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MANAGEMENT | RESEARCH ARTICLE

The evaluation model of the impact of corporate 
social responsibility on firm performance: 
A empirical study in the maritime transportation 
of Vietnam
Long Van Hoang1* and Hien Thi Dieu Vo2,3*

Abstract:  This paper aims to investigate empirically the impact of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) on firm performance (FP) with the maritime transportation 
industry of Vietnam as a case study. To evaluate the research model, this study 
surveyed 145 shipping companies (SCs) across Vietnam, and adopted a structural 
equation modeling (SEM) to test the proposed hypotheses. It is found: (1) CSR 
measures significantly directly affect FP and indirectly influence through customer 
loyalty (CL), (2) CSR initiatives improve customer satisfaction (SAT), and CL. Based on 
empirical results, this research suggests some management recommendations for 
SCs to improve their CSR initiatives and, in turn, boost their performance.

Subjects: Logistics; Transport Planning; Transport Industries; Transport 

Keywords: corporate social responsibility; SEM; customer loyalty; firm performance; 
maritime transportation

1. Introduction
Under the increasingly competitive business environment, a company’s social and environmental 
contributions during operations are essential for its performance. In the relevant literature, such 
contributions are called CSR initiatives, which have received much interest from scholars (Hur et al.,  
2020), industry executives (Barnett et al., 2020), and policymakers (Ahmed et al., 2020). 
Furthermore, it is commonly accepted that CSR has numerous dimensions, with most recent 
studies focusing on the philanthropic component of CSR, also known as social marketing 
(Shahzad et al., 2020). It has a reasonable ground to demonstrate that providing high-quality 
shipping services results in a cascade of positive outcomes for an organization, including customer 
satisfaction (Nguyen et al., 2022), customer loyalty (W. -K. -K. Hsu et al., 2023), and higher profits 
(Yuen Thai et al., 2018). Still, there have been a lot of disputes about whether or not CSR practices 
improve a company’s operational performance (Chang & Yeh, 2017; Famiyeh, 2017). The primary 
goal of this research is to use institutional theory to investigate the interplay between CSR, SAT, 
and CL and their effects on performance outcomes.

CL is frequently attributed to CSR, either directly or indirectly, via other constructions (Karaman 
et al., 2021) or in combination with CSR (Singh & Misra, 2021). Prior research has demonstrated 
that by improving CSR through establishing a strong company image and brand value, firms have 
the potential to effectively boost their firm performance (Ahmed et al., 2020; Karaman et al.,  
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2021). With reference to contemporary business standards, businesses are urged to participate 
actively in CSR practices since it is demanded by their clients. These CSR activities are necessary for 
every industry, including maritime transportation. SCs tend to enhance their image by developing 
effective CSR policies, and implementing self-regulations to demonstrate to consumers, employ
ees, communities that their operations are ethical, safe, and environmentally friendly, and thereby 
improving their reputation in the long term (Kuzey et al., 2022).

Critics of CSR claim that it distracts from a company’s core mission and wastes resources for 
little return on investment. According to W. -K. -K. Hsu et al. (2022), previous correlational analyses 
erroneously overestimate positive correlations because they fail to account for opportunity costs. 
The hundreds of millions of dollars spent on CSR disclosure outweigh or nullify the limited value of 
CSR. Scholars who support CSR, however, have suggested that it can be financially beneficial if it is 
administered strategically (Cheema et al., 2017). Strategically designed CSR actions help organiza
tions’ competitive advantages and provide mutually beneficial value for their stakeholders 
(Indriastuti et al., 2021). It is argued that maritime businesses’ CSR adoption is typically driven 
by strategic or economic considerations. According to Akkan (2019), environmental initiatives are 
often implemented because of the possible cost savings they may provide. However, maritime 
transportation corporations give less weight to the efficiency of abating environmental impacts 
than they should. In the meantime, Hirata (2019) pointed out that the economic-centric execution 
of CSR initiatives results in higher negative social and ecological consequences.

This article aims to investigate the relationship among CSR, SAT, CL, and FP in maritime 
transportation. The current research selected the maritime transportation sector as an empirical 
study on account of increasing demand from authorities, clients, and the general public to adopt 
CSR programs. The maritime sector is often criticized for being slow to adopt progressive social and 
environmental policies. As a result, our research can shed much-needed light on the strategies 
employed by maritime companies in their quest to achieve commercial excellence. When deciding 
to use limited company resources, maritime companies often face difficult trade-offs, such as 
whether to boost SAT and CL by investing in CSR. Since SAT, CL, and financial performance are so 
crucial to a company’s success, it will be necessary to know how CSR investments affect these key 
areas of performance.

The remaining part of the article is structured as follows: Section 2 provides an extensive review 
of past literature on the theory of institutions, CSR practices, SAT, CL, and FP, and then suggests 06 
research hypotheses that need to be tested. Section 3 outlines this article’s methods, including the 
research sample, survey measures, and the way to analyze data. Section 4 gives the results of the 
empirical analysis, which includes exploratory factor analysis (EFA), confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA), as well as structural equation modeling (SEM). In the end, conclusions, limitations, and 
recommendations for further studies are presented in the last section.

2. Literature review

2.1. The theory of institutions
Although institutional theory has been widely studied since the 1970s, its application to investigate 
CSR-related problems in enterprises is inadequate. The theory of institutions focuses on the 
importance of social, political, and economic frameworks through which firms function and earn 
legitimacy (Suddaby, 2010). In other words, firms face increasing pressure from communities to 
comply with institutional expectations to reach social legitimacy. This is because violations might 
endanger firms’ operational performance (Drori, 2019), and strategic development in the long term 
(Lewis et al., 2019).

Using the lens of institutional pressure from international organizations (i.e., IMO), professional 
organizations (i.e., ISO), and rival organizations, this study provides the theoretical basis to explain 
why SCs are adopting CSR practices. Theoretically, institutional theory distinguishes three forms of 
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pressure: coercive (Flynn & Walker, 2020), normative (Depoers & Jérôme, 2019), and mimetic 
pressure (Martínez-Ferrero & García-Sánchez, 2017). According to Flynn and Walker (2020), coer
cive pressure refers to national or international regulations (i.e., the IMDG code, the anti-bribery 
laws, and the anti-discrimination laws) that organizations have to obey; otherwise, they will face 
legal action and financial consequences. Such regulatory standards are argued to substantially 
affect firms’ CSR practices, among them, legal responsibility and environmental responsibility.

Meanwhile, Depoers and Jérôme (2019) indicated that normative pressure relates to compliance 
with professional organizations’ quasi-legal requirements, for instance, the Code of Ethics and 
Conduct (CEC), the whistleblower program, etc. Flynn and Walker (2020) also argued that to 
achieve legitimacy and progress in the long-term, firms prefer to implement new measures and 
practices compatible with the institutional business creeds and values. In maritime transportation, 
normative pressure ensures SCs operate in a socially compliant way, thereby stimulating them to 
adopt CSR practices. By doing so, SCs may influence public opinion by implementing effective 
communication and management techniques. Tang and Gekara (2020) believed that SCs’ image 
and reputation might suffer if they do not control public perception and do not improve the 
relationship with members of labor unions. It is clear that impaired reputations may result in 
external losses as well as a loss of competitive advantage for SCs. Because of this, firms’ image, 
reputation, and competitive advantage are all affected by the adoption of CSR activities (Hur et al.,  
2020).

From Martínez-Ferrero and García-Sánchez (2017)’s viewpoint, mimetic pressure refers to the 
fact that firms in the same sectors imitate the strategic actions of successful rivals to duplicate 
their success. In this circumstance, the CSR adoption (i.e., charitable activities, donations, etc.) may 
be costly (Depoers & Jérôme, 2019), but beneficial (Lewis et al., 2019). While corporations in 
Europe and North America use mimetic pressure as an effective tool for achieving higher perfor
mance, organizations in less developed countries employ it to promote better CSR management. 
Tang and Gekara (2020) demonstrated that by responding to intense mimetic pressures, SCs may 
attain financial benefits by becoming more competitive. It can be said that although CSR adoption 
is costly, it assists SCs in coping with mimetic pressures and, in turn, boosting SCs competitive 
advantage.

2.2. Corporate social responsibility
Although many interpretations exist regarding CSR among academics, the broad concept of CSR, 
including 4 dimensions, viz., economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic, has mainly been acknowl
edged. Research towards customer-oriented CSR has used many different methods of analysis. 
Numerous studies have examined the influence of cause-related marketing initiatives, with the 
findings indicating that consumers favor companies who participate in these activities (Ahmed 
et al., 2020; Wild, 2021). A company’s social responsibility has an enormous impact on its product’s 
total value, according to Shahzad et al. (2020). Ethical issues have been addressed in other 
literature, for instance, Kuzey et al. (2022), Singh and Misra (2021), and Karaman et al. (2021). 
There have been a number of studies examining whether or not CSR has an effect on a company’s 
performance, and the findings have been contradictory. According to Kitada and Tansey (2018), 
the causal connection between CRS and FP is more nuanced than previously assumed because of 
the existence of unexplored mediating variables. Relevant research has examined the intervening 
factors from the point of view of the many parties involved. According to the stakeholder theory, 
a company cannot maximize its financial outcomes without fulfilling the needs of its stakeholders, 
including customers, staff members, vendors, and others in the community. Evidence shows that 
stakeholders need to be contented with a company’s CSR efforts before financial performance is 
improved (Flynn & Walker, 2020; Shurrab et al., 2019; Wagner, 2018).

Nowadays, we can easily recognize that some major shipping lines, such as APM-Maersk, CMA- 
CGM, COSCO, and Hyundai Merchant Marine, have incorporated the principles of sustainable 
development and corporate social responsibility into their operational strategies (UNCTAD, 2022). 
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Many prior works of literature have demonstrated a mutually beneficial connection between CSR 
practices and firm performance. This also illustrates the significance of CSR practices in the marine 
transportation industry. Yet, just a few articles have looked into CSR in the container shipping 
sector, for example, Tang and Gekara (2020), Yuen Thai et al. (2018), and Geerts and Dooms 
(2020). However, notwithstanding contemporary CSR frameworks are divergent and that different 
organizations’ definitions regarding CSR are not consistent either, past studies have reached 
a consensus that CSR might be separated into 4 constructs, including economic responsibility, 
philanthropic responsibility, ethical and legal responsibility, and environmental responsibility 
(Barnett et al., 2020; Depoers & Jérôme, 2019; Geerts & Dooms, 2020; Karaman et al., 2021).

Recent studies have demonstrated that CSR activities and actions can have a positive impact on 
consumer attitudes (Singh & Misra, 2021), purchasing intentions (Shahzad et al., 2020), customer 
satisfaction (Hur et al., 2020), and brand loyalty toward a company (Barnett et al., 2020). As 
a result, this article established and evaluated a conceptual framework to posit that CSR activities 
assist enterprises to satisfy customers. In turn, this will contribute positively to customer loyalty 
and organizational success. On the basis of the literature, some following hypotheses are sug
gested as shown in Figure 1: 

Hypothesis 1: CSR actions will positively affect firm performance in the maritime transportation 
industry.

Hypothesis 2: CSR actions will positively affect customer loyalty in the maritime transportation 
industry.

Hypothesis 3: CSR actions will positively affect customer satisfaction in the maritime transporta
tion industry.

2.3. Firm performance
Firm performance measures firms’ ability to use human material resources to achieve goals set by 
firms (Yuen Thai et al., 2018). Firm performance also considers efficiency of corporate resources 
utilized during the production and consumption processes. In principle, lagging and leading criteria 
can be used to evaluate a company’s success. In particular, criteria reflecting progress toward 
a goal are called lagging ones, such as profits and revenues, alongside all other measures of 
economic performance (Singh & Misra, 2021). In contrast, leading criteria are a group of measure
ments used to forecast potential economic outcomes or consequences (Wagner, 2018). In this 
discussion, leading criteria include SAT and CL.

Past research has demonstrated a positive link between CSR and organizational success (Tang & 
Gekara, 2020), as well as a linkage between positive brand assessments and customer satisfaction 
(Geerts & Dooms, 2020). Empirical evidence suggests that CSR practices are becoming increasingly 
crucial to an enterprise’s competitiveness. Besides, they have a positive impact on other areas of 
firm operations, viz., sale planning (Ahmed et al., 2020), cost reductions (Hur et al., 2020), credit 
and financing (Shahzad et al., 2020), and client connections (Tang & Gekara, 2020).

Karaman et al. (2021) argued that consumers who demonstrate advocacy behavior and attri
butes (i.e., the increase in repurchasing, helpful interpersonal communication, and willingness to 
accept a higher price) can be turned into brand ambassadors for firms. The growing body of 
theoretical and empirical research postulates that the CSR strategy provides a wide range of 
tangible and intangible benefits. Notably, improved brand value and reputation (Depoers & 
Jérôme, 2019), cost reductions, incremental income, easier access to financing (Martínez-Ferrero 
& García-Sánchez, 2017), and the acquisition of operating licenses (Lewis et al., 2019) are typical 
examples of these types of accomplishments in the business world.
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2.4. Customer satisfaction
Research on customer satisfaction has been considerable, but scholars have not agreed on a single 
definition. According to Hirata (2019), customer satisfaction is the customer’s psychological reac
tion to their prior experience when comparing their expectation and perception. Satisfaction is also 
quantified by a single transaction or through a set of interactions with a product and services over 
time. Liu (2019) argued that customer satisfaction is precisely a primary antecedent of firms’ long- 
term profits.

Because CSR initiatives have been highlighted as a goal for a lot of organizations to satisfy 
their customers, it is broadly accepted that enterprises with satisfied customers tend to have 
higher customer loyalty (Yuen Thai et al., 2018), a better reputation (Tang & Gekara, 2020), and 
improved organizational performance (Martínez-Ferrero & García-Sánchez, 2017). Further, cus
tomers who are satisfied with a company’s products or services are more likely to repurchase 
and/or spread word of mouth about the company’s offerings (Wen-Kai Hsu et al., 2021). As 
a result, both of which have a beneficial effect on the company’s future revenue and, by 
extension, its financial performance. In light of these facts, this article suggests some research 
hypotheses, as below: 

Hypothesis 4: Customer satisfaction will positively affect customer loyalty in the maritime trans
portation industry.

Hypothesis 5: Customer satisfaction will positively affect firm performance in the maritime trans
portation industry.

2.5. Customer loyalty
According to marketing theories, the long-term success of firms is not determined by the 
number of one-time buyers but by that of loyal ones who continue purchasing firms’ goods 
and services (Caliskan & Esmer, 2020). Customer loyalty refers to a continuing emotional bond 
between firms and their customer, demonstrated by a customer’s willingness to engage with 
and repurchase companies’ products and services in comparison to firms’ competition (Balci,  
2021; Bergek et al., 2021). Loyalty develops as a result of a customer’s pleasant experience with 
the firms’ brand and contributes to the development of trust. Several relevant studies have 
examined customer loyalty by employing a combination of attitudinal and behavioral variables 
to determine satisfaction. In the container shipping industry, there is a significant deal of 
interest in determining the elements that influence customer loyalty, mainly because it is 
commonly assumed that satisfied customers contribute to increased profitability. Yuen Wang 
et al. (2018) posited that customer loyalty is of paramount critical to a company’s survival and 
growth; establishing a loyal client base has emerged as one of the strategic marketing 
objectives.

On top of that, CL is a critical variable in the conversion of CSR into organizational success. 
Chaudhuri et al. (2019) argued that revenues and profits can grow in the first year after introdu
cing loyalty programs, and these gains can be expected to last for at least three more years. Stated 
differently, it illustrates that the implementation of well-planned loyalty programs might substan
tially improve a company’s performance. As a result, the following hypothesis is suggested in this 
study: 

Hypothesis 6: Customer loyalty will positively affect firm performance in container shipping 
operations.
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3. Methodology

3.1. Research framework
This research was carried out via five main steps, as shown in Figure 2. The first step was to 
develop a research instrument through extensive literature review and expert interviews. 
Particularly, this study implemented six rounds of discussion with six experts who had a good 
experience in the container transportation industry across Vietnam. The experts’ background is 
shown in Table 1.

An in-depth interview was conducted as follows. First, the research team sent invitation letters 
to potential experts to know whether they would join our interview. Secondly, depending on the 
geographic distance between interviewers and interviewees, experts were interviewed directly 
(online or in person) to get the necessary information. More specifically, experts read the drafted 
questionnaire to guarantee it was understandable and coherent. Moreover, they checked whether 
essential observed items were missed in such a prepared questionnaire. Thirdly, experts’ sugges
tion in terms of the latent and observed variables was absorbed to revise the original 

CSR

SAT

FP

CL

H1

H4

H5

H3

H2

H6

Figure 1. Conceptual 
framework.

Instrument 
development

Literature review
Interview 6 practitioners 

and researchers in the 
shipping sector

Data collection Designed questionnaire

Item purification
Exploratory factor 

analysis

Confirmatory study

• Unidimensionality
• Reliablity
• Convergent

discriminant validities

Structural equation 
modelling

Figure 2. Research process.
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questionnaire. Finally, the revised questionnaire was re-sent to experts to make sure that it was 
ready to deliver to respondents.

In Step 2, the article collected data from shipping lines throughout Vietnam by designed 
questionnaires. Next, data was conducted item purification by adopting EFA. Afterwards, CFA 
was employed to assure that collected data satisfies four requirements, including unidimension
ality, reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity. Finally, SEM was carried out to test 
research hypotheses.

3.2. Data collection
According to the 2021 report of the Vietnam Ship Agents and Brokers Association (VSABA), there 
were roughly 312 enterprises doing business in the container transportation industry across 
Vietnam. More specifically, nearly 39% of them were headquartered in the North of Vietnam; 
about 15% were located in the Middle, while over 65% were situated in the South. On the basis of 
operational revenues during the latest five years, this research selected 100 enterprises with the 
biggest revenue and their business operations spreading nationwide as the sample survey. Then, 
thanks to the consultation from VSABA, this study randomly delivered 300 questionnaires to such 
100 companies via email and postage-paid return envelopes between October 2021 and 
January 2022. In addition, two chief ways were made to minimize non-response bias. First, 
respondents were informed that the information they provided was used solely for research 
analysis and remained confidential; second, fortnight reminders were sent to respondents. By 
the cut-off date, the research team received 235 answered questionnaires. After checking and 
screening some bad and invalid responses, only 145 questionnaires were acceptable for further 
analysis. Consequently, the valid response rate was 48.3%. Descriptive statistics for the survey 
sample are shown in Table 2.

3.3. Measures
Observed variables for evaluating CSR practices, SAT, CL, and FP were developed primarily from 
earlier research (see Appendices 1, 2, and 3). All of the measurement scales were established and 
adjusted with feedback from experienced experts in the maritime transportation industry via in- 
depth interviews, as presented above. These observed items were assessed on a five-point Likert 
scale, with 1 indicating strongly disagree and 5 indicating strongly agree with the statement.

3.4. Data analysis
Initially, the EFA approach was conducted to determine the critical constructs of CSR initiatives, 
SAT, CL, and FP. The research hypotheses were then tested using an SEM technique, which was 
developed specifically for this purpose. One can recognize that a large number of endogenous and 
exogenous variables, as well as latent (unobserved) variables described as linear combinations 
(weighted averages) of the observed variables, can be handled using this technique. On top of that, 
this study adopted a two-step approach for analyzing data, as advised by Cleff (2019). The first 
phase was to employ CFA to determine the validity of the measurement model. To complete 

Table 1. The background of the experts interviewed
Seniority (years) Job title Education Division

Expert 1 12 Deputy-Manager Master Operation

Expert 2 8 Chief Officier Ph.D. Business

Expert 3 19 Chief Officier Bachelor Operation

Expert 4 10 Senior officer Master Business

Expert 5 14 Manager Bachelor Business

Expert 6 7 Deputy-Manager Bachelor Operation
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the second stage, this article estimated SEM from the unobserved variables. All of the analyses 
were carried out adopting the statistical software SPSS 22 and AMOS 20.

4. Empirical results

4.1. EFA results and reliability test
To purify and reduce a large number of observed variables to a smaller, more controllable 
collection of principal components, this research adopted the EFA method with principal compo
nent (PC) and VARIMAX rotation. Besides, the requirements for selecting the EFA model are KMO 
>0.5, and eigenvalue >1, subtraction of two items <0.3. As shown in Appendixes 1, 2, and 3, eight 
dimensions were extracted. More specifically, CSR practices were measured by four other con
structs, including economic responsibility (coded as CSR1), philanthropic responsibility (termed as 
CSR2), ethical and legal responsibility (labeled as CSR3), and environmental responsibility (named 
CSR4). Whereas customer loyalty was assessed by two constructs, including willingness to pay 
(called CL.1) and intention to use (coded as CL.2). Meanwhile, other dimensions were evaluated by 
one construct. Further, factor loadings ranging from 0.528–0.945 reflected the reliability of mea
surement scales.

Table 2. The background of the respondents
Features Range Frequency %
Ownership Joint-Venture 54 37.24

Foreign 37 25.52

State-owned 31 21.38

Private 23 15.86

Job title President 3 2.07

Vice-President 7 4.83

CEO 10 6.90

Vice-CEO 23 15.86

Manager 27 18.62

Deputy-Manager 19 13.10

Senior officer 29 20.00

Chief Officier 19 13.10

Others 8 5.52

Working experience <5 years 34 23.45

5–10 years 23 15.86

11–15 years 55 37.93

16–20 years 23 15.86

>20 years 10 6.90

The number of full-time 
employees

<50 years 13 8.97

50–100 29 20.00

101–150 65 44.83

151–200 30 20.69

>200 8 5.52

Division Operation 31 21.38

General Management 27 18.62

Customer service 40 27.59

Business 47 32.41

Gender Male 123 84.83

Female 22 15.17
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4.2. Confirmatory factor analysis
Following the EFA, a CFA method was conducted to test the hypothesis that a relationship between 
observed variables and their underlying latent constructs exists. In this stage, the normality, 
outliers, and multicollinearity of the data were also tested, as advised by Cleff (2019). 
Consequently, 145 surveys were retained for future tests.

When testing a measurement model’s validity, it is essential to establish acceptable levels of 
goodness of fit while also identifying concrete evidence of its construct validity. To do so, the 
prior literature has posited that some fit indices must be reported when verifying 
a measurement model, such as: the χ2/df statistic, the Tucker Lewis index (TLI), the mean 
square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the comparative fit index (CFI). Additionally, Crede 
and Harms (2019) suggested the Parsimony-Adjusted Measures Index (PNFI) to compare mod
els’ different complexities. The goodness of fit indices is shown in Table 3, which offers an 
excellent fit for the measurement model. Such goodness of fit indices might verify the validity of 
the measurement model. Furthermore, the PNFI of 0.727 illustrates an acceptable range of 
complexities.

CFA results were also used to determine the construct validity of the data. According to Ahmed 
et al. (2020), the convergent, discriminant, and nomological evaluations should be performed in 
the following order. The convergent validity was assessed by the composite reliability (CR), the 
average variance extracted. Yuen Wang et al. (2018) suggested testing the convergent validity by 
utilizing t-values that are statistically significant on the factor loadings. In theory, the t-value is 
computed by dividing estimated parameters by its standard errors (SE). Singh and Misra (2021) 
demonstrated that the construct convergent validity will be verified if the standardized factor 
loadings of indicators are more than 0.50 and t values >1.96.

As exhibited in Table 4, we can see that all of the factor loadings are more than 0.5 while their 
t-values are more than 1.96, illustrating the construct convergent validity. CR and AVE values also 
demonstrate the convergent validity of constructs.

According to Benson and Tippets (2018), the discriminant validity tests whether concepts or 
measurements are actually unrelated. In practice, the most common way to test this is to 
compare the AVE values with the square of the correlations between each pair of constructs. 
And AVE values must exceed the squared correlations values. As displayed in Table 5, the square of 
the correlation value for every construct satisfies the above-mentioned requirement, thereby 
providing evidence for the construct discriminant validity.

4.3. Hypotheses testing
Hypothesis testing was carried out via the SEM approach, as seen in Figure 3. The structural 
model’s fit indices also satisfy the acceptable range (χ2/df = 1.767, CFI = 0.913, TLI = 0.902, 

Table 3. The goodness of fit indices for the measurement model
Goodness of fit Estimated value Cut-off value References
χ2/df 1.767 <3 Ahmed et al. (2020), 

Singh and Misra (2021)

CFI 0.913 >0.9 Crede and Harms (2019), 
Shurrab et al. (2019)

TLI 0.902 >0.9 Crede and Harms (2019), 
Benson and Tippets 
(2018)

RMSEA 0.073 <0.8 Crede and Harms (2019), 
Yuen Wang et al. (2018)

PNFI 0.727 0.5–1 Crede and Harms (2019)
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RMSEA = 0.073). Besides, the SEM model’s individual paths were assessed. The hypothesized rela
tionships were tested by the standardized coefficients and p-values that were associated with 
them, as shown in Table 6. Among six hypotheses, the hypothesis H5 was rejected on the basis of 
the p-value of greater than 0.1. On the contrary, other hypotheses were supported with 
a significant level ranging from 0.01 to 0.05.

4.4. Discussions
The present research aims to evaluate the causal relationship between CSR initiatives and firm 
performance in the maritime transportation industry. As seen in Figure 3, CRS actions directly 
affect FP with a standardized coefficient of 0.55 (p = 0.004). The finding is consistent with Yuen Thai 
et al. (2018), who demonstrated that CRS strongly impacts cost savings and profits, which can 
assist firms in surviving and developing in an economic recession. Furthermore, it has been 
postulated that CSR implementation can step up firms’ market share, thus expanding their 
intangible resources, such as reputation (Liu, 2019) and positive consumer evaluations (Hsu 
et al., 2022). Besides, CSR is argued to be the driver of SAT, with a relatively high path coefficient 
of 0.763 (p = 0.000). This finding supports prior research that CSR initiatives influence customer 
attitudes and quality assessments of enterprises’ products/services in a variety of contexts 
(Cheema et al., 2017; Christodoulou & Cullinane, 2021). Accordingly, this finding can help shipping 

Table 4. CFA results
Unstandardized 
factor loading

Standardized 
factor loading

SE t values

CSR (CR=0.814, AVE = 0.535)
CSR1 1 0.826 - -

CSR2 1.239 0.914 0.155 8.016

CSR3 0.639 0.581 0.210 3.039

CSR4 0.731 0.535 0.145 5.057

FP (CR=0.869, AVE = 0.571)
fp1 1 0.810 -

fp2 0.91 0.668 0.107 8.468

fp3 1.102 0.834 0.098 11.234

fp5 1.161 0.743 0.120 9.671

fp7 0.794 0.711 0.087 9.151

SAT (CR= 0.933, AVE = 0.822)
s1 1 0.861 - -

s2 1.052 0.970 0.061 17.318

s3 0.957 0.886 0.065 14.772

CL (CR= 0.657, AVE = 0.506)
CL.1 1 0.869 - -

CL.2 0.575 0.506 0.140 1.969

Table 5. The discriminant analysis
CSR SAT FP CL

CSR 0.535

SAT 0.703 0.822

FP 0.698 0.802 0.506

CL 0.715 0.735 0.687 0.571

Notes: Values along the diagonal line represent AVEs; others are the correlations among the constructs. 
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operators establish viable methods for retaining current consumers by leveraging their CSR efforts/ 
practices.

Figure 3 also indicates that CL plays a crucial role in mediating the positive impact of CSR on FP. 
The finding is in agreement with the pertinent research adopting institutional theories to elucidate 
the causal relationship between CSR practices and firms’ economic performance (Balci, 2021; 
Chaudhuri et al., 2019). Therefore, it is essential that CSR initiatives are analyzed and aligned 
with customers’ interests and performed in association with the satisfaction of consumers before 
any changes can be made to the company’s economic performance. Moreover, CL directly affects 
FP with a standardized coefficient of 0.54 (p = 0.047).

According to the model, SAT has no significant, positive impact on FP. This finding is contrary 
to the relevant literature, especially the marketing theory, which appreciates customer satis
faction and its role in driving firm performance. One probable explanation can be the maritime 

Figure 3. SEM results.

Table 6. Hypothesis testing results
Hypothesis Hypothesized 

path
Standardized 

path coefficients
p-value Results

H1 SAT ← CSR 0.763 0.000 Accepted

H2 FP ← CSR 0.547 0.004 Accepted

H3 CL ← CSR 0.206 0.044 Accepted

H4 CL ← SAT 0.645 0.000 Accepted

H5 FP ← SAT −1.112 0.196 Rejected

H6 FP ← CL 0.535 0.047 Accepted
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transportation sector’s business-to-business character. Nevertheless, it is evident that SAT 
indirectly influences FP via CL. Accordingly, CL should be deemed the intermediary for efficient 
CSR practices and FP.

5. Conclusions, Implications, and Limitations

5.1. Conclusions
Along with the increasing significance of CSR, it is imperative to increase our knowledge of CSR, 
firm performance, and the interrelationships between these factors and consumers. In addition, 
the extensive literature review argues that CSR-related research should be further developed 
because CSR practices and actions in the maritime transportation industry are undocumented. 
To fill the literature gap, this research presents an empirical study of the relationship among CSR, 
SAT, and CL in the maritime transportation sector, as well as how these factors impact firm 
performance. Since then, this article hypothesized that companies’ CSR practices and actions 
have a direct and considerable effect on overall SAT, CL, and FP. Moreover, the impact of perceived 
SAT on CL and FP, and the effect of CL on FP in maritime transportation were investigated. Some 
main findings are as follows:

Firstly, the empirical results supported the positive influence of CSR practices on SAT, CL, and 
especially FP. So, hypotheses H1, H2, and H3 are supported. Past research has discovered that 
unethical marketing practices harm consumers’ attitudes (Wagner, 2018), satisfaction 
(Christodoulou & Cullinane, 2021), and behavioral intentions (Akkan, 2019). CSR measures are 
also considered social norms between firms and their customers (Kitada & Tansey, 2018).

Secondly, hypotheses H4 and H6 are accepted, arguing the existence of a positive relationship 
between SAT and CL, and between CL and FP. Empirical studies from Fasoulis (2021), Yuen Kan and 
Ko (2020), and Fasoulis and Kurt (2019) also resulted in consistent findings. By contrast, hypothesis 
H5 is rejected, implying no relationship between SAT and FP exists. This finding is so different from 
that of the last literature, such as Yuen Thai et al. (2018), and Singh and Misra (2021). Yet, it is 
argued that SAT indirectly influences FP via CL. Accordingly, CL should be deemed the intermediary 
for efficient CSR practices and FP.

5.2. Theoretical implications
This paper’s findings provide a significant contribution to theory in several manners. Initially, the 
empirical findings add to the body of existing knowledge in the maritime transportation industry. 
The current findings are consistent with earlier research investigating the beneficial link between 
CSR implementation and organizational performance, indicating CSR actions as an antecedent of 
FP (Barnett et al., 2020; Singh & Misra, 2021; Yuen Thai et al., 2018). Nonetheless, such 
a relationship is mediated by CL. Thence, improving firm performance by enhancing CL is neces
sary. Findings indicate that CSR practices impact CL and service assessment.

Nevertheless, a practical CSR strategy will not suffice to ensure CL if firms’ customers feel 
unsatisfied with the services provided. Therefore, this research suggests that CSR initiatives can 
aid in the development of SAT, which can then be followed by the development of FP and CL. It is 
clear that major international containership companies primarily implement CSR activities in the 
maritime transportation sector. Nonetheless, as demonstrated by the examples of Yang Ming Line 
and OOCL, their administration mainly concentrates on the environmental aspects to comply with 
global environmental regulations, while failing to gain a thorough understanding of the needs of 
their customers. To address latent CSR requirements, shipping lines should reevaluate their policies 
to truly comprehend the needs of economic entities throughout the entire supply chain, and they 
should incorporate this information into the development programs for CSR-related business 
activities.
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5.3. Managerial implications
From the managerial viewpoint, the current research reveals that international organizations (e.g., 
the United Nations, the European Union, the International Maritime Organization, etc.) play an 
institutionally crucial role in the promotion of CSR requirements and regulations, as well as the 
education of maritime practitioners, specially in the field of environmental, philanthropic, social, and 
economic responsibilities. These organizations also have the authority to define agendas supporting 
CSR activities and reporting requirements in accordance with the World Bank’s recommendations, 
including requiring, facilitating, collaborating, approving, and demonstrating their effectiveness.

Second, discussing CSR practices with customers is critical since consumers who have knowledge 
of CSR practices and who take into consideration a company’s commitments to CSR activities have 
more favorable views, satisfaction, and loyalty than those who do not. Container shipping firms must 
become more concerned with the well-being and retention of their customers since devoted con
sumers consume more, pay more, suggest more, and ultimately increase the organization’s success.

It is argued that customer loyalty is the intermediary between CSR initiatives and firm performance; 
this study advocates for the active publication of CSR reports to increase SAT and loyalty and, in turn, 
developing the number of loyal customers and their repurchasing. Hirata (2019) also had a similar 
suggestion. Some information channels, which can be helpful for the publishing of firms’ CSR perfor
mance, include official websites, advertising, social media, etc. Additionally, CSR activities with custo
mers, such as shippers and consignees, might be developed by container shipping executives to 
promote customer satisfaction, preserve customer loyalty and boost a reputable brand’s public 
image. Also, maritime transport companies must strive to improve long-term customer relationships 
to reduce the unfavorable impacts of their shipping operations on society, environment, and culture, 
as well as to develop the number of customers who are satisfied and loyal to the company.

Third, maritime transport firms might utilize the examined CSR metric as a strategic instrument 
for differentiation and market segmentation, as well as for market segmentation themselves. Balci 
(2021) postulated that CSR initiatives can help managers strengthen their corporate strategy 
because ethical, social, and environmental considerations will help a firm improve its financial 
success. Yet, to enhance a firm’s CSR operations, the first step is to grasp the idea behind it. Vessels 
should also be operated in an environmentally responsible manner to minimize their effect on the 
sea environment. On top of that, workarounds to prevent ships from unpredictable events, such as 
sea accidents, collisions, etc., should be paid more attention to.

Lastly, the implementation of CSR practices not only creates many opportunities, but also poses 
significant obstacles for maritime transportation firms. For opportunities, shifting market power from 
suppliers to customers could lead to fundamental changes in the transportation industry. As a result, 
big suppliers with the ability to assure a responsible upstream supply chain will have more commercial 
options. In terms of potential obstacles, companies in the shipping industry will have to face their 
customers’ new needs and requirements. The new requirements can be authentication, regulation 
obedience, and business activities regarding CSR initiatives or even the needs outside companies.

5.4. Limitations
This section presents a few research limitations that should be addressed by future studies. First, this 
paper collected data from the maritime transportation industry in Vietnam to test research hypoth
eses. Hence, external validity is the limitation of this research. It is suggested that further studies 
should broaden sample sizes to other industries and countries to generalize empirical results.

Second, the scope of this research was limited to the effects of CSR, SAT, and CL on the performance 
of firms in the maritime transportation industry. We know that many additional factors influencing 
organizational success, such as suppliers, workers, and other stakeholders, are ignored. For that 
reason, future studies are advised to take into account these variables in the research model.
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Third, it will be more significant for maritime transportation firms’ marketing strategies if future 
studies can separate customers of CSR-implementing shipping companies from those of non- 
implementing ones. Furthermore, the CSR measurement scale needs to be improved from the 
customers’ viewpoint. During the preliminary stages of this study, we discovered that customers 
were unaware of the CSR programs of maritime transportation firms. Thus, we will better under
stand how customers view CSR if we conduct more research into CSR implementation.

And last but not least, the attitudes of CSR practices, SAT, CL, and FP obviously change over time. 
Still, this paper carried out the cross-sectional survey, which happened at a single point in time and 
thus was not representative of the whole population. Accordingly, it is highly recommended that 
future research should conduct a longitudinal survey to evaluate the impacts of CSR policies on FP 
over time and test the hypothesized pathways again.
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Appendix 1: EFA results for CSR practices

Economic responsibility, Cronbach’s Alpha αð Þ = 0.917. Main references: Fasoulis (2021), Kitada and Tansey 
(2018), Akkan (2019), Geerts and Dooms (2020)

cs23 The company contributes to 
environment-friendly events to 
improve corporate brand and 
image

0.833

cs27 The company pays attention to 
corporate social responsibility in 
proportion to sales

0.793

cs25 The company has long-term 
business plan

0.755

cs24 The company ensure the safety 
and health of employees

0.729

cs21 The company ensure the safety of 
cargo delivery

0.686

cs26 The company strengthen the 
storage and transportation of 
dangerous goods

0.669

cs20 The company maintains the 
principle of fair competition with 
competitors

0.582

Philanthropic responsibility αð Þ0.898. Main references: Tang and Gekara (2020), Kuzey et al. (2022), Singh and 
Misra (2021), Karaman et al. (2021)

cs18 Cooperation with regional 
communities and educational 
institutions

0.816

cs17 The company sponsors arts and 
education related activities

0.776

cs15 The company sponsors charitable 
organizations

0.731

cs28 Sponsoring to promote energy 
conservation and carbon reduction

0.684

cs19 The company is interested in 
humanitarian aid activities

0.674

cs16 The company develops 
a campaign for helping the needy

0.630

cs29 The company participates in 
a variety of volunteer activities

0.586

Ethical and legal responsibility, αð Þ0.894. Main references: Shahzad et al. (2020), Hur et al. (2020), Barnett et al. 
(2020), Ahmed et al. (2020)

cs2 The company supports finance for 
additional education

0.916

cs1 The company is interested in the 
voluntary activities for the 
development of the community

0.879

cs3 The company has an 
environmental audit mechanism 
to regularly review environmental 
performance

0.829

cs5 The company attaches great 
importance to employee rights

0.730

cs4 The company has a fair system for 
employee hiring and promotion, 
and there will be no discrimination

0.534

(Continued)
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Appendix 2: EFA results for the customer loyalty

Intention to use, αð Þ0.878. Main references: Yuen Wang et al. (2018), Balci (2021), Liu (2019)

cl8 Customers would suggest the 
company to their colleagues that 
need maritime shipping advise.

0.875

cl9 Customers intend to purchase the 
company’s shipping service again

0.840

cl7 Customers intend to keep in touch 
with the company

0.821

cl5 Customers intend to keep the 
trade connection with the 
company

0.805

cl6 Customers intend to extend or 
renew the contract with the 
company in the future

0.696

Willingness to pay more, αð Þ0.856. Main references: Ahmed et al. (2020), Barnett et al. (2020), Hur et al. (2020)

cl1 Customers are willing to deliver 
positive word of mouth to their 
colleagues

0.895

cl3 Customers will say positive things 
about the company to others.

0.885

cl2 Customers accept to pay more for 
the company’s services

0.815

cl4 Customers express strong sense of 
loyalty to the company

0.705

Environmental responsibility, αð Þ0.842. Main references: Tang and Gekara (2020), Kuzey et al. (2022), Singh and 
Misra (2021), Karaman et al. (2021)

cs13 The company’s operations adopts 
high-standard environmental and 
social responsibility reports (such 
as ISO14000)

0.853

cs14 Controlling and improving the 
degree of pollution to reduce the 
impact on the environment

0.777

cs9 Saving energy and advocating 
resource recycling to reduce 
resource waste

0.588

cs12 Publicizing corporate financial 
annual reports, environmental and 
social responsibility performance 
and other sustainability reports

0.528
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Appendix 3: EFA results for the customer satisfaction, and firm performance

Satisfaction, αð Þ0.952. Main references: Yuen Wang et al. (2018), Balci (2021), Liu (2019)

s2 Customer attitude toward 
company’s service is positive

0.945

s3 Customers are satisfied with the 
CSR practices of the company

0.930

s4 Customers present little regrets 
when having trade connection 
with the company

0.918

s5 Customer are satisfied with the 
communication of the company

0.917

s1 Customer are satisfied with the 
service quality (equipment, 
working hours, freight rate, staff 
behaviors, etc.) of the company

0.876

Firm performance, αð Þ0.931. Main references: Singh and Misra (2021), Yuen Thai et al. (2018), Barnett et al. 
(2020), Ahmed et al. (2020)

fp4 Increasing revenues 0.879

fp8 Enhancing profits 0.870

fp9 Decreasing operational costs 0.847

fp5 Imroving brand reputation 0.832

fp1 Expanding Return on investment 0.819

fp7 Boosting operating growth rate 0.805

fp3 Ability to expand market share 0.805

fp6 Maintaining market competitive 
position

0.798

fp2 Easy to access capital investment 0.665
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