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Abstract: This study aims to contribute to the existing debate on the impact of corporate social
responsibility (CSR) orientation on different measures of business performance through the proposal
of a conceptual model. Drawing on stakeholder theory, we conceptualize CSR as a broad and
multidimensional construct with seven dimensions: employees, partners, customers, farmers,
environment, community, and competition. We also extend the concept of business performance,
which includes tangible variables, namely financial performance (FP) and export performance (EXP),
as well as intangible variables, namely image and reputation (IR) and the satisfaction of relevant
stakeholders (SS). The research context of this study is the agri-food sector in southeastern Spain.
This sector has been the focus of attention of numerous researchers due to the relevance that social
and environmental aspects have had in its development. To test the proposed model, the partial
least-squares technique (PLS-SEM) was applied to data collected by means of a survey from a sample
of 107 companies, which represent 81.4% of the turnover of the sector analyzed. The results show
that CSR has a positive effect on financial performance, improves the volume and performance of
exports, positively affects the corporate image and reputation, and increases the level of satisfaction
of relevant stakeholders. Further research should examine the model from the perceptions of other
stakeholders (e.g., customers, employees, and suppliers), using a longitudinal research design and
exploring other contexts.

Keywords: corporate social responsibility; financial performance; export performance; reputation;
stakeholder satisfaction; partial least square technique (PLS-SEM)

1. Introduction

In recent decades, there has been growing interest in corporate social responsibility (CSR), both
from academia and business. To this, we can also add the pressures from an increasingly demanding
society, one that is sensitive to irresponsible business behavior (i.e., firms’ behaviors which do not
consider the impact their activities have on society and environment); the pressure from public
institutions at both national and international levels through different guidelines and regulatory
developments; and the pressure from other agents operating in the market. In addition, the significant
growth of competition in all markets has prompted companies to differentiate themselves in ways other
than traditional ones (e.g., price, product quality, design, advertising), embracing the value of certain
intangible assets such as reputation and relationships with its internal and external stakeholders.

Sustainability 2019, 11, 6390; doi:10.3390/su11226390 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5079-1627
http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/22/6390?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su11226390
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


Sustainability 2019, 11, 6390 2 of 23

Despite the numerous studies that have analyzed the relationship between CSR and business
performance in recent decades, the findings are not entirely conclusive [1], keeping academia interested
in deepening their understanding of this relationship. Although most of the studies suggest a positive
relationship between both variables [2–9], the truth is that there are also many studies that suggest
that this relationship is zero or negative [10–15]. One of the reasons for this lack of consensus
stems from the existence of different conceptualizations of CSR and business performance, as well as
different measurement methodologies and different models used to analyze the relationship between
both variables.

CSR is a concept that covers a broad spectrum of aspects, making it a complex phenomenon to
analyze. This has led to various definitions in the literature in terms of perspectives and interests [16],
which has generated some confusion about how to define it in the field of business management. There
are a variety of theories, theoretical perspectives, and definitions, as well as several frames of reference
that explain their dimensionality. Although most empirical studies have used the so-called ethical,
sustainable, or socially responsible stock indices for the measurement of CSR, some researchers have
chosen to develop their own measurement scales. Many authors [17–20] have developed their own
measurement scales based on Carroll’s model [21], which considers CSR as a four-dimension concept:
economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary. Socially responsible companies need to be profitable, comply
with law and certain ethical standards, and get involved with discretionary activities that meet the social
needs. Other authors [22–24] based their studies on the perspective of sustainable development [25]
which considers CSR as a three-dimension construct: economic, social, and environmental. Socially
responsible companies need to ensure success in their business and contribute with social development
and environmental protection. Other authors [4,10,26–30] have developed their measurement scales
based on stakeholder theory, which considers that socially responsible companies need to take
into account the interests of every group of people than could affect, directly or indirectly, to their
activities [31]. In our study, we developed a measurement scale based on the stakeholder theory,
as this is the most used for the development of CSR proposals and the one adopted by numerous
organizations that regulate or promote it. We identified the dimensions of this construct as employees,
partners, customers, farmers, environment, community, and competition.

Business performance has been linked, in most empirical studies, with financial performance
in terms of sales, market share, profitability, and productivity. However, we consider, in line with
other authors, [32–34] that in such complex and competitive environments as the current one, business
performance goes beyond financial performance, and must take into account other intangible assets
that are decisive for the survival and development of companies such as image and reputation (IR) and
the level of satisfaction of their principal or critical stakeholders (SS). Some researchers include certain
intangible assets such as customer satisfaction [35–37] or reputation [36,38] in their analysis models
as mediating variables in the relationship between CSR and financial performance (FP). However,
none of the studies reviewed analyze the specific impact of CSR on the four types of performance
contemplated in this research within the same model.

This work aims to analyze CSR through a multidimensional approach based on stakeholder
theory and examines its direct effect on different types of performance in companies in the agri-food
sector that operate in environments directed at international markets. From the broader perspective of
business performance, we analyze four types of performance within the same model, by considering
two tangible and two intangible variables. With regards to the tangible variables, in addition to FP, in
terms of sales, market share, profitability, and productivity, we also include export performance (EXP),
in terms of volume and profitability of exports, as determining elements of the business performance
of these companies. We also include two components of business performance considered to be
intangible variables, namely IR and SS. We focus on analyzing their effects in the agri-food context and,
in particular, in the fruit and vegetable sector of southeastern Spain, which is of special interest and
relevance since its evolution has been marked by social and environmental aspects, as demonstrated
in various works. By referring to a specific sector, we can avoid the possible distortion of the results
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and conclusions of the study which according to Godfrey and Hatch [39] could result from the use of
multiple samples belonging to several sectors. In addition, as the sector is especially sensitive to CSR
activities, the results may be more consistent [1]. Although the agri-food sector has been extensively
examined in the literature [40], most studies on CSR have focused on other industrial sectors. Even
when they have studied the agri-food sector, they have done so, principally, from the perspective of
suppliers [41] or customers [42]. There are very few studies [43,44] that study CSR in the agri-food
sector from a more disaggregated global approach that takes into account the point of view of managers
and includes, in the same model, not only customers and farmers but also other stakeholders such as
employees, partners, the environment, the community, and competition.

In contrast, many of the researchers who have included intangible variables in their models that
examine the relationship between CSR and FP [35–38], have considered them mediating variables in that
relationship. However, this research examines the direct impact of CSR on the tangible (FP and EXP) as
well as the intangible (IR and satisfaction of relevant stakeholders) variables of business performance.

Consequently, this research aims to improve understanding of the nature and composition of CSR
in the agri-food sector, as well as verify its effectiveness in terms of business performance. It seeks to
demonstrate if the companies in this sector that apply CSR policies can improve their financial results,
the volume and profitability of their exports, improve their IR and raise the level of satisfaction of
their principal stakeholders (employees, customers, and farmers), beyond the mere economic benefits,
thereby favoring customer loyalty, employee engagement, and the generation of stable and strategic
relationships with farmers. This paper includes a review of the concept of CSR as a multidimensional
phenomenon and its importance in the agri-food sector. Next, the theoretical model is presented with
the hypotheses that are intended to be tested. Subsequently, the methodological section is developed,
and the results obtained after applying the partial least-squares technique (PLS-SEM) to the proposed
model are shown. Next, the main theoretical contributions of the study are identified and practical
recommendations for managers are proposed. Finally, we warn of some limitations of the study and
suggest future lines of research.

2. Conceptual Framework

2.1. CSR As a Multidimensional Phenomenon: Approaches and Conceptualization

As already mentioned, there is no consensus about the proper definition for the concept of CSR
or what is the precise way to apply it to the field of business management. There are numerous
definitions provided by academic literature and by organizations and institutions involved in CSR.
However, some concurrent elements can be extracted from a series of highly cited definitions found in
the literature [10,16,45–51]. CSR is understood as the company’s assumption of a series of voluntary
responsibilities [16,45], which go beyond legal and regulatory requirements [10] and that involve a
long-term commitment to incorporate the interests of the plurality of agents involved in or affected
by its management decisions [46–48]. It is a strategic and proactive way of doing business, beyond
social action and marketing, which must consider and balance economic, environmental and social
aspects [49,50]. It should be understood as an investment that can help improve the competitiveness of
a company [51].

Based on the above, in our research, we define CSR as the voluntary, proactive and strategic
commitment of the company to satisfy the needs of its stakeholders as well as preserve the environment,
beyond legal requirements, and whose development and application can create long-term value. Thus,
a definition of CSR is proposed that seeks to collect the concurrent elements of some of the most cited
definitions in the literature and in which environmental issues stand out as being of crucial importance
in the agri-food context.

Given the variety of theories, theoretical perspectives, and existing definitions on CSR, there
are also several frames of reference that explain the dimensions of the concept. In recent decades,
most empirical studies have used three different approaches: one based on Carroll’s theory [21], one
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elaborated from the perspective of sustainable development and one which is based on stakeholder
theory. Carroll [21] elaborates a multidimensional definition of CSR which links the economic and
legal responsibilities of the company with its social responsibilities. It defines four dimensions which
in turn are dependent on each other. To wit, that companies meet the expectations of society that they
be profitable (economic dimension), that they attain their economic objectives subject to the established
legal framework (legal dimension), that their behavior and business practices satisfy certain ethical
standards (ethical dimension), and that they be voluntarily involved in activities that meet social needs
(discretionary dimension).

The perspective of sustainable development [25] supports the discourse of the need to integrate
economic, social, and environmental issues for the company to guarantee long-term business success,
contribute to economic and social development as well as protect the environment. From this standpoint,
the responsible behavior of a company implies the creation of value for shareholders, customers,
suppliers and employees (economic dimension); accepting the legal and socio-cultural standards of
the society in which it operates; actively participating in the improvement of the general welfare of
the society (social dimension); and contributing to sustainable development with a response for the
externalities generated that go beyond compliance with current legislation in environmental protection.

With regards to stakeholder theory [52–54], it presents the company as an organization composed
of a plurality of agents that intervene in or are affected by its management decisions. Consequently,
companies must take into account not only the management of their resources and operations, but also
the interests of all persons or groups of people that may directly or indirectly affect the development of
their activities [31]. The instrumental approach of this theory [31] establishes the need to consider the
interests of the stakeholders to maximize profits. Acting responsibly with stakeholders, through a
process of dialogue that allows the company to detect and identify their expectations and ultimately
leads to the best long-term results for all, including shareholders. To implement CSR in business
management, a proper identification of stakeholders is essential depending on the sector, the company,
and the geographical location. Mitchell et al. [53] classify stakeholders according to the relationship
attributes of power, legitimacy, and urgency and identify different types according to whether they
possess one, two, or three of those attributes. Wheeler and Sillanpää [54] established a classification
based on the degree of implication of stakeholders in the activity of the company, distinguishing
between primary (indispensable for company operations) and secondary (with influence, but without
direct involvement in the company’s operations).

Based on this theoretical perspective, and in line with existing research [26–30], we have
characterized CSR as a seven-dimensional construct including shareholders, employees, customers,
farmers, the environment, community, and competition. Due to the special relevance that environmental
issues have in the agri-food sector, we include, in line with some authors [26,28–30], the environmental
dimension, which contributes to offering a broader or holistic view of the phenomenon.

2.2. CSR in the Agri-Food Sector

The agri-food sector currently operates in an environment characterized by the existence of more
informed and demanding markets in which consumers demand information, not only about the
characteristics and quality of the product, but also on its origin, the production process, its ecological
characteristics, and the social impact of the production chain. This has led to a significant increase
in pressure regarding social and environmental requirements and guarantees, which affect all agents
and that may constitute a threat to the reputation and legitimacy of both companies and the sector
itself [40,55]. In this context, the main challenge of the sector is to achieve levels of productivity that
ensure self-sustainability, while at the same time, ensure balanced local or regional development and
an efficient use of natural resources that reduce negative externalities [56].

To understand the importance of CSR in the agri-food sector, it is necessary to understand the
concept of multifunctionality as one of its most notable features [57–59]. This concept refers to all
those functions performed by this sector that go beyond its traditional objective of production and
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distribution of raw materials and food under competitive conditions (i.e., economic function). The
decisions of the agents in this sector can have an immediate, positive or negative, impact on the
environment (i.e., environmental function) and can contribute to the viability of rural areas and to a
balanced development from the territorial point of view (i.e., social function). This multifunctional
character demonstrates the importance and the need to promote CSR practices in this sector. Despite
this, most studies on CSR have focused on other industrial sectors, rather than on the agri-food
sector and they have approached it from the perspective of a single stakeholder or have dealt with
specific issues such as ecological aspects or biodiversity [55]. However, authors such as Luhmann
and Theuvsen [55] point out the need for studies that analyze the relevant stakeholders in the sector
and their requirements more fully, with a research design that determines the impact of CSR on both
financial and non-financial results.

In line with this proposal, this research aims to analyze, from the point of view of the managers of
the companies in the sector, the impact of CSR which in turn is understood to be a multidimensional
construct with the participation of all relevant stakeholders, on their financial results (FP and EXP) and
non-financial (IR and SS).

3. Hypothesis

This work aims to analyze the impact of CSR, as a multidimensional concept, on different indicators
of business performance. For this, we consider business performance, in line with the opinion of
numerous authors [32,33,60–63], as a broad concept that covers both financial and non-financial
indicators. In addition to the tangible results measured through FP and EXP, we include other
intangible elements, such as IR and satisfaction of relevant stakeholders in our model. These are
decisive for the long-term survival and growth of companies (see Figure 1).
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3.1. CSR and FP

Although there is no consensus on which instrument to apply for the measurement of FP, a fact
which complicates the comparison of the results of the different studies, most of them use objective
measurement models based on accounting measures [4,64], financial market measures [65], or mixed
accounting and financial measures [66]. Measures such as return on assets (ROA), return on investment
(ROI), earnings before interest taxes depreciation and amortization (EBITDA), market share or sales
growth, market value (market capitalization), total shareholder return (TSR), economic value added
(EVA), or Tobin’s Q, are the most frequent in studies that analyze the link between CSR with FP.

At a theoretical level, numerous works have explained the positive impact of CSR on certain
elements of the competitiveness of companies related to their FP, such as improving access to capital
markets and reducing capital costs [67,68], the improvement in the efficiency of processes [68], the
reduction and improvement of risk management [67] or the improvements in innovation and product
development [69]. Stakeholder theory also suggests this positive association [52]. In addition, most
empirical studies [2–9] suggest a positive relationship between both variables, i.e., that higher levels
of CSR lead directly to higher levels of FP. In line with these theoretical arguments and the results of
previous works, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Firms’ CSR orientation is positively related to their FP.

3.2. CSR and EXP

In line with Cavusgil and Zou [64], we define EXP as the degree to which a company achieves its
export objectives, through the execution of a specific marketing strategy (market expansion, increased
market share abroad, etc.), or financial (profits, sales, costs, etc.). Thus, we identify EXP with the level
of satisfaction that a company has about the evolution of its exports and its relation to total sales, the
evolution of its market share in its main foreign market and the general performance of the same.

CSR can be considered to be one of the fundamental elements of a company’s differentiation
strategy [65]. It facilitates its positioning and that of its products to its clients and other stakeholders as
environmentally or socially responsible [66], differentiating itself in foreign markets and improving the
performance of its exports. Possessing a social or environmental certification, producing product or
using suppliers with social or environmental certification and with a reputation for being socially and
environmentally responsible are elements that contribute to a differentiation strategy based on CSR
which can lead to a company attaining a unique position in the market [66]. Authors such as Boehe and
Barín [66], Barín et al. [70], Motlaghi and Mostafavi [71] and Theoharakis et al. [72] suggest, in their
empirical work that CSR can contribute to a strategy of differentiation at the product and company
level in export markets and, therefore, can improve export performance. The context of these works
was different sectors in emerging economies during periods of reduced export competitiveness. From
this line of argument, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Firms’ CSR orientation is positively related to their EXP.

3.3. CSR and Image and Reputation

Image refers to the set of impressions, perceptions, information, expectations, attitudes, beliefs,
and feelings that different stakeholders, both internal and external, have about the characteristics and
activities of a company [73]. Reputation refers to the representative perception of a company, based
both on its performance in the past, and on future projections [74]. It is a synthesis of the opinions,
perceptions and attitudes of a company’s stakeholders [75] and a reflection of the knowledge of the
true characteristics of a company and the emotions that its stakeholders feel towards it [76]. Image
has a conjunctural nature and can be modeled relatively quickly through appropriate advertising and
communication programs. Reputation, however, has a more structural character, is more stable and is
configured through a process of historic accumulation [77].



Sustainability 2019, 11, 6390 7 of 23

IR represents two intangible assets, difficult to imitate, that allows companies to obtain solid and
sustainable competitive advantages over time, to the extent that they can differentiate themselves
from the competition, demonstrate loyalty to their customers, access capital markets and attract better
workers [18].

CSR positively influences the opinions of stakeholders and is considered to be a sign that the
company will take into account their interests and expectations [78,79], opinions, which, in short,
form the basis of its reputation [80]. There are numerous works that show a positive relationship
between CSR and IR in different economic sectors [18,78–84]. In line with these findings, we propose
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Firms’ CSR orientation is positively related to their image and reputation.

3.4. CSR and Satisfaction of Relevant Stakeholders

The level of satisfaction of a company’s stakeholders is determined by the level of fulfillment of
their expectations [85]. In the context of this study and according to the criteria of power, legitimacy,
and urgency established by Mitchell et al. [53], we have considered clients, employees, and suppliers
as principal or critical stakeholders. As will be seen later, this identification was supported by the
opinion of the members of a panel of experts.

CSR requires the company to have greater knowledge of the expectations and interests of its
stakeholders, as well as modify its policies, objectives, and priorities to adapt to those expectations
and interests. It also requires greater transparency with regards to the company’s relationships with
its stakeholders and the implementation of consultation and participation processes that allow their
opinions to be taken into account in the company’s decisions in situations that affect them [86]. All
these elements increase the level of satisfaction of stakeholders beyond economic benefits. Numerous
studies suggest the existence of a positive impact of CSR on customer satisfaction and loyalty [37,87–89],
on job satisfaction and employee commitment to the objectives and values of the company [90–95] and
on the satisfaction of its suppliers, facilitating the generation of stable and strategic relationships for
the future based on trust [96,97]. In line with these results, we propose the following hypothesis in
this investigation:

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Firms’ CSR orientation is positively related to the satisfaction of their customers, employees,
and suppliers.

4. Methodology

4.1. Measurement

For the measurement of the constructs that make up the model, a list of items was generated
based on a review of the existing empirical and theoretical research literature. In line with the
guidelines established by Skjong and Wentworht [98], these items were subsequently reviewed by a
panel composed of 13 experts: seven researchers, five representatives from the business world and a
representative from the public sector.

A subjective measurement model based on the perception of managers was employed. A
disadvantage of the use of such measures is that they may be affected by psychological biases that may
lead to non-representative results.

We designed the survey using some procedures to control for these potential biases. First, the
people surveyed should have a broad, transversal, and deep knowledge of the company. Second,
we ensured that the concepts were clearly defined and that the measurement items represent them
clearly and concisely [98–100]. Before the development of the questionnaire, we reviewed with the
panel of experts the clarity and precision when defining the variables and their dimensions, as well as
when choosing the exact wording for the items incorporated in this survey. Third, we guaranteed the
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anonymity of every people surveyed to reduce the bias resulting from the tendency to give socially
desirable answers. Fourth, every company were offered to have and executive report with the main
results of the study contacting the researchers. We consider this could also help to reduce the potential
bias as it may encourage honest, truthful survey answers.

CSR was measured using scales of multiple items adapted from those used by Öberderser et al. [26];
Dopico [27]; Luo et al. [28]; Turker [29]; and Fatma et al. [30]. We measure FP using a scale adapted
from those used by Kandemir et al. [101]; Delgado and Gallardo [62]; and Calantone et al. [102]. The
EXP was measured using a scale adapted from those used by Zou et al. [103]; Lages et al. [104]; and
Ahimbisibwe et al. [105]. The image and reputation measurement used a scale adapted from those used
by Ahearne, et al. [106]; Alvarado and Schlesinger [19]; and Martínez-Salinas and Pina-Pérez [107].
Finally, SS was measured using a scale adapted from that used by Quinn and Rohrbaugh [108];
Kumar et al. [109]; and Camisón et al. [34].

The members of the expert panel agreed that employees, customers, farmers, partners, community,
competition, and the environment are to be considered stakeholders of the companies being studied,
with the first three considered to principal or critical stakeholders. For the final selection of the items, the
procedure followed by Zaichkowsky [110] was used. Each item was rated by each of the components of
the panel of experts as: “clearly representative”, “moderately representative” or “not representative”,
depending on the level of representativeness of the item with respect to the variable or construct to be
measured. Subsequently, following the criteria of authors such as Ouellet [111], those items considered
to be “clearly representative” were maintained by at least two thirds of the panel components, and that
the remaining third part would not have considered them worse than “moderately representative”.
After this review process, a battery of items was generated. The questionnaire used during data
collection was designed based on the battery of items generated.

A seven-point Likert scale was used in the data collection phase, because it is the format mostly
used by researchers for the measurement of perceptions [112]. The ranges of the scale were 1 = “totally
disagree” to 7 = “totally agree” for the items corresponding to the CSR variable. For those items
corresponding to the variables FP, EXP, IR, and SS, the scale ranged from 1 = “in no measure” to 7= “in
maximum degree”.

4.2. Data Collection and Sample

We collected data from companies in the fruit and vegetable marketing sector in Almería
(southeast Spain). This sector is integrated into a high-performance agricultural model based on
intensive horticulture, clearly directed at foreign markets and with a strong capacity for growth and
adaptation to new demands of national and international markets. Its growth has been based on family
farms and businesses (which has resulted in a redistribution of income and economic well-being to a
large segment of the population) and the endogenous development of marketing infrastructure and
auxiliary services. In addition, this growth has been carried out with a tendency towards agro-ecological
practices with a more efficient use of resources and that contributes to diminishing the impact on the
environment. This agricultural model has been studied extensively in numerous works [113,114] and
used as a research context in works related to CSR [115–117] and exports [118]. These arguments
motivate its use as a context for the application of the theoretical model in the present work. Based on
information extracted from the SABI –(System of Analysis of Iberian Balances) database (the main
database of general information and annual accounts of Spanish companies), the sector is comprised of
a total of 287 companies.

The analysis technique to be used for scale validation and hypotheses testing is structural equation
modeling based on partial least square (PLS), as it is considered the most appropriate when faced with
complex structural models in which there are formative and reflective indicators and when samples are
small, although representative, as is the case in the present investigation [119]. To calculate the sample
size required for the application of PLS technique [120], we first identify the most complex multiple
regression in the conceptual model, which in this case corresponds to the variable “Employees” and
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also includes a scale of seven indicators. Following Cohen’s recommendations [121] and Green’s
approach [122] to the tables proposed by the former, a sample size of 102 observations would be
required, assuming a significance (Alpha) of 0.05 and a test power of 0.80, to achieve a moderate
size (f2) effect (magnitude or estimate of the degree to which the phenomenon studied exists in
the population). Likewise, Nitzl [123] indicates that for seven predictors the required sample size,
considering a significance of 0.05, a power of 0.8 and a moderate size effect of 0.15, should be 103
observations. The results were obtained using G * Power software [124], as an alternative option for
analyzing power and attaining the sample size that fits that power. Version 3.1.9.4 of this software was
applied, and it was found that in fact, the sample size for the previous parameters was 103 observations
as well. Since the sample size in this investigation is 107 observations, we can state that there is no
problem as to the sample size required to apply the selected analysis technique. In addition, the criteria
set by Reinartz et al. [125] suggested increasing the sample to at least 100 cases to reach acceptable
levels of statistical power.

An online questionnaire was sent to a subset of 164 companies with turnovers exceeding 5 million
Euros, representing 94.16% of turnover and 91.9% of employment in the sector. A total of 107 valid
answers were obtained. The sample represents 37.3% of companies, 81.4% of sales and 54.7% of
employment in the sector. A response rate of 65.2% of the questionnaires sent was achieved. 68% of
them were answered by the president, general manager or manager of the company, 25% by those
responsible for Human Resources and the remaining 7% for other charges. Table 1 present statistical
summary and correlations regarding the constructs of this study.

Table 1. Statistical summary and correlations regarding the constructs of study.

Construct 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Farmers 1.000
2. Clients 0.667 1.000

3. Competitors 0.559 0.548 1.000
4. Community 0.399 0.392 0.328 1.000
5. Employees 0.570 0.559 0.468 0.334 1.000

6. Environment 0.612 0.600 0.503 0.359 0.513 1.000
7. Partners 0.552 0.541 0.453 0.324 0.462 0.496 1.000

8. EXP 0.082 0.224 −0.03 0.231 −0.02 0.137 −0.08 1.000
9. FP 0.030 0.230 0.018 0.072 0.154 0.110 0.106 0.598 1.000
10. IR −0.08 −0.49 0.156 0.187 0.184 0.164 0.011 0.485 0.615 1.000

11. CSR 0.825 0.809 0.678 0.484 0.691 0.742 0.669 0.392 0.531 0.789 1.000
12. SS 0.185 0.203 0.090 0.204 0.223 0.144 0.020 0.359 0.479 0.784 0.746 1.000

Number items 6 6 3 3 7 6 3 4 4 7 34 3
Mean1 6.16 6.15 5.60 5.63 5.68 5.12 6.14 5.29 5.28 5.70 5.78 5.67

Standard deviation 1.37 1.21 1.52 1.52 1.32 1.75 1.05 1.40 1.04 1.12 1.39 0.81
1All items were measured on a 7-point scale (1 = in no measure, 7= in maximum degree). For the items corresponding
to the CSR, Farmers, Clients, Competitors, Community, Employees, Environment, Partners (1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree).

5. Results

5.1. Identification and Evaluation of the Measurement Model

Figure 2 shows the results of the structural model. Said model consists of a total of 52 items for 11
primary constructs. It also includes a secondary construct, CSR, with seven dimensions, represented
by the primary constructs: employees, partners, customers, farmers, the environment, community,
and competition.

A reflective relationship of the items with respect to their corresponding latent variables is
proposed, with the exception of the items of the CSR variable, with which we consider maintaining a
formative relationship. This consideration is made on the basis that these items cover different aspects
of the concept included in the construct and are not necessarily interchangeable and are not expected
to correlate with each other [126–128].
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To evaluate the measurement model, we use the build-up approach as suggested by Chin [129]
and Aldas-Manzano [130], since it incorporates secondary constructs, measured by several primary
components. The first step of this technique consists of eliminating the secondary CSR factor and
linking all the related primary factors (dimensions of CSR) to all other constructs with which the
secondary factor would be related.

Regarding the variables with reflective indicators, we evaluate the individual reliability of each
item; internal consistency, using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability [131]; and convergent
validity, through the average variance extracted (AVE) as developed by Fornell and Larcker [132].

To evaluate the measurement scales of the variables with formative indicators, we verify, by means
of the tolerance index (TOL) and the variance inflation index factor (VIF), that there is no collinearity
between them [126,133]. The maximum value of the VIF index is 3.4 for the item “Agr1”, lower than
the threshold of 5, defined by Hair et al. [134]. The minimum level of the TOL index is 0.293 for the
same indicator, higher than the threshold of 0.20 defined by the aforementioned author. We conclude,
therefore, that there are no collinearity problems between the formative indicators.

For the analysis of the relative relevance of the constituent indicators we apply the criteria
established by Hair et al. [119]. Based on this criterion, non-significant constituent indicators with
loads of less than 0.50 are eliminated and which in addition have loads that are also not significant. For
this we obtain the weight-to-load ratio of each indicator using the bootstrapping technique.
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The results (see Table 2) indicate that there are three indicators (“Emp4”, “Emp5” and “Env1”)
with non-significant weights (p > 0.05) and with loads below 0.50. In the case of “Emp4” and “Emp5”,
we decide to keep them by presenting loads close to the threshold of 0.50 and which were, in addition,
significant. On the other hand, the “Env1” indicator has a load of 0.244, below the threshold of 0.50, in
addition to being a non-significant load (p = 0.156), so we decide to eliminate it.

Table 2. Convergence of Reliability and Validity.

Variables and Items Weight (p-Value) (t-Value) Load (p-Value) (t-Value) Reliability

(a) Employees

(Emp1) Our company has established
flexible policies to provide a good work-life
balance for its employees.

0.030 (0.14) 0.553 *** (4.20)

(Emp2) Our company has established
training and personal development
programs for employees.

0.404 * (2.39) 0.760 *** (7.73)

(Emp3) In general, our company promotes
positive discrimination programs in favor
of women and people with disabilities.

0.485 *** (3.79) 0.661 *** (6.88)

(Emp4) Our company promotes stable
employment and recognizes its importance
for both employees and society.

−0.216 (0.92) 0.451 * (2.54) N/A

(Emp5) Our company has a communication
channel with its employees and is receptive
to their proposals and complaints.

0.161 (0.83) 0.488 *** (3.39)

(Emp6) Our company periodically
evaluates the work environment and
employee satisfaction.

0.257 (1.38) 0.596 *** (4.82)

(Emp7) Our company has internal policies
that prevent discrimination against ethnic
minorities.

0.373 * (2.04) 0.595 *** (4.12)

(b) Partners

(Part1) Our company always tries to obtain
the maximum profit from its activities. 0.460 ** (2.98) 0.623 *** (4.92)

(Part2) Our company provides its partners /
shareholders with clear, complete, and
accurate information on its policies,
decisions, and activities.

0.161 (0.72) 0.697 *** (5.88) N/A

(Part3) Our company has an adequate
communication channel with its partners /
shareholders and is receptive to their
proposals.

0.679 ** (3.09) 0.885 *** (10.12)

(c) Clients

(Cli1) Our company has extensive capacity
to supply its customers throughout the
year.

0.231 (1.84) 0.674 *** (7.10)

(Cli2) Our company has a wide range of
products, standardized in terms of quality
and prices.

0.195 (1.58) 0.741 *** (7.85)

(Cli3) Our company conducts studies on
customer satisfaction. 0.108 (0.89) 0.570 *** (4.58) N/A

(Cli4) Our company provides complete and
accurate information about its products to
its customers.

-0.041 (0.32) 0.586 *** (6.02)

(Cli5) Our company establishes control
procedures to ensure compliance with
customers.

0.562 *** (4.40) 0.923 *** (18.53)

(Cli6) Our company responds to customer
complaints. 0.184 (1.25) 0.780 *** (10.98)
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Table 2. Cont.

Variables and Items Weight (p-Value) (t-Value) Load (p-Value) (t-Value) Reliability

(d) Farmers

(Agr1) Our company contributes to the
growth of farmers / producers and to the
continued profitability of their farms.

0.063 (0.25) 0.732 *** (6.79)

(Agr2) Our company has procedures to
control the working conditions and the
hiring policy of its suppliers.

0.389 * (2.56) 0.701 *** (5.99)

(Agr3) Our company has a communication
channel with its farmers / producers and is
receptive to their proposals and complaints.

0.288 (1.85) 0.657 *** (5.42) N/A

(Agr4) Our company cooperates with its
farmers / producers, providing technical
advice for the improvement of their
products.

0.118 (0.53) 0.632 *** (5.07)

(Agr5) Our company promotes organic and
/ or integrated production among its
farmers / producers.

0.217 (1.21) 0.625 *** (3.94)

(Agr6) Our company considers it essential
that its farmers / producers have the
appropriate good agricultural practices,
food safety, and environmental
certifications.

0.375 * (2.49) 0.751 *** (7.07)

(e) Environment

(Env1) Our company properly manages
waste. −0.226 (1.14) 0.244 (1.41)

(Env2) Our company has an energy saving
program. 0.403 (1.89) 0.754 *** (7.61)

(Env3) Our company adopts programs for
the use of alternative energy. −0.158 (0.79) 0.594 *** (5.20)

(Env4) Our company has implemented a
program to reduce water consumption. 0.408 * (2.22) 0.837 *** (10.32) N/A

(Env5) Our company periodically conducts
environmental audits. 0.294 (1.80) 0.690 *** (6.24)

(Env6) Our company promotes an efficient
use of inputs (water, fertilizers, and
phytosanitary products), as well as
adequate treatment of agricultural waste
among its farmers / producers.

0.386 * (2.22) 0.779 *** (7.25)

(f) Community

(Com1) Our company gives priority to
hiring employees in our municipality or
region.

−0.598 * (2.55) 0.114 (0.69)

(Com2) Our company gives priority to
hiring suppliers in our region. 0.754 *** (3.21) 0.606 *** (4.06) N/A

(Com3) Our company dedicates part of its
budget to charitable donations and actively
sponsors or finances social events (sports,
music, etc.)

0.756 *** (4.97) 0.809 *** (6.23)

(g) Competitors

(Comp1) Our company promotes free
competition among companies in its sector. 0.462 * (2.50) 0.721 *** (5.26)

(Comp2) Our company promotes
cooperation (alliances, associations) with
companies in its sector for commercial
purposes.

0.247 (0.99) 0.797 *** (6.94) N/A

(Comp3) Our company carries out
cooperation initiatives (alliances,
associations) for innovation purposes.

0.545 * 0.545 * 0.860 *** (9.02)
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Table 2. Cont.

Variables and Items Weight (p-Value) (t-Value) Load (p-Value) (t-Value) Reliability

(h) Financial Performance

(FP1) Sales have increased. N/A N/A 0.891 *** (27.32)

(FP2) Market share has increased. N/A N/A 0.861 *** (19.41) CA= 0.853
CR= 0.901

(FP3) Profitability has increased. N/A N/A 0.804 *** (20.16) AVE=0.696
(FP4) Productivity has increased. N/A N/A 0.776 *** (6.60)

(i) Export Performance

(ExP1) In recent years, our export sales
have increased. N/A N/A 0.915 *** (19.63)

(ExP2) The percentage of exports of the
company’s total sales has grown in recent
years.

N/A N/A 0.915 *** (19.43) CA = 0.942
CR =0.958,

(ExP3) We have expanded our operations
in profitable foreign markets. N/A N/A 0.927 *** (40.19) AVE=0.851

(ExP4) We are satisfied with the rate of
expansion in the new markets. N/A N/A 0.933 *** (49.30)

(j) Image and Reputation

(ImR1) Our company is a dynamic
company. N/A N/A 0.871 *** (38.20)

(ImR2) Our company is an innovative
company. N/A N/A 0.824 *** (25.96)

(ImR3) Our company is a company with
high quality standards. N/A N/A 0.822 *** (23.10) CA=0.936

CR=0.948
(ImR4) Our company is an efficient
company. N/A N/A 0.809 *** (16.73) AVE=0.723

(ImR5) Our company is a recognized
company. N/A N/A 0.864 *** (33.57)

(ImR6) Our company is an admired
company. N/A N/A 0.846 *** (33.62)

(ImR7) Our company is a prestigious
company. N/A N/A 0.911 *** (51.20)

(a) Stakeholder Satisfaction

(SS1) The overall satisfaction of our
customers with our company has increased. N/A N/A 0.892 *** (36.41) CA=0.883

CR=0.928
(SS2) The overall satisfaction of our
farmers/suppliers with our company has
increased.

N/A N/A 0.928 *** (57.28) AVE=0.810

(SS3) The satisfaction and motivation of our
employees has increased. N/A N/A 0.880 *** (39.83)

Note: CA= Cronbach’s Alpha; CR: Compound reliability; AVE= Average Extracted Variance. *** p< 0.001; ** p< 0.01;
* p< 0.05. N/A= Not applicable.

The results of the estimation process allow us to conclude that there is internal consistency and
convergent validity in all the factors with reflective indicators of the model (see Table 2). The loads of
the items with their respective latent variable exceed the threshold of 0.707 suggested by Carmines
and Zeller [135]. The application of the bootstrapping technique indicates that all loads are significant
(p < 0.001 and t-value > 1.96). Both the Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability of all the factors
exceed the threshold of 0.70 set by Barclay et al. [106] and the even stricter threshold of 0.80 set by
Nunnally [136] for basic research. The AVE exceeds, in all cases, the threshold of 0.50 set by Fornell
and Larcker [132]. The application of the square root criterion of the AVE values, proposed by Fornell
and Larcker [132] and the criterion of the ratio between heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) correlations,
proposed by Henseler et al. [137], indicate that there are no discriminant validity problems (Table 3).
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Table 3. Discriminant validity between latent variables with reflective indicators.

Export
Performance

Financial
Performance

Image and
Reputation

Stakeholder
Satisfaction

Export Performance 0.922 0.671 0.512 0.394
Financial Performance 0.596 0.834 0.688 0.555
Image and Reputation 0.482 0.614 0.850 0.862

Stakeholder Satisfaction 0.361 0.481 0.783 0.900

Note: Values on the diagonal are square roots of AVE. Under the diagonal: correlation between factors. Above the
diagonal: HTMT ratio.

As a second step of the build-up approach technique, we proceed to convert the original CSR
secondary construct into a primary factor, so that this variable can be measured by its dimensions (now
indicators). Since all the variables in the model now have reflective indicators, we recheck the internal
consistency, convergent validity, and discriminant validity of the model.

The estimation process indicates that the loads of all the items exceed or are very close to the
threshold of 0.707 suggested by Carmines and Zeller [135], being, in addition, all of them highly
significant. Only the “Community” indicator has a load (0.484) below said threshold, although close to
0.505 established as a criterion for the admission of loads by Falk and Miller [138]. Said load is also
significant (t = 4.64). There are no problems with reliability or convergent validity. The application of
the Fornell and Larcker criterion [132] reveal problems of discriminant validity of the CSR variable
with respect to the IR variable; however, the application of the alternative criterion of the ratio between
the HTMT correlations [137] indicates that there is discriminant validity, since all factors have values
below 0.90 [139].

5.2. Evaluation of the Structural Model

To evaluate the structural model, we use the following indices: the standardized coefficients (β);
the size of the effect (f2); the R2 and Q2 statistics; as well as the PLS Predictive option. The standardized
coefficients (β), calculated with the bootstrapping technique, indicate the standardized regression
weights that link the latent constructs, while the effect size (f2) allows us to assess whether or not
the influence of a given latent variable on a dependent construct has a substantive impact. The R2
statistic indicates the amount of variance of the construct which is explained by the model and the Q2
statistic which is calculated using the PLS blindfolding procedure, allowing us to assess the predictive
relevance of the model. Finally, the predictive PLS option is presented as a more demanding option to
assess such relevance or predictive performance [140]. These parameters show that CSR has a positive,
high and statistically significant impact on FP (β = 0.531; f2 = 0.393; t = 8.90). Thus, the H1 hypothesis
of this study is confirmed. A positive, moderate and statistically significant impact on EXP (β = 0.392;
f2 = 0.181; t = 3.96) confirms the H2 hypothesis; and a positive, high and statistically significant impact
on IR (β = 0.789; f2 = 1.653; t = 25.79), also confirms H3 hypothesis. Finally, a positive, high and
statistically significant impact on SS (β = 0.746; f2 = 1.255; t = 19.82), also confirms the H4 hypothesis.
These results are shown in Figure 2.

The values offered by PLS for R2, Q2 and predictive Q2 statistics (see Table 4) allow us to conclude
that the relationships that are formulated as hypotheses have a high predictive level for all variables.
R2 values exceed the minimum threshold of 0.10 set by Falk and Miller [138]. Q2 values are greater
than zero, which indicates that the model has predictive capacity or relevance for all dependent
variables [141]. The predictive Q2 values are also greater than 0 for all variables, except for the
EXP variable.
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Table 4. Predictive Relevance of Indicators of the Model.

R2 Q2 Predictive Q2

Export Performance 0.153 0.120 −0.106
Financial Performance 0.282 0.180 0.183
Image and Reputation 0.623 0.413 0.621

Stakeholder Satisfaction 0.556 0.425 0.570

In short, we can affirm that there is predictive capacity or relevance for all the dependent variables
of the model. Only the application of predictive PLS, a much more demanding option, would indicate
that there would be problems of predictive relevance for the EXP variable.

Regarding the global adjustment measures of the model in PLS, it should be noted that they are
currently being developed and have been questioned by several authors [142], so we therefore need to
be cautious. We have, however, applied, the most commonly used adjustment measures to date: the
exact fit criteria d_ULS and d_G, and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) [143], for
which we use the bootstrapping option for consistent PLS. The results of these adjustment measures
indicate that the model meets the d_G criteria, according to Dijkstra and Henseler [144], with the SRMR
close to the 0.10 threshold suggested by Ringle [145]. However, according to the criteria of Dijkstra
and Henseler [144], it is not suitable for d_ULS.

6. Discussion

6.1. Theorical Implications

In the present investigation, we have analyzed, drawing on stakeholder theory, the impact of CSR
on the business performance of companies in the agri-food sector in southeastern Spain [52]. This
theory implied a change in the vision of the company, which began by being considered an organization
composed of a plurality of agents (stakeholders) involved in or affected by its management decisions.
According to the instrumental approach of this theory [31], the attention paid by the company to
the interests and expectations of its stakeholders can have positive effects on its performance, while
allowing it to develop competitive advantages.

We have verified the direct and specific effects of CSR on different types of performance, using
financial (FP and EXP) and non-financial (IR and SS) variables.

A measurement methodology based on this theory has been used which includes, along with
the internal (employees, partners) and external (customers, suppliers, community, and competition)
dimensions, the environmental dimension, due to its particular relevance in our research context. We
have taken as a reference a specific sector especially sensitive to CSR activities, thus avoiding that the
use of multiple samples belonging to several sectors which can distort the results and conclusions of
the study [39].

The results suggest that the commitment assumed by the companies of the agri-food sector of
the southeast of Spain with regards to CSR has a positive effect on their FP, which is aligned with the
instrumental approach of stakeholder theory [31] and with the numerous previous works that confirm
the “hypothesis of social impact” [2]. These results also suggest that the CSR of the companies in that
sector results in an improvement in their EXP. This is in line with the results of previous research,
according to which a strategy of differentiation in the foreign market based on CSR favors the EXP of
companies [70–72]. The results also confirm, in line with numerous previous works [18,78–84], the
existence of a positive impact of the CSR of the companies in the sector on their IR. Finally, in line with
other previous work [37,86–96], the existence of a positive impact of CSR on SS is also confirmed.

The results suggest, therefore, a direct impact of CSR on both tangible performance variables (FP
and EXP) and on intangible variables (IR and SS), although this impact is greater in the latter group.
This is in contrast to the results of previous investigations that do not find a direct and significant
relationship between CSR and FP, but rather found that this relationship is mediated by the effect of
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certain intangible assets such as reputation, customer satisfaction, innovation, human capital or culture
[18.35–38].

6.2. Managerial Implications

This paper offers managers a reliable and valid instrument with which to measure CSR and thus
can be of considerable use in the management of a business. Knowing and understanding the influence
that CSR exerts on each of the variables of BP can serve as a guide for the relevant decision making of
managers and can help them develop strategies that allow them to direct their companies towards
responsible practices.

Managers must consider CSR as an element to be incorporated into the company’s strategy and
thus requires the involvement of owners and senior management, as well as the allocation of sufficient
resources which should be considered, not as an expense, but as an investment in an intangible asset.
It is not about adopting certain practices in isolation, but that the commitment must be permanent and
proactively adopted, not only as a response to market pressures, but as a differentiation strategy that
can increase competitiveness.

Consequently, it is necessary to apply the required resources for the development of a
communication strategy based on the company’s commitment to CSR, both internally and externally.
This communication should focus on environmental issues (energy efficiency, efficient use of water,
fertilizers, and phytosanitary, waste treatment, etc.) and social (contribution of the company to the job
satisfaction of its employees, customers and farmers). CSR certifications provide the opportunity for
companies to demonstrate that commitment clearly and reliably.

CSR is intended to be a long-term strategy. Managers should not expect, therefore, a short-term ROI
in the form of greater financial benefit, since returns, at first, can come in the form of intangible assets that
are worth protecting, such as the reputation, and satisfaction of its employees, customers, and farmers.
However, it is important to measure and monitor how CSR practices and the improved relationships
with their stakeholders facilitate the transformation of CSR, over time, into financial benefit.

7. Limitations and Proposals for Future Research Lines

We recognize the existence of various limitations in the present study that, at the same time,
can be considered opportunities for future research. On the one hand, the proposed model has
been only been applied in the field of the marketing of fruit and vegetable products in southeastern
Spain. Its generalizations are, therefore, conditioned upon sectors with similar characteristics to the
studied context.

Another limitation of this work is the cross-sectional nature of the data, which may prevent the
recording of some of the effects derived from the application of CSR practices that differ over time.
Also, the use of cross-sectional data does not allow us to eliminate the possibility of reverse causality in
the model. In fact, all the analyses are correlational in nature and results should not be viewed as causal.
However, our focus is on the view of CSR as a critical factor that determines business performance and,
under this lens, the direction of the proposed relationships has been theoretically justified. Further
research using longitudinal data and cross-lagged analysis will be necessary to exclude the potential
for reverse causality bias and to study the relationships between the variables over time.

The hypotheses of this research have been tested with data gathered from managers, which may
be conditioned by psychological biases that can affect the results, especially when evaluating concepts
such as IR or SS. Some authors such as Galbreath and Shum [36]; Weiss et al. [146] or Ping [147] also
based their studies on managers perceptions to measure variables such as reputation and customers’
satisfaction. These authors introduce the additional requirement of using a self-administered survey to
assure the anonymity for every people surveyed, as in the present study. Although the research design
has attempted to control for these biases, it is difficult to eliminate them. Therefore, this is important
that the results and recommendations of this study should be considered with caution. An opportunity
for future research, derived from this limitation, could be to test the hypotheses of this study through
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the perceptions of other stakeholders. In line with the recommendations of Godfrey and Hatch [32],
another line of future research could be to disaggregate the dimensions of CSR, to assess the influence
of each of these on business performance and its different components. In this way, a clear indication
could be obtained about which CSR factors companies should influence, to maximize the possible
impact on their business performance.

8. Conclusions

The results of this study show that the firm commitment of companies in the agri-food sector in
southeastern Spain for CSR helps them increase their economic benefits in addition to their intangible
assets, difficult to imitate, which can guarantee their viability and competitiveness in the future.

CSR can help companies in the sector to develop a differentiation strategy based not only on
the social and environmental characteristics of their products, but on the recognition of the company
by; customers, employees, farmers, and society as a responsible company. Both strategies, correlated
with each other, will help them to increase the perceived value of their products and improve
their performance.

CSR practices will improve the satisfaction of the predominant or critical stakeholders. As a result
of this study, the importance of companies carrying out an adequate identification of their most relevant
stakeholders is highlighted, as well as the potential threat or collaboration of each one, maintaining a
proactive and permanent dialogue with them, and to know, at all times, what your expectations are,
which may change over time.

CSR conceived as a long-term strategy, permanent and proactively adopted by companies (not
only in response to market pressures) has a clear positive impact on the IR of companies in this sector.
This will reduce the risk that certain negative social events may damage your reputation, eliminating
or compensating for the negative impact of bad publicity during a crisis.
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