represented the responsibility shown by the population of Romania’s
North–West border area. The research was carried out in three instances over the last
two years.

Thus, for the elaboration of the work, we developed a societal survey for the segment
of inhabitants residing in the functional industrial region of North–West Romania. The
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territory is located at the intersection of Europe’s North–South and East–West axes [1]. The
sector is in the border area, surrounded by the counties of Arad, Bihor, Satu Mare, and
Maramures, [2] and by the borders of Hungary and Ukraine.

The facts have shown that crises, such as COVID-19 [3,4] and military conflicts, mainly
affect the people and the environment of the border surroundings [5–7]. The popula-
tion in this sector is the most vulnerable to adverse situations, having to take the first
measures of restriction and protection, both in the case of the pandemic and the case of
the Russia–Ukraine conflict. Furthermore, they had to face a major wave of refugees or
increased military security measures in the armed conflict nearby. They sustained and
supported, materially and morally, a large wave of refugees. In the future, the area’s
population also estimates the need to align with additional security measures due to the
military conflict near the border.

Following the “Reilly-Converse” model, it was deciphered that there are several
centers of polarization and dominant flows in the analyzed zone. The pattern considers
several criteria for ranking urban centers, such as the number of inhabitants, the position
in the network of settlements, the range of services available in that center, the distance, etc.
These criteria allow for observing the main spatial interaction movements at the regional
level. The cities of Arad and Oradea have complex services of sub-regional importance,
linked to four large and medium-sized cities, two from the North–West Region and the
others from the West Region [1].

The current geo-socio-economic context favored the placement of the functional indus-
trial activities in the analyzed region and has several strengths, such as the positioning on
the country’s western border, easy access to Europe, and near the major development poles
concerning the distribution of employed labor resources. Most of the employed people in
the explored area worked and are working in the industrial sector [8].

We consider that active participation in the educational process of the adult population
is essential for building a sustainable and competitive economy [9–11]. The argument
for associating responsibility, especially with the activity rate of labor resources, is that
accountability is one of the important qualities that an active person involved in daily
professional and personal activities must possess. Tracking the total number of employees,
the share of those working in industry (which represents more than 1/3 of the active
workforce in the analyzed counties), their training level, and the activity rate of labor
resources allow for appreciating the relevance of the liability analysis.

The present study began in the middle of the pandemic period, April–May 2021,
when the region was under restrictions. All the limitations given by this context were
assumed. Under these conditions, we applied the first online questionnaire through
the Google Forms platform. The people who responded to our invitation to fill out the
questionnaire were precious, responding in smaller numbers to our request. We believe
that this was because they were, for the first time, under the pressure of restrictions, which
they found more difficult to adapt to in the first stage of the pandemic. We resumed the
research in April–May 2022. That was the period following the lifting of the constraints,
but shortly after the beginning of the Ukraine conflict. Romania’s North–West area is not
very far from the Ukrainian border. The questionnaire used in all these moments was
the same, and the application method was online. The third part of the research took
place in November–December 2022, bringing new elements regarding the ways of showing
responsibility by the respondents in the functional area into the study. The research used
the same instruments, but the sample was extended.

In this work, we set out to determine, from an empirical perspective, how responsibility
is manifested as an element of assuming one’s actions and ethics towards peers and the
environment in limited conditions imposed by external factors (wars and pandemics). This
research describes the mechanism that triggers an increased responsibility of individuals
by (1) determining the sensitivity of the responsibility of individuals to the action of an
external factor (the COVID-19 pandemic at different times of evolution) and its intensity;
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(2) identifying the reasons for increasing responsibility; and (3) presenting some forms of
manifestation of responsibility in the given socio-economic and environmental context.

The research unfolded over two consecutive years and was based on the following
assumptions:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The first one assumed that during the COVID-19 pandemic, the respondents
became more responsible toward every aspect of life.

The research confirmed this premise.

Hypothesis (H2): It was presumed that during the COVID-19 pandemic (research time 2021), the
respondent became more committed, but only in certain aspects of life.

The results from the 2021 investigation ascertained it.
The interviewees become more responsible through external constraints, considering

certain situations such as critical/extreme ones and protecting health. The assumption
determined the formulation of:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): External conditions have a lesser role in making people with a higher level of
training responsible.

The 2022 study results endorsed the initial presumption.
The study’s novelty comes precisely from high-impact social conditions determined

by the sanitary situation, COVID-19, and the war positioned on Romania’s border, which
European citizens have not faced in the last 60–70 years. The representative literature
approaches similar topics, but it is important to consider the psychological constraints in
such cases. The stress generated by the war becomes very important here.

2. Literature Review

The research for this article started precisely from two essential aspects. Firstly,
accountability can be seen as an element of assuming exclusive personal actions. Secondly,
it is considered an effect of ethics toward fellow citizens and the environment. These aspects
have been used a lot since the beginning of the pandemic. For this reason, we wanted to
observe the initiating processes that increase responsibility. It is important to determine if
some instruments or systems determine liability or if it results from the educational and
learning system. It was also interesting to differentiate the family principle’s effectiveness
and the one achieved across the academic route. This aspect was considered from different
points of view, as presented in Figure 1.

Etymologically, the word responsibility comes from both the French language “respon-
sabilité” and the Italian language “responsabilitá”, being defined as a “conscious attitude,
or sense of responsibility towards social obligations” [12]. In other words, being responsible
means having a conscious attitude, assuming the actions you undertake, knowing how to
explain why certain processes are performed, and accepting the consequences. Responsibil-
ity encompasses every area of our lives, going hand in hand with assuming our actions
and making conscious and moral decisions. The present work does not refer only to the
individual’s responsibility and ethics but also to social responsibility as an integral part of
our activity.

Social responsibility means “the obligations of business people to follow those policies
or directions, to make those decisions, that is agreed in terms of values and objectives by
our society” [13].

Regarding the company’s social responsibility, it can be emphasized that it can take
several forms depending on the activity’s specifics, the business model, the company
culture, and the promoted values. In general, it is put into practice by involving them
in activities that contribute to protecting the environment and improving the social and
economic environment. All these aspects bring certain advantages to them, thus becoming
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better known on the market and having a better position in front of partners, authorities,
or collaborators.
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According to the European Community, it represents “the voluntary integration by
companies of social and environmental concerns in their commercial operations and their
relationships with interested parties” [14]. Practically, their main objective is to create
sustainable relations with all the actors involved in the company’s activity, along with
the economic responsibility [15], highlighting and promoting its values, the respect for
the locals [16], the territory, and the environment. Each new business should include
in its development plan different social responsibility elements [17]. The entry of social
responsibility into the community will inevitably influence it [18]. Considering the recent
events, all corporations had to adjust their internal view regarding the obligations towards
their employees and society. The efforts guided them to implement durable actions for
percussion situations [19].

Environmental responsibility is implemented through measures that reduce pollution
or gas emissions, decrease and recycle waste, use resources sustainably or offset negative
ecological effects through certain actions, such as reforestation. Javeed et al., in their study,
imply the positive impact of such actions on the firm’s economic development [20]. The
level of social implication is closely related to the company’s financial efficiency [21].

Those companies that voluntarily assume ethical responsibility consider that all inter-
ested parties are treated equally to share the same values, both managers and employees [22],
as well as service providers or customers. Different studies, such as Aslan et al. or Nguyen
et al., highlight the synergistic relationship between applying the corporate deontological
principle and its social role [23,24].

The recent literature revealed some possible mechanisms contributing to citizens’
increased responsibility. Most of the efforts targeted the sanitary aspects. Importance was
given to the communication channel used and the community relational scale. The desire to
ensure the acquaintance’s well-being was higher in small groups than in large groups [25].
The exhibit of possible measures for a decrease in the level of contamination determined
the voluntary application of protection measures to a higher degree.

Participants with a certain level of knowledge in the field of environmental protection
easily accept the involvement in specific commonwealth projects [26]. Such a situation
underlines the importance of the educational system in attitude formation. The considerable
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impact of higher education on youth perceptions regarding ethical behavior was also
determined by Valente et al. in their study [27]. Rodríguez-Gómez et al. also point out the
importance of transmitted family values [28].

Many companies adopt philanthropic responsibility, an extension of environmental
and ethical responsibility, by donating goods for various purposes. An ascending economic
trend creates a favorable environment for such an attitude [29]. Local perspectives could
influence this attitude. A difficult family situation while growing up also affects an adult
who becomes a successful manager. Based on parental education will decide his openness
to adopting such attitudes [30].

Economic responsibility is the final goal of all activities carried out by companies.
It is a regular part of their business plan. Thus, they focus on “profit, people, planet”.
According to one of the definitions given by the European Union, it means “satisfying the
demands of customers and at the same time knowing how to manage the expectations of
other stakeholders: staff, suppliers and local targeted communities” [31].

This policy includes the opportunity to obtain benefits and advantages at the company
level and in the context in which it conducts its activity, but also by developing partnerships
with companies from the same sector or different sectors. It is necessary to emphasize
the fact that there are two main dimensions of the company’s responsibility. An internal
one includes managing human resources, health, and workplace safety. The external
responsibility is based on interacting with the local community, suppliers, consumers, and
economic partners. It ensures respect for human rights throughout the production chain
and for environmental issues at the local and global levels.

Sustainability implies a change in process at the company’s level so that natural
resources are used sustainably. Still, technological development and the exploitation of
current and future potential are oriented in this responsible and durable direction, with full
respect for the environment.

Different investigations assert that an eco-friendly view and approach determines
personal transformation by enhancing responsibility to ensure a better future for the next
generation [32]. From here comes the concern of adult individuals regarding the effects of
the pandemic and the war on society and the environment, who pay greater attention to
the future to correct waste management, care for air quality, etc.

When people assume responsibility for their actions, no matter what they are, they
also undertake ethical behavior. Ethics is one of the main branches of philosophy. It deals
with the research of moral issues, trying to answer questions such as what is good/bad. In
the conception of individual values, ethics is synonymous with correctness, goodness, and
good. Morality is often infringed on precisely because of the irresponsible and irrational
acts of those around us.

Social responsibility has five principles on which it is based: transparency, quality,
voluntarily adopted, integration, and sustainability. Every person who undertakes to
implement these principles could be considered responsible and ethical. Therefore, being a
responsible person is voluntary. He chooses to be transparent in his actions and integrates
and respects the environment in which he carries out his activities and lives [33–35].

3. Materials and Methods

The research was carried out in three different instances between 2021 and 2022, having
as its theme the individual responsibility shown by the active population, the employees
in the industrial sector, from the North-West border area of Romania. The high activity
rates of labor resources in the counties that surround this area and the significant share of
employees working in the industry in the analyzed territory facilitated the formation of
the sample of this sector. The active population in the functional industrial area of the four
counties we are addressing is 182,397 employees [8].

In the first part of the research, conducted in April–May 2021, 173 respondents em-
ployed in the industry were interviewed, assuming all the risks and constraints of the
situation generated by the COVID-19 pandemic existing at that time. Regarding the second
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stage of the research, in April–May 2022 and November–December 2022, the sample size
was 409 respondents. At that time, sanitary restrictions were removed. The sampling
procedure used in the two situations was non-random, non-probabilistic, with indepen-
dent quotas [36]. The chosen stratification factors were the employees’ environment of
origin, from the counties of Arad, Bihor, Maramures, , and Satu Mare, and their gender. The
limitation imposed by the established variables facilitates the effectiveness of surveying
in identifying the people who correspond to the indicated quotas [36], also increasing the
analysis subjectivity. Knowing the distribution of the analyzed statistical population by
gender and the environment of origin, the final selected sample had the same percent-
age distribution as the total population. The two stratification factors used led to the
formation of independent quotas, in the sense that the division by gender is not linked to
that by origin.

Knowing the distribution of the analyzed statistical population by gender and the
environment of origin, the final selected sample had the same percentage distribution as
the total population. The questionnaire distribution by county is as presented in Table 1.

Table 1. The survey form distribution covers the considered counties.

Total Survey No. by Year
Arad Bihor Maramures, Satu Mare

M F M F M F M F

2021 173 25 25 28 28 21 19 15 12
2020 409 58 55 66 64 53 48 36 29

M—male; F—female.

We used primary data collection as a specific technique. The quantitative research
method was applied to empirically validate the proposed hypotheses, with the question-
naire as the research tool. It was designed in such a way as to include questions classified
according to content (factual, motivational, and opinion), but also queries classified accord-
ing to their form: semi-open or closed, scaled. The questionnaire comprises six items. One
item measured the sensitivity of the responsibility of individuals to the action of an external
factor and its intensity using a five-point differential semantic scale. Five questions were of
multiple-choice type, analyzing the other issues mentioned above of the mechanism that
triggers an increased responsibility in individuals.

In addition to the questions regarding the research theme, we included inquiries
related to variables such as age, gender, and level of studies. The survey was created online
using the Google Forms platform. A standard protocol for administering the questionnaire
was used [37].

The research was carried out on a non-probability sample with independent quo-
tas. The stratification factors were chosen to be the employee’s environment of origin,
urban–rural, from Arad, Bihor, Maramures, , and Satu Mare counties, as well as their gen-
der. This approach helped us to achieve a diversity of respondents in terms of their level
of education.

It could be observed that the percentage of the urban population is slightly higher,
51.43–56.89%, compared with the one from the rural part based on the statistics available
for the counties included in the research. Urban centers such as Oradea, Arad, Satu Mare,
or Baia Mare have expanded towards the metropolitan area, noticeable by an increase in
population in peri-urban localities. The balance between the males and females tilts mildly
toward the second one. Other aspects considered were the number of graduates. This
approach helped us to obtain a diversity of respondents in terms of their level of education.

Based on these aspects, the data collection process was also organized using the Google
Forms platform by inviting the type of respondents chosen according to the non-probability
sample size based on the independent quotas established in the research and the employee’s
background, urban or rural.

In the present study, we used the questionnaire to collect information because it cap-
tured the “social reality” when the research was conducted. In the period analyzed,
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2020–2021, Romanian society was marked by the health crisis, the beginning of the
Russia–Ukraine war, and individual and collective problems generated by the energy
crisis. The questionnaire was administered using the Google Forms platform indirectly
through self-administration. In this case, the interviewer did not influence the individual’s
reactions. The respondent had time to think, recall events, and corroborate his own ex-
periences with those close to him, thus favoring introspection on what was stated by the
themes addressed and summarized as faithfully as possible what they thought it necessary
to answer. Most of the time, these questionnaires were completed at home, i.e., where the
respondent spends most of the time and where they lived the experiences recalled during
the survey.

Other reasons why we decided to apply the questionnaire indirectly were related
to the adaptation of the data collection process to the given situation, i.e., the COVID-19
pandemic situation and the restrictions imposed by it, as well as the diversity of issues
addressed by the research topic, i.e., the territorial dispersion of respondents.

The reason for choosing non-probability sampling with independent quotas is primar-
ily based on the fact that it facilitated the rapid application of the questionnaire (respondents
are selected according to the indicated percentages), as there is no need to identify a specific
respondent who needs to be interviewed correctly and be convinced to respond as in
random sampling. The second reason for choosing this sampling was that no sufficiently
well-developed sampling framework does not distort the population structure. Practical ex-
planations of frequent use compensate for the lack of mathematical mechanisms to validate
the sampling design.

After collecting the information, databases were created, and subsequent data analysis
was performed in the SPSS program—IBM Statistics-Version 23, provided by IBM Corp.
(Armonk, NY, USA). The Chi-Square Tests and t-tests used for independent samples were
applied, allowing the effect size estimation. The t-test detects whether this research has
statistical significance and is not a fluke. The expected error was ±5%, with a probability
threshold of 95%. It assesses the differences between the observed values and those
predicted if the population had no relationship. It is statistically sizeable and could be used
to enhance correlations if there are [38].

We followed the scale recommended by Boateng et al. in their investigation to develop
and validate health, social, and behavioral research [39]. First, we analyzed the existing
theories regarding the initiation processes that increase responsibility in the individual
and socio–economic–environmental context, differentiate the effectiveness of the family
principle, and are carried out on the educational path. Then, we reviewed articles from the
available literature to create six items corresponding to possible mechanisms that contribute
to increasing the responsibility of citizens in vulnerable situations (the COVID-19 crisis).
All articles have been validated; therefore, we sent our questionnaire to the respondents.

4. Results

As mentioned before, the research was carried out in three different periods. As a
consequence, the respondents’ profiles are variable. So, around 44.00% of the respondents
interviewed in 2021 were between 31 and 40 years old, and more than half were males. The
majority (over 90%) have university and postgraduate education.

At the pandemic’s beginning of the pandemic, most of those who used online commu-
nication methods were those with higher education. Later on, this communication method
was extended among the employed population and connected to the specifics of the work
carried out.

In the second part of the research, from April to May 2022, the respondents’ age
profile was approximately similar, with 44.00% between 31 and 40 years old and nearly
41.00% being male. The portion of the interviewees with university degrees decreased to
about 71.00%.
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For the last part of the research carried out in November–December 2022, 17.40% were
between 31 and 40 years old, with females as the majority. The higher education graduates
were close to the ones from April–May 2022, i.e., 67.20%.

The respondents’ profiles also reveal how the ability to use online communication
methods evolved during the pandemic, comparing the respondents from the three re-
search instances. In 2021, most of the respondents had higher education, a master’s or
doctorate, fitting into the categories that normally used online communication methods all
the time before the pandemic. The high school graduates that participated in the survey
in 2022 were around a third compared to 2021, which had only 1.2%. It highlights that
external constraints cause the respondents to improve their ability to use technology.

All graphical responses presented in the article were obtained from an open-ended
survey. The questionnaire comprises six items. One item measured the sensitivity of the
responsibility of individuals to the action of an external factor and its intensity using a
five-point differential semantic scale. Five questions were of multiple-choice type, ana-
lyzing the other issues mentioned above of the mechanism that triggers an increase in
responsibility in individuals.

As previously shown, the first hypothesis (H1) claimed that the respondents became
more responsible during the extended period of the COVID-19 pandemic. The assumption
was confirmed through the research results. Thus, respondents were asked to what extent
they believe they have become more responsible during the pandemic. It was found in
2021 that 27.40% thought they had become more reliable to a very large extent and 41.70%
to a large extent. The percentages are higher compared to the statements from 2022. Also,
in 2022, 40.40% considered that they were, on average, more responsible, while in 2021,
only 16.70% thought that they were more accountable (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. The degree of responsibility of North–West functional industrial area population during
the COVID pandemic period. Source: Data from field quizzes, 2021 and 2022.

We note that following the application of Chi-Square Tests, the hypothesis was verified.
Chi-Square Tests show that the obtained p < 0.005, Table 2, and the variables are associated,
which means that the period of the COVID-19 pandemic influenced the respondents,
making them more responsible.

The comparatively analyzed answers to the question about “the degree of responsibil-
ity of the population in the functional industrial area North–West of Romania” highlight
that external events mostly lead to the increase in the degree of responsibility. These
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are very close in terms of temporality and spatiality to the respondents. As such, the
more an external factor affects them directly, the more responsible they become. Thus,
in Romania′s case, responsibility comes not from one’s development but from external
compulsion. This aspect shows us the need for training and continuous personal and
professional development at all social levels.

Table 2. Chi-Square Test for the question: To what extent do you think you have become more
responsible during the pandemic?

Value df Asymptotic Significance (Two-Sided)

Pearson Chi-Square 17.428 a 4 0.002
Likelihood Ratio 17.842 4 0.001

Linear-by-Linear Association 9.251 1 0.002
a Zero cells (0.0%) have an expected count of less than five. The minimum desired count is 7.28.

In general, all the elements related to the field in which the respondents more clearly
manifested the responsibility in 2021 are completely different from the ones displayed in
the latter year.

Thus, from Figure 3, it can be seen that in 2021, only 2.40% gained more responsibility.
In 2022, the proportion was 9%. In the social field, in 2021, 2.40% of respondents believed
they were more responsible, and 5.60% in 2022. Regarding private life, 7.10% considered in
2021 that they were more accountable, and 4.50% in 2022. However, 27.40% in 2021 and
62.90% in 2022 were equally responsible in every moment of their lives. Responsibility was
manifested only in certain aspects of life in proportion to 60.70% of respondents in 2021 and
18.00% in 2022.

Behav. Sci. 2023, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 20 
 

considered in 2021 that they were more accountable, and 4.50% in 2022. However, 27.40% 
in 2021 and 62.90% in 2022 were equally responsible in every moment of their lives. Re-
sponsibility was manifested only in certain aspects of life in proportion to 60.70% of re-
spondents in 2021 and 18.00% in 2022. 

 
Figure 3. The responsibility manifestations of the population in the functional industrial area in the 
North–West of Romania during COVID-19 and post-COVID-19. Source: Data from field quizzes, 
2021 and 2022. 

In conclusion, hypothesis (H2), by which it was assumed that during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the respondents became more responsible only in certain aspects of life, was 
confirmed by the research conducted in that year. Following the Chi-Square Test, Table 3, 
the variables are associated, and H2 is verified. 

Table 3. Chi-Square Tests for Consider that this responsibility has manifested itself more clearly, in 
which area/aspect of your life. 

 Value df 
Asymptotic 
Significance 
(Two-Sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 37.241 a 4 0.000 
Likelihood Ratio 38.880 4 0.000 

Linear-by-Linear Association 16.883 1 0.000 
a Four cells (40.0%) have an expected count of less than five. The minimum expected count is 3.40. 

We could also observe that one year after the major external constraint, the COVID-
19 pandemic, the respondents have become equally more responsible in every moment of 
their lives. We can say that the conscious attitude or the sense of responsibility towards 
social obligations and the actions people undertake has extended to all aspects of life. 
Thus, after an unfortunate situation, people learned that they need to be more aware of 
what they are doing with their lives, triggering the mechanism of self-defense and preser-
vation. 

60.70

27.40

7.10

2.40 2.40

18.00

62.90

4.50 5.60
9.00

0.00

10.00

20.00

30.00

40.00

50.00

60.00

70.00

Only in certain
aspects of life

Equally in every
aspect of life

Only in private life Only in the social
field

Only in lucrative
activity

2021

2022

Figure 3. The responsibility manifestations of the population in the functional industrial area in the
North–West of Romania during COVID-19 and post-COVID-19. Source: Data from field quizzes,
2021 and 2022.

In conclusion, hypothesis (H2), by which it was assumed that during the COVID-19
pandemic, the respondents became more responsible only in certain aspects of life, was
confirmed by the research conducted in that year. Following the Chi-Square Test, Table 3,
the variables are associated, and H2 is verified.

We could also observe that one year after the major external constraint, the COVID-19
pandemic, the respondents have become equally more responsible in every moment of
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their lives. We can say that the conscious attitude or the sense of responsibility towards
social obligations and the actions people undertake has extended to all aspects of life. Thus,
after an unfortunate situation, people learned that they need to be more aware of what they
are doing with their lives, triggering the mechanism of self-defense and preservation.

Table 3. Chi-Square Tests for Consider that this responsibility has manifested itself more clearly, in
which area/aspect of your life.

Value df Asymptotic Significance (Two-Sided)

Pearson Chi-Square 37.241 a 4 0.000
Likelihood Ratio 38.880 4 0.000

Linear-by-Linear Association 16.883 1 0.000
a Four cells (40.0%) have an expected count of less than five. The minimum expected count is 3.40.

These observations led us to extend the research to a period different from the
COVID-19 pandemic. At the end of 2022, the respondents no longer vividly kept the
pandemic period in their individual and collective memories. In addition, compared to the
analyzed interval, November–December 2022, eight months have passed since Romania
renounced the health restrictions and nine months since the beginning of the armed conflict
on the country’s North–West and Northern borders. This situation coincided with some
“habit” and “accommodation” of the population.

The manifestation of the pandemic and its implications in society highlights not
only an increase in the degree of responsibility of the population but, to some extent, the
perception of a certain post-COVID-19 vulnerability in certain social categories.

Considering these aspects, during the post-COVID period, we asked the respondents
how they showed their responsibility towards the environment and through what kind of
actions. Their answers were structured as follows: 48.41% differentiated household waste
during recycling, 20.54% equipped their households with appliances that had low energy
consumption, 12.22% used packaging that is easier to recycle, 12.22% preferred to consume
mainly biological products, and 6.85% chose products with a European ecological label
(Figure 4).
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Figure 4. North–West Romanian functional industrial area’s population’s responsibility towards the
environment in the post-COVID-19 period. Source: Data from field quizzes, 2022.

Correlating the way to be more responsible towards the environment with the gender
of the respondents allowed us to observe that both males (37.84%) and females (25.20%)
chose to differentiate recycling of household waste. Approximately a third (33.11%) of men
equipped their household with appliances with low energy consumption. Around one-fifth
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(22.05%) of women preferred consuming products with a European ecological label and
organic products (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Eco-friendly actions that the respondents performed to decrease their personal environ-
mental impact. Source: Data from field quizzes, 2022.

Subsequently, we correlated the ways followed to become more responsible towards
the environment and the level of training. It was observed that as the level of education
increased, the forms of action regarding responsibility towards the environment also
diversified (Figure 6). Thus, the respondents chose to have a liable behavior towards
the environment and be sustainable simultaneously. The attitude manifested through
differentiation of household waste for recycling was identified in all those with a secondary
school degree and only in half with higher education. Another important segment of the
respondents chose household appliances with low energy consumption. Among those,
22.05% had a high school diploma, and almost the same percentage had higher education.
From the last category, only 10.18% were interested in decreasing the use of packaging and
hard-to-recycle products.
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Figure 6. Correlation between the eco-friendly actions that the respondents performed to decrease
their environmental impact and their education level. Source: Data from field quizzes, 2022.
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Responsibility is closely related to sustainability and education. The study shows a
direct correlation between the instruction level and durable actions.

Correlating the respondents’ gender with the reasons that led them to be more re-
sponsible led us to observe that the main reason our irresponsible actions determine the
negative effects on the environment was agreed on by over half of the males and only
one-fifth of women. Then, for women, a proportion of 38.58% believed that concepts they
learned from their family at an early age helped them improve their responsibility over
time. Instead, only 18.92% of male respondents agreed with this statement.

Given the data presented and the literature inputs, sustainable development aims
to ensure the survival and quality of life for all species, and here we are not talking only
about humans, so it became a valuable instrument that could balance the economic, social,
and environmental components. Considering a global perspective, beginning with the
first law of ecology issued by Commoner, ”Everything is connected to everything else”,
where under the same roof of the ecosphere, all living organisms are interconnected, and
what affects one will affect all of them; furthermore [40], continuing with Gaia theory of
Lovelock, where all living organisms of ecosphere interact with their surrounding inorganic
environment, resulting in a synergistic and automated system, it is clear that a moral and
ethical perspective needs to be adopted [41]. We need to answer major questions for each
sustainable development aspect, like who is making decisions and who is consulted. To
what extent, who are the main beneficiaries, and who is going to lose? And here again, we
are not taking into account only human civilization, under what values we will govern and
whose values, which aspect of our life will gain benefits, what quality of life should look
like, which risks are we taking and especially under global crisis like a pandemic, what
matters more, what is a priority.

An ethical component will assure fairness to all humans, present and future gener-
ations, and all environmental spheres in which we coexist. The studies of Busoi et al.
emphasize that sustainable development without morality cannot exist due to its major
implications on social life [42].

The external constraints given by the existing conflicts on Romania’s border caused
only 8.66% of the female respondents to be more accountable during 2022 (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Reasons that led the respondents to become more responsible, given their gender. Source:
Data from field quizzes, 2022.

The restrictions introduced due to COVID-19 pandemic are still impact responsibility.
The proportion is almost 20% among females and 10% among males.
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Another correlation established in this paper was between the reasons that led the
respondents to be more responsible and their level of training. The association confirmed
the third hypothesis of the research. It was assumed that external constraints have a lower
role in the responsibility of people with a higher level of training (H3). As shown in Figure 8,
the fact that the state of emergency was established several times during the pandemic was
chosen by 22.05% with a high school education level as their first response. Among the
ones with higher education, the percentage was lower (15.64%). As a second reason, the
mentioned answer was chosen by 6.31% of the first-category respondents and 10.54% of
the second-category respondents, respectively.

Behav. Sci. 2023, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 20 
 

Another correlation established in this paper was between the reasons that led the 
respondents to be more responsible and their level of training. The association confirmed 
the third hypothesis of the research. It was assumed that external constraints have a lower 
role in the responsibility of people with a higher level of training (H3). As shown in Figure 
8, the fact that the state of emergency was established several times during the pandemic 
was chosen by 22.05% with a high school education level as their first response. Among 
the ones with higher education, the percentage was lower (15.64%). As a second reason, 
the mentioned answer was chosen by 6.31% of the first-category respondents and 10.54% 
of the second-category respondents, respectively. 

 
Figure 8. Firstly, considering the respondents’ education level, the reasons that led them to become 
more responsible. Source: Data from field quizzes, 2022. 

As the first choice, the answer was chosen by 27.56% of those with a high school 
diploma. The one with higher education represented a percentage of 35.64%. One of the 
reasons that led the interviewees to be more responsible is I learned responsibility from 
my early years in the family, continuing to improve it over time. 

The data analyzed provide a convincing argument on the implications of responsi-
bility in times of crisis, especially through the lens of Romanian society. The external con-
ditions considered to influence the people’s empowerment were provided in the socio-
economic and environmental context in the research period 2021–2022. In this regard, we 
thought about several critical circumstances, such as the health restrictions imposed by 
the COVID-19 pandemic (a state of emergency that brought with it isolation at home and 
the imposition of work from home), the armed conflict between Russia–Ukraine, the Ro-
manian border, and the danger of its spread (which also generated the feeling of insecu-
rity, fear about the future), and also environmental problems (pollution and global warm-
ing) concerning the energy crisis. 

The research confirms that studies play an active role in forming and developing in-
dividual responsibility. Analyzing the impact of the level of training on commitment, we 
also notice that the respondents with a high school education in a proportion of 5.51% and 
15.64% of those with a university education support the statement that they improved on 
aspects related to responsibility during the years of study. The second answer option is 
the option selected by 27.56% of those with high school education and 28.36% of higher 
education graduates. 

100.00

22.05
27.56 27.56

5.51
17.3215.64

35.64 33.09

15.64

0.00

20.00

40.00

60.00

80.00

100.00

120.00

The fact that the
emergency state
was established

several times
during the
pandemic

The fact that our
irresponsible

actions determine
the negative effects
on the environment

I learned
responsibility from
my early years in

the family,
continuing to

improve it over
time

I improved my
aspects related to

responsibility
during the years of

studies

The existing
conflicts at the

country's border
have led me to act
more responsibly

in every area of life

gymnasium high school higher education

Figure 8. Firstly, considering the respondents’ education level, the reasons that led them to become
more responsible. Source: Data from field quizzes, 2022.

As the first choice, the answer was chosen by 27.56% of those with a high school
diploma. The one with higher education represented a percentage of 35.64%. One of the
reasons that led the interviewees to be more responsible is I learned responsibility from my
early years in the family, continuing to improve it over time.

The data analyzed provide a convincing argument on the implications of respon-
sibility in times of crisis, especially through the lens of Romanian society. The external
conditions considered to influence the people’s empowerment were provided in the socio-
economic and environmental context in the research period 2021–2022. In this regard, we
thought about several critical circumstances, such as the health restrictions imposed by the
COVID-19 pandemic (a state of emergency that brought with it isolation at home and the
imposition of work from home), the armed conflict between Russia–Ukraine, the Roma-
nian border, and the danger of its spread (which also generated the feeling of insecurity,
fear about the future), and also environmental problems (pollution and global warming)
concerning the energy crisis.

The research confirms that studies play an active role in forming and developing
individual responsibility. Analyzing the impact of the level of training on commitment, we
also notice that the respondents with a high school education in a proportion of 5.51% and
15.64% of those with a university education support the statement that they improved on
aspects related to responsibility during the years of study. The second answer option is
the option selected by 27.56% of those with high school education and 28.36% of higher
education graduates.

The constraint represented by the existing conflicts at the border of the country has
made me determined to act more responsibly in every area of life was chosen as the first
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answer by only 17.32% of the respondents with a high school diploma. All the gymnasium
graduates have chosen as second motivation the same alternative. Compared with them,
the situation was different for the high school and higher education graduates, 16.54% and
10.18%, respectively (Figure 9). Thus, the third hypothesis is confirmed.
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Figure 9. Secondly, considering the respondents’ education level, the reasons that led them to become
more responsible. Source: Data from field quizzes, 2022.

Several important aspects are revealed by analyzing these data. The first premises
for becoming a responsible adult are initiated in the first years of life in the family. Where
there has been increased attention on education, it has continued throughout life. On the
other hand, once accountability is instilled, it continues to widen its applicability as the
horizon of knowledge expands. Higher education adds value to a person’s responsibility
attribute [43]. It opens the possibility for educational and cultural experiences through
transnational activities, scholarships, training, and offered project opportunities [44].

5. Discussion

The issue of responsibility appears as a major element in the foundation of the sus-
tainable course of humanity. Accountability, in general, is one of the important qualities
that must be possessed by a person involved in daily professional and personal, individual,
and/or collective activities in close relationship with the environment and society. For this
reason, the analysis and knowledge of its triggering mechanism and the endogenous and
exogenous factors that influence the individual and the collective remain topical.

The last year’s retrospection was dominated by successive crises that society has gone
through and is still going through. In general and in the Romanian community in particular
(irrespective of the health crisis-the COVID-19 pandemic from 2020–2022, the current
energy crisis, and the armed conflict on the border of Romania), we were able to carry out
this study at the level of the active population in the border area of North–West Romania
(counties of Arad, Bihor, Satu Mare, and Maramures, ). The research results of inhabitants
located in areas sensitive to external constraints, i.e., the pandemic crisis and the armed
conflict of Russia–Ukraine situated in their vicinity, highlighted more of a mechanism of
the formation of responsibility that people feel in borderline situations. It is presented as an
alternative to tools useful to transform such circumstances into a sustainable and effective
commitment (resilience) through formal and non-formal lifelong education.

All the new constraints emphasize the need to find short-, medium--, and long-term
solutions for specific segments (health, energy, environmental quality, defense, security,
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etc.). As a rule, short-term measures have an unfavorable impact on the population from
a psychological point of view. Still, they realize that medium- and long-term measures
support or favor them.

The research opens new study perspectives for this subject that can be extended to
the European cross-border areas. For example, the Danube–Mures, –Cris, –Tisa cross-border
area can be included in studies related to the implications of responsibility as an element of
ethics and sustainability of the European space and even in the situations facing humanity
linked to the ethnic coexistence of different people, cultures, and minorities.

6. Conclusions

Following the research carried out, the hypotheses were confirmed. Thus, it can be
stated that this study clarifies how to transform people’s responsibility in certain borderline
situations into a sustainable and effective commitment independent of such conditions and
unfavorable external factors. This renewal can only occur through training, continuous per-
sonal and professional development, and awareness of the skills and competencies. These
contribute to having a conscious attitude and assuming actions, knowing how to explain
the reasons for which activities were undertaken while accepting their consequences.

Conscious formal and non-formal learning also represents a generating source of value
and knowledge, which, appropriated and then applied, can generate new business models
oriented more towards the development of eco-technologies and can revitalize companies
in which people, the relationships between them and the social responsibility focus on the
learning approach.

The study also shows that the sense of responsibility towards social obligations and the
actions that people undertake has extended to all aspects of life following the intervention
of exogenous factors in the last three years. This fact can trigger the greater assumption of
ethics in business, both in the private sector and in the administration, and, by extension,
in creating a framework for the manifestation of philanthropic responsibility.

The T-test results also support that the respondents were more responsible at the time
of the exacerbation of the pandemic (2021) and less responsible when the restrictions were
lifted (2022). But, conscious learning from experience generated by external constraints is
not enough. Deliberate, continuous, planned, and organized learning/training is necessary
for formal and non-formal environments for all individuals precisely to support sustainable
development and the existence of an “ethical” society.

It is necessary to change mentalities in the future, based on the acquisition of the
“lessons” received by society (health problems, economic crises, natural disasters, armed
conflicts, environmental issues, etc.) and also to improve the mechanisms of consciousness,
responsible action at the level of the entire society, regardless of the given situations.

Conscious formal and non-formal learning also represents a generating source of value
and knowledge. Their appropriate application can generate new business models—oriented
more towards developing eco-technologies and revitalizing companies in which people, the
relationships between them, and the social responsibility focus on the learning approach.

The study also shows that the sense of responsibility towards social obligations and
the actions people undertake has extended to all aspects of life following the intervention
of exogenous factors in recent years. This fact can trigger the greater assumption of
ethics in business and, by extension, in the framework creation of a manifestation of
philanthropic responsibility.

Also, from the paper, we conclude that economic responsibility, treated from a worldly
perspective of profit, is redefined in the context of the action of exogenous factors (health
crisis, armed conflicts, global warming, and energy crisis). It transforms from an individual-
istic approach to a collaborative one, oriented more towards staff, suppliers, local targeted
communities, and even competitors, in general, towards the people’s soul and spirit.

All these aspects, presented in the work, make individuals and society as a whole
determined to pay more attention to future problems that may arise and past and present
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lessons to help make faster and more correct decisions, both on a personal level and on the
community level that we are part of.

Responsibility is part of soft abilities, together with flexibility, adaptability, respect,
communication, etc. Some of this paper’s authors were part of the international team of the
ERASMUS+ STRATAGAME Project (https://stratagame.erasmus.site/ro/ (accessed on
20 June 2023)), a Strategic Partnership For Soft Skills Building Through Gamification. It is
considered that responsibility is a skill that can be learned through such projects and/or
continuous training. Through education, a society can implement all-important changes
needed to achieve the targeted collective proactive attitude [45].

The STRATAGAME project’s main objectives were to create effective and innovative
tools that support all those who want to develop competencies in transversal and soft
skills. They can be used by teachers for professional training and by those in continuing
education programs. Two didactic digital tools have been created, i.e., the diagnostic test
that assesses soft skills and the soft skills game, and can become a common methodology
for introducing those skills in teaching programs. These are intended to build a common,
systematic approach to initial and continuing professional development (CPD) for VET
teachers by developing a training tool to expand users‘ soft skills through digital guides.

The skills addressed through this project are adaptability/flexibility, teamwork, cre-
ative thinking, problem-solving, and communication, and each of these categories is
developed through other skills such as empathy, active listening, leadership, respect,
commitment, decision-making, working with others, assertiveness, levels at which com-
munication takes place, types of statements, elements that cancel it out, and connection
pathways such as language and connecting in a creative relationship are just some of the
aspects addressed.

We believe that such interactive, unconventional ways of education can be an alter-
native for those who want to be responsible and act ethically towards their fellow human
beings and the environment.

A limitation of this research is represented by the fact that only one item was used
to measure the sensitivity of the responsibility of individuals to the action of an external
factor. The complexity of this construct may not have been fully evaluated.

Another limitation of the research is related to the small number of quotas (only two)
used in the non-random sampling of the analyzed statistical population. Using a larger
number of stratification factors could restrict the subjectivity of the research procedure. Too
many factors could constitute an obstacle in research.

Methodological improvements to the research can be made under normal research condi-
tions. It should be borne in mind that for a large part of the study period, April–May 2021 and
April–May 2022, we faced several restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, which
also brought about the limitations indicated in the study.

The research could be expanded by using probability sampling, which would make
the study more objective, diversifying the survey technique questionnaire, which can be
developed under normal conditions with one applied face-to-face, but also with individual
and group interviews, which would allow an in-depth analysis of the sensitivity of the
respondent’s responsibility towards endogenous factors and their collective responsibility.

The analysis of how responsibility is evolving as an element of ethics and sustainability
in Romania and beyond is our current and future concern.

In the case of Romania, perhaps more than in other European countries, action must
be taken in the direction of cooperation between corporate and individual responsibility
because responsibility began to manifest itself in the last 15–20 years [46].

Thus, through its models and actions, corporate responsibility can cause individuals
to act in a certain way to guide them toward a certain behavior (through social activities,
volunteering, involvement in public administration issues, etc.). On the other hand, indi-
vidual responsibility (developed through education and an individual’s choices between
good/bad and ethical or not) can determine the dimension of duty at the societal level.

In the case of Romania, we consider it important to promote:

https://stratagame.erasmus.site/ro/
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• actions related to responsibility in all its forms;
• the concepts of sustainability and sustainable development;
• educational programs to help future generations based on these principles.
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