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ABSTRACT
the present study assesses the relationship between the dimensions of perceived corporate 
social responsibility (PcsR) and consumer perceptions about a brand. the approach taken 
herein for PcsR is based on the sustain-centric paradigm. Under this model, PcsR comprises 
three dimensions: economic, social, and environmental. accordingly, a system of 11 hypotheses 
embedded in a conceptual framework is proposed and empirically tested. Measurements 
for the constructs in the hypotheses are assessed using a structured questionnaire with 521 
respondents. the participants evaluated the brands of two major companies in Mexico. Path 
structural equation modeling is used to test the hypotheses. the results show that, of the 
three dimensions of PcsR, only economic and social dimensions affect variables related to 
brand perceptions. the proposed model suggests an explanatory power over attitude toward 
a brand through firm credibility, brand identification, and perceived functional value. the 
results imply that consumers disregard firm environmental responsibility when evaluating 
brands despite growing social efforts attempting to encourage environmental consciousness.

Introduction

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been 
defined as “the continuing commitment by busi-
ness to behave ethically and contribute to eco-
nomic development while improving the quality 
of life of the workforce and their families as well 
as the local community and society at large” 
(Watts & Holme, 1999, p. 8). The traditional 
approach for justifying a firm’s CSR programs 
has been founded on the benefits for society 
regardless of the firm’s financial performance. In 
other words, doing good (i.e., CSR) does not 
always translate into firms achieving a good 
financial result (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). 
However, current business research trends have 
challenged this idea, claiming that, in the long 
term, CSR practices can encourage business per-
formance and financial profitability while also 
favoring human beings and the planet. Albeit not 
definitive, considerable evidence supports this 
position (Wang et  al., 2016), and it has been 

called the “doing well by doing good” principle 
(Chernev & Blair, 2015; Kang et  al., 2016). 
However, this notion has also been subjected to 
scrutiny. Some evidence shows that CSR actions 
can favor consumers’ evaluation of a firm and 
its products (Chernev & Blair, 2015; Zhou et  al., 
2012). However, in a study that tested four mech-
anisms by which a firm can implement CSR tac-
tics as an aspect of its corporate strategy (Kang 
et  al., 2016), only a few of the mechanisms were 
found to be profitable. The financial returns are 
consistently positive only when CSR is integral 
to a good management long-term policy. This 
strongly suggests that not all CSR actions neces-
sarily produce favorable returns.

Perceived corporate social responsibility 
(PCSR), as based on a sustain-centric paradigm, 
has been conceptualized as a multidimensional 
construct comprising economic, social, and envi-
ronmental components (Niskala & Tarna, 2003; 
Panwar et  al., 2006). When a consumer evaluates 
a brand for self-consumption, one can assume 

© 2021 the author(s). Published by informa uk limited, trading as taylor & francis Group

CONTACT Jorge Vera-Martínez  jorge.vera@tec.mx  Department of Marketing, business School, tecnologico de Monterrey, Calle del Puente 222, 
ejidos de Huipulco, 14380 tlalpan, Mexico City, Mexico 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08911762.2021.1958277

this is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons attribution-nonCommercial-noDerivatives license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, 
or built upon in any way.

KEYWORDS
Perceived corporate social 
responsibility;  
firm credibility;  
brand identification;  
perceived value;  
brand perceptions

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5090-7829
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9902-6766
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3092-8235
mailto:jorge.vera@tec.mx
https://doi.org/10.1080/08911762.2021.1958277
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09500782.2019.1622711&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-7-2
http://www.tandfonline.com


2 J. VeRa-MaRtÍNeZ et al.

that their PCSR of the firm will influence their 
evaluation. Some research has suggested that con-
sumers from both developing and developed 
countries are becoming increasingly interested in 
matters of responsible consumption and are thus 
increasingly receptive to responsible efforts by 
brands and companies (Agrawal & Gupta, 2018). 
However, despite efforts for the adoption of CSR 
policies by organizations, the literature suggests 
that customers are not equally attracted by the 
three aforementioned components and do not 
necessarily consider such efforts when evaluating 
brands for purchase (Currás-Pérez et  al., 2018; 
Peloza & Shang, 2011). Hence, the three dimen-
sions of PCSR may elicit different effects on cus-
tomer brand assessment. For example, in a study 
that assessed the effects of PCSR dimensions on 
customer perceived value, all three components 
were found to tend to affect perceived emotional 
value, but only the social dimension was likely 
to affect perceived social value (Currás-Pérez 
et  al., 2018). Moreover, the social and economic 
dimensions of PCSR seem to affect perceived 
functional value, while the environmental dimen-
sion does not.

CSR generates value for consumers because it 
is thought to trigger favorable sentiments toward 
a firm (Currás-Pérez et  al., 2018). The present 
study, however, posits that for CSR strategies to 
be profitable, customers should perceive those 
actions favorably and those perceptions should 
be transferred to the perception of the firm’s 
brand. One study on cause-related marketing tac-
tics (a brand’s promise to donate to a social 
cause) confirmed that only clients with a high 
level of brand awareness expressed a favorable 
perception of a brand when there was a good fit 
between the brand’s image and the sponsored 
social cause (Nan & Heo, 2007). Generally, com-
panies can improve consumer attitude by improv-
ing corporate capabilities and efforts to offer 
quality products and services (Wang et  al., 2008). 
However, an increasing number of companies 
also seek to achieve good brand associations by 
addressing matters of social perception (Brown 
& Dacin, 1997). This may be attributable to the 
growing tendency of consumers and other stake-
holders to feel more committed to social issues 
and to reward company promotions that seem 

more committed to society (Du et  al., 2007; Luo 
& Bhattacharya, 2006). In summary, PCSR, 
together with the generation of functional value, 
could become an attribute of a brand that 
improves consumer attitude toward said brand 
(i.e., stronger favorable associations regarding 
the brand).

How does the level of PCSR relate to attitude 
toward a brand? Previous research has suggested 
that associations of corporate capability and CSR 
exert a parallel influence on consumer attitude 
to a brand (He & Li, 2011; Sen & Bhattacharya, 
2001). In this work, we propose that the three 
dimensions of PCSR influence consumer attitude 
toward a brand insofar as these dimensions are 
a precursor to perceived functional value 
(Currás-Pérez et  al., 2018; Peloza & Shang, 2011). 
Furthermore, we maintain that this influence 
occurs because PCSR improves two key com-
pany–consumer relational variables: credibility 
and personal identification with a brand or brand 
identification (He & Li, 2011).

First, therefore, we analyze the influence of the 
three dimensions of PCSR, as based on the 
sustain-centric paradigm (Niskala & Tarna, 2003; 
Panwar et  al., 2006), on firm credibility and 
brand identification. Second, we examine the 
mediating role of perceived functional value 
between the two relational variables (firm cred-
ibility and brand identification) and attitude 
toward a brand. Thus, our research intends to 
contribute to the body of knowledge on CSR and 
consumer behavior by exploring mechanisms for 
generating brand acceptance based on the dimen-
sions of PCSR and perceived functional value. 
This assessment contrasts with those of previous 
research wherein functional value was not 
assessed as a structural variable, as though the 
consumer simply makes a tradeoff between PCSR 
and functional value (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001).

To meet these two objectives, a model based 
on 11 hypotheses is outlined and empirically 
tested. If consumers strongly believe that a firm 
is socially responsible to the extent that it has a 
favorable effect on the perceptions toward the 
brand, thereby triggering possible purchases, a 
company would be further encouraged to adopt 
CSR policies. Although previous studies have 
offered some evidence that CSR activities may 
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improve business performance (Sun et  al., 2019; 
Wang et  al., 2016), information on what occurs 
in between the CSR activities and such a perfor-
mance remains scarce. The present research 
endeavors to address this gap by proposing and 
testing a structural conceptual framework in an 
attempt to connect the three dimensions of cus-
tomer PCSR (economic, social, and environmen-
tal) with the attitude toward a brand and to thus 
make a unique contribution to the field. Moreover, 
this work might shed some light on the relative 
importance of each CSR dimension in terms of 
consumer perception and brands.

Conceptual framework

According to the literature, the extent of a firm’s 
CSR as perceived by a consumer may contribute 
to the overall reputation of a firm (Aksak et  al., 
2016; Saeidi et  al., 2015; Stanaland et  al., 2011). 
Thus, presumably, when a consumer believes that 
a company is socially responsible, it could con-
stitute an information cue that encourages further 
positive beliefs regarding that company. Based on 
factors proposed under a sustainable development 
approach (Chow & Chen, 2012), the PCSR con-
struct was proposed as a mix of specific dimen-
sions through which a company would be, or 
should be, considered socially responsible. These 
dimensions involve three areas (Alvarado-Herrera 
et  al., 2017; Panwar et  al., 2006). The first con-
cerns the extent to which a firm is perceived to 
be responsible regarding financial aspects, such 
as employee compensation, the quality of its 
products, and offering fair prices (economic 
PCSR). The second area involves the level of con-
sumer perception for which a company is respon-
sible in terms of observing ethical behavior and 
generating community welfare (social PCSR). The 
third is the extent to which an enterprise is com-
mitted to respecting the ecosystem (environmen-
tal PCSR). These three dimensions of PCSR are 
consistent with a range of factors identified in 
an exploratory study that attempted to explain 
how CSR can constitute an effective approach in 
building corporate identity (Bravo et  al., 2012).

Studies have shown that PCSR tends to have 
a significant effect on corporate image and rep-
utation (David et  al. ,  2005; Melo & 

Garrido-Morgado, 2012). Moreover, one study 
revealed that interaction between a firm and cus-
tomers, with credible messages regarding CSR 
activities, can be an effective method of improv-
ing corporate reputation (Eberle et  al., 2013). In 
addition, according to evidence from the afore-
mentioned study, corporate reputation has a pos-
itive relationship with consumer brand credibility. 
Furthermore, changes in company reputation can 
also affect the credibility of the brand for other 
stakeholders (Herbig & Milewicz, 1993). Although 
the relationship between CSR marketing activities 
and actual consumer behavior is complex, cred-
ibility appears to have a substantial influence as 
a mediating variable in this relationship (Inoue 
& Kent, 2014). Therefore, a consumer’s PCSR 
should presumably exhibit some kind of relation-
ship with the perceived credibility of a firm. 
Hence, this study proposes that, through its three 
dimensions, PCSR affects firm credibility as 
follows.

H1a. Economic PCSR has a direct effect on firm 
credibility.

H1b. Social PCSR has a direct effect on firm credibility.

H1c. Environmental PCSR has a direct effect on firm 
credibility.

One investigation showed that PCSR can gen-
erate a positive consumer attitude and that the 
latter tends to influence purchase intentions 
(Kang & Hustvedt, 2014). However, despite being 
statistically significant, the values for the rela-
tionships between the variables presented in the 
aforementioned study were not high (r = .17 and 
r = .33, respectively). Similar results were found 
in a study of Chinese consumers, which verified 
that PCSR activities elicit an overall improved 
consumer perception of a company, favoring pur-
chase intention (Tian et  al., 2011). The previous 
study seems to accord with the conclusions of 
earlier works. Although empirical evidence exists 
for the correlation between PCSR and consumer 
purchase intention as well as purchase behavior, 
its causality embodies a highly complex chain of 
relationships (David et  al., 2005). The present 
study addresses this complexity by proposing that 
several mediating variables may be missing in 
the development of a strong statistical model to 
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substantiate a more complete explanation of how 
PCSR influences consumer brand perception. 
Most studies have treated PCSR as a 
one-dimensional construct (as addressed earlier). 
Thus, this study proposes a model that could 
reveal the relationships linking different dimen-
sions of PCSR and attitude toward brands, apply-
ing some mediating variables that have not been 
considered in the literature, such as brand iden-
tification (Figure 1).

Nan and Heo (2007) experimental research 
indicated that when advertisement presents a 
good fit between CSR content and brand image, 
particularly among customers with high levels 
of brand awareness, it can improve consumer 
attitude toward a firm. However, in the afore-
mentioned study, advertising with CSR content 
that did not fit the brand’s image had no effect 
on consumer attitude toward the product, 
brand, or advertisement. Similarly, evidence 
supports the contention that when the type of 
CSR activities is consistent with the type of 
CSR that is important to the consumer, a strong 
relationship tends to exist between the PCSR 
and the level of identification (self-congruence) 
of the consumer with the firm in question (Sen 
& Bhattacharya, 2001). Moreover, interactive 
firm–customer efforts to communicate CSR ini-
tiatives can generate stronger feelings of con-
sumer identification with the company and lead 
to positive word of mouth (Eberle et  al., 2013). 
Therefore, the dimensions of PCSR could be 
related to the identification (self-congruence) 
that a customer feels with a brand. Accordingly, 

t h i s  s tu d y  prop o s e s  t h e  fo l l ow i ng 
connections.

H2a. Economic PCSR has a direct effect on brand 
identification.

H2b. Social PCSR has a direct effect on brand 
identification.

H2c. Environmental PCSR has a direct effect on brand 
identification.

PCSR is empirically related to the perceived 
value of a firm’s brand (Currás-Pérez et  al., 2018). 
The notion of customer perceived value in the 
academic literature derives from the exchange 
between the perceived benefits obtained by the 
customer from the company’s offer and how 
much the customer gives in return (cost or sac-
rifice). This perceived value can be highly idio-
syncratic and can vary widely from one consumer 
to another (González-Gallarza et  al., 2011). The 
sacrifice includes monetary and non-monetary 
costs, such as the time spent, energy consumed, 
and stress experienced. Accordingly, the existing 
research has accepted perceived value as a mul-
tidimensional construct that encompasses func-
tional, hedonic, and social dimensions (Sweeney 
& Soutar, 2001). The present study focuses on 
the role of functional (or utilitarian) value as a 
mediator between the outcomes of PCSR (cred-
ibility and identification) and attitude toward a 
brand. The functional value represents a strong 
motivator because it embodies the consumer’s 
rational economic valuation. It constitutes the 
search for a specific cost–benefit outcome; thus, 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework.
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it is considered cognitive and behavioral (Babin 
et  al., 1994).

Some of the existing literature suggests that 
perceived functional value and the level of con-
gruity between brand image and consumer 
self-concept (brand identification) are variables 
related to purchase intentions toward a brand 
(Yeh et  al., 2016). Accordingly, under certain cir-
cumstances (e.g., when CSR activities are related 
to issues that are important to consumers), a 
firm’s social activities might improve brand image. 
Making a brand more acceptable and consistent 
with consumers’ self-image, might motivate a 
customer to pay a higher price for the firm’s 
products. In general, the evidence shows that, 
regardless of the consumer’s culture, the perceived 
identification with an object tends to trigger 
favorable attitudes (Kaur & Soch, 2018). 
Furthermore, a recent study asserted that the 
congruity between a brand’s image and the actual 
or ideal self-image activates emotions that can 
have a positive effect on the perceived quality of 
the brand (Klabi, 2020). Moreover, consumers 
who identify with a brand’s image tend to man-
ifest a stronger commitment toward that brand, 
consequently generating favorable word of mouth 
(Rambocas & Ramsubhag, 2018; Tuškej et  al., 
2013). Therefore, the following hypotheses seem 
logical.

H3a. Brand identification has a direct effect on per-
ceived functional value.

H3b. Brand identification has a direct effect on atti-
tude toward the brand.

The empirical evidence for various products 
and services shows that brand credibility can have 
strong positive effects on the perceived quality 
and perceived functional value of a brand (Baek 
et  al., 2010; Baek & Whitehill King, 2011). In 
this relationship, customer perceived value relates 
to a reduction in the search for information 
because credibility can reduce the perceived risk 
and improve the overall perception toward a 
brand (Baek et  al., 2010; Hussain et  al., 2017). 
Accordingly, brands carry information from firms 
to consumers; therefore, firm credibility can have 
a direct effect on brand perception (Jahanzeb 
et  al., 2013). Hence, the following hypotheses are 
presented.

H4a. Firm credibility has a direct effect on perceived 
functional value.

H4b. Firm credibility has a direct effect on attitude 
toward a brand.

In the process of product–money exchange, 
perceived functional value can be interpreted as 
how much a customer believes will be obtained 
when assessing how much will be given away for 
a product (Sweeney & Soutar, 2001). A high 
functional value implies that a consumer per-
ceives a substantially higher benefit from pur-
chasing the product than from not doing so (i.e., 
the obtained goods have more value than the 
money sacrificed). Furthermore, a perceived high 
functional value can encourage consumers to 
adopt a favorable predisposition toward a brand. 
This perspective has been corroborated in several 
commercial activities (Ruiz-Molina & Gil-Saura, 
2008). Thus, the perceived functional value has 
been established as a key antecedent of consumer 
brand equity variables (Jahanzeb et  al., 2013). 
Therefore, to investigate how the dimensions of 
CSR connect to brand attitude through mediating 
variables, the following hypothesis seems 
applicable.

H5. Perceived functional value has a direct effect on 
attitude toward a brand.

Study design

A cross-sectional empirical study was conducted 
to test the theoretical model and the hypotheses. 
The study was performed with a sample of actual 
consumers of mass consumption products offered 
by two transnational firms in the Mexican city 
of Hermosillo, Sonora. To elicit consumers’ per-
ceptions of CSR, four main criteria were con-
sidered for selecting the two brands used herein: 
to (1) be well known, (2) be consumed by large 
population segments, (3) not be socially stigma-
tized, and (4) undertake CSR initiatives. The 
sample included 521 respondents (301 consumers 
evaluating the brand Bimbo and 220 evaluating 
the Walmart brand, two large and renowned 
companies/brands in Mexico). For CSR to have 
any kind of effect, customers must possess con-
siderable information about the firm in question 
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(Öberseder et  al., 2011). Data were collected 
through a face-to-face survey, which was based 
on a structured questionnaire; the survey was 
conducted during the annual celebration of Dia 
de los Muertos in the two cemeteries of the city. 
Participation in the survey was completely anon-
ymous and voluntary. The profile of the target 
population included individuals who were resi-
dents of Mexico and had purchased (and con-
sumed) products from the two firms at least 
once within the six months prior to the obser-
vation. The open population of the city consti-
tuted the primary sampling frame for the study. 
The sample was selected using a two-stage 
approach. The first stage was by quota (half of 
the sample from each cemetery); the second fol-
lowed a random approximation to subjects with 
a systematic jumping rule. The information was 
gathered using a structured questionnaire. The 
questionnaires of all the 521 respondents were 
validated as complete and correctly answered. 
Although a convenience sampling procedure, the 
sample size would correspond to an estimation 
error of ±4.27% with a confidence level of 95% 
(at maximum population heterogeneity). The 
data were depurated and descriptively analyzed. 
The estimation and testing of the proposed rela-
tionships were conducted via structural equation 
modeling (SEM) with the maximum likelihood 
estimation method (AMOS software), which is 
considered a rigorous, robust technique for mea-
surement validity and theory testing (Anderson 
& Gerbing, 1988). The sample comprised 266 
women (51%) and 255 men (49%), with ages 
ranging from 18 to 80 years (mean = 31.3 years, 
standard deviation = 14.1 years). Students made 
up 47% of the participants (245), while 29% were 
professionals (151), and 24% (125) had different 
main activities at the time of the interviews. 
Further, 198 respondents (38%) had a university 
education.

Measurements

Appendix A shows the 23 items that were used 
for the seven latent variables in the model, which 
were derived from scales with previously con-
firmed reliability and validity. Perceived eco-
nomic, social, and environmental dimensions of 

CSR were assessed using nine items from the 
CSRConsPerScale (Alvarado-Herrera et  al., 2017). 
Firm credibility was measured using three items 
from a study by Lafferty and Goldsmith (1999). 
Perceived functional value was assessed using 
three items from the PERVAL scale (Sweeney & 
Soutar, 2001). Brand identification was measured 
using four items employed by Currás-Pérez et  al. 
(2009). Mackenzie and Lutz’s (1989) four-item 
scale was used to assess attitude toward the 
brand. Prior to the formal fieldwork, a prelimi-
nary questionnaire was tested with a sample of 
25 consumers. This pilot test resulted in improve-
ments to the wording of the items and the ques-
tionnaire format. Each item was operationalized 
through a Likert-type scale of seven points 
(1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree).

The psychometric properties of the scales were 
assessed to confirm measurement reliability and 
validity. Table 1 presents the results of the validity 
and reliability tests of the measurements. The 
items related to the dimensions of the CSR con-
struct were first subjected to a factorial analysis 
with varimax rotation to test the convergent–dis-
criminant validity of the scale. Single factorial 
analyses were performed to test the convergent 
validity of the items of the other constructs. 
Because these constructs were treated theoreti-
cally in a one-dimensional manner, discriminant 
validity testing was not required; therefore, rota-
tion was unneeded. As shown in Table 1, the 
factorial analysis for the items related to the 
dimensions of CSR shows the items as loaded 
into three different factors (each item in its 
expected component). For this analysis, the 
Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) coefficient (.89) and 
Bartlett’s test (chi-square = 3283.5, sig = .000) 
showed a good fit of the model to the data. In 
this case, the varimax rotation confirms the total 
independence (item discrimination) of the three 
latent variables. For the other factorial analyses, 
items converged as expected in single principal 
component models, showing a good fit in each 
case (with high KMO coefficients and statistically 
significant values for the Bartlett’s tests) and 
thereby showing evidence of unidimensionality 
(Gerbing & Anderson, 1988).

The results also indicated that the convergent 
validity of the measurement model can be 
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established as follows. (1) All the items relate 
significantly to their corresponding factor 
(p < 0.01). (2) The sizes of all the standardized 
loadings, and their averages, are larger than 0.70. 
(3) All Cronbach’s alphas exceed the recom-
mended value of 0.70 (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011) 
). (4) The composite reliability (or omega coef-
ficient) of the items in each factor was higher 
than the desired minimum value of 0.60 (Bagozzi 
& Yi, 1988; Dunn et  al., 2014). (5) Each average 
variance extracted (AVE) coefficient is greater 
than the recommended minimum cutoff of 0.5 
(Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Finally, the multifac-
torial solution of the measurements, along with 
discrimination validity, evidenced that no com-
mon method bias effect was generated when 
measuring the variables with a single question-
naire because these results were sufficiently con-
sistent with Harman’s test to discard this problem 
(see the use of this test in Podsakoff et  al., 2003). 
The following section shows that the path SEM 
model used for the hypotheses testing presents a 
good fit of the model to the data. This further 
confirms the convergence–discriminant validity 
of the measurements as all the standardized mea-
surement weights of the observed variables ranged 
between .73 and .94 in relation to each of their 

latent variables (confirming the factorial loads in 
Table 1). Nevertheless, in the SEM model, col-
linearity among the three latent variables of PCSR 
was found, suggesting interdependence among 
these dimensions (Figure 2). However, this is a 
commonly encountered phenomenon with mul-
tidimensional constructs in the behavioral sci-
ences (Edwards, 2001; Polites et  al., 2012). To 
confirm the measurement validity once again, a 
confirmatory SEM measurement model (with col-
linear relationships between all the latent vari-
ables) was executed. Here, all measurement 
weights (between the observed variables and their 
corresponding latent variables) were statistically 
significant and ranged between .73 and .94 (stan-
dardized coefficients). The results of absolute fit 
indexes were acceptable with a relative/normed 
chi-square ratio (χ2/df) value of 2.43 (Wheaton 
et  al., 1977) and a root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA) value of .052 (Hooper 
et  al., 2008; MacCallum et  al., 1996). In addition, 
base line fit coefficients were highly satisfactory 
with a normed fit index (NFI) value of .95, an 
incremental fit index (IFI) value of .97, a 
non-normed fit index (NNFI) value of .96, and 
a comparative fit index (CFI) value of .97 (Hooper 
et  al., 2008).

Table 1. Measurement assessment.
factor item Validity reliability

factorial load kMo and b’s C’s alpha Cr aVe

Perceived economic CSr PCSr_eco1 .81 .89** 
three factor 
orthogonal solution 
with varimax rotation

PCSr_eco2 .86 .85 .76 .68
pCSr_eco3 .81

Perceived social CSr PCSr_Soc1 .72
PCSr_Soc2 .77 .85 .78 .54
PCSr_Soc3 .71

Perceived environmental CSr PCSr_env1 .77
PCSr_env2 .85 .91 .87 .69
PCSr_env3 .87

firm credibility fC1 .91 .75** 
one factor 
solution

fC2 .91 .89 .93 .82
fC3 .90

Customer brand identification Cib1 .75 .83** 
one factor 
solution

Cib2 .82 .92 .89 .67
Cib3 .85
Cib4 .84

Perceived functional value fV1 .85 .72** 
one factor 
solution

fV2 .88 .84 .90 .76
fV3 .88

attitude toward the brand atb1 .93 .87** 
one factor 
solution

atb2 .95 .96 .97 .88
atb3 .95
atb4 .93

kMo: kaiser–Meyer–olkin coefficient; b’s: bartlett’s test p-value (asterisks show the sig. for this test); C’s alpha: Cronbach’s alpha; Cr: composite reliability; 
aVe: average variance extracted.

**p-value ≤ 0.01.
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Results

To test the proposed hypotheses and the theo-
retical model (Figure 1), as stated earlier, SEM 
was performed using the maximum likelihood 
method. An inspection of the variables showed 
low values of skewness (under ±1.03) and kur-
tosis (under ±0.93), evidencing a fairly approxi-
mation to normality. This finding, along with the 
robustness of this SEM method using rescaled 
(standardized) coefficients and no missing data 
in the matrix, suggests conditions for reliable 
results from SEM even under the violation of the 
assumption of independence between the exoge-
nous variables (Benson & Fleishman, 1994; 
Savalei, 2008). Table 2 and Figure 2 present the 
empirical estimates for the main-effects model. 

The results of the structural path model suggest 
a good fit of the model to the data. Regarding 
absolute fit indexes, even when χ2 = 562.3 (216 
df) was significant (p < 0.01), the relative/normed 
chi-square ratio (χ2/df = 2.6) was smaller than 
the benchmark value of 5 (Wheaton et  al., 1977). 
The RMSEA (= 0.056) was below the maximum 
recommended value of 0.08 (MacCallum et  al., 
1996). The baseline fit coefficients (NFI = 0.95; 
IFI = 0.94; NNFI = 0.96; CFI = 0.97) were also 
a good fit to the data; all the values passed the 
recommended value of 0.9, including one instance 
of 0.95 (Hooper et  al., 2008).

Of the eleven relationships tested within this 
statistical model and its data, seven suggested 
acceptance (Figure 2). In Table 2, the path 

Table 2. testing relationships.

Hypothesis Proposed structural relationship
Standardized 

path coefficient result

H1a eco-PCSr → firm credibility .36** accepted
H2a eco-PCSr → brand identification nS rejected
H1b Soc-PCSr → firm credibility .63** accepted
H2b Soc-PCSr → brand identification .61** accepted
H1c env-PCSr → firm credibility nS rejected
H2c env-PCSr → brand identification nS rejected
H3a brand identification → functional value .15** accepted
H3b brand identification → attitude to brand nS rejected
H4a firm credibility → functional value .66** accepted
H4b firm credibility → attitude to brand .59** accepted
H5 functional value → attitude to brand .19** accepted
Goodness of fit indicators
X2/Df 

2.60
rMSea nfi Cfi ifi nnfi

.056 .95 .97 .97 .96

rMSea: root mean square error of approximation; nfi: bentler–bonett normed fit index; Cfi: comparative fit index; ifi: bollen incremental fit index; nnfi: 
bentler–bonett non-normed fit index; nS: statistically nonsignificant.

**p-value ≤ 0.001.

Figure 2. results (standardized coefficients).



JoURNal of Global MaRketiNG 9

coefficients obtained are higher for the relation-
ships of social PCSR with firm credibility and 
brand identification. Furthermore, a high coeffi-
cient was found between firm credibility and 
attitude toward the brand. These relationships 
reveal a considerably strong indirect effect of the 
social dimension of PCSR on the perceived func-
tional value and attitude toward the brand (with 
standardized indirect effects of .50 and .51, 
respectively). Thus, judging from the standardized 
path coefficients of the statistical model, the 
social dimension of PCSR has the highest explan-
atory power over brand perception among the 
three variables. Overall, the statistical model pres-
ents a considerable level of explanation over the 
final dependent variable (attitude toward the 
brand) of 60% of its variance (r2 = 0.601).

Discussion

Conclusions

The results herein support multiple conclusions. 
Economic PCSR appears to have an indirect effect 
on attitude toward the brand, mediated by firm 
credibility and the customer’s perceived functional 
value. Social PCSR seems to have a significant 
indirect effect on attitude toward the brand, 
mediated by firm credibility, brand identification, 
and perceived functional value. Although health 
issues may constitute the type of expectations 
that are most related to CSR activities by con-
sumers in developed and developing countries 
(Gassler et  al., 2016), and individuals in general 
perceive that the environment can have an effect 
on the self ’s health (Parsons, 1991), surprisingly, 
environmental PCSR showed no effect on any 
variable in the model. Similarly, Currás-Pérez 
et  al. (2018) found no effects from the environ-
mental dimension on perceived functional value 
(although their investigation was not on brand 
perception). Firm credibility seems to have a 
direct effect on attitude toward the brand, while 
brand identification may have an indirect effect 
on attitude toward the brand that is mediated by 
perceived functional value. Thus, perceived func-
tional value tends to affect attitude toward the 
brand. Finally, of the three dimensions, only the 
economic and social dimensions of PCSR 

exhibited an explanatory power over variables of 
brand perception. The environmental dimension 
of PCSR appears not to have any kind of explan-
atory power over these types of variables.

Notably, of the three dimensions of CSR, the 
social dimension displays high and significant 
association coefficients with firm credibility and 
brand identification. Thus, it may represent the 
most relevant dimension of CSR to raise favorable 
consumer perceptions toward a brand (at least 
in the context of the present study). Similarly, in 
countries with more collective cultures, such as 
Mexico and India (compared to the United States 
and Canada), the perceived social aspects of a 
brand would be expected to be deemed more 
important for engendering purchase intentions 
(Kaur & Soch, 2018; Yang et  al., 2019). Moreover, 
in cultures with stronger strict social norms, cor-
porate social performance (social aspects of CSR) 
tends to have a higher correlation with financial 
performance than that in cultures with less strict 
(indulgent) social norms (Sun et  al., 2019).

Theoretical implications

If companies adopt CSR activities as an aspect of 
their regular operations regardless of any possible 
favorable business performance outcome (i.e., 
merely adopting CSR activities for the common 
good), it can prove highly beneficial. However, 
developing a long-term CSR culture in companies 
would be augmented by the conviction that CSR 
strategies are a good business practice that can 
generate positive financial results. In this study, 
we offer additional evidence that the “doing well 
by doing good” principle (Chernev & Blair, 2015; 
Kang et  al., 2016) works, showing a relationship 
between the different dimensions of PCSR, firm 
credibility, brand identification, perceived func-
tional value, and the improvement of attitude 
regarding the brand. Although there are numerous 
studies on CSR activities that measure firms’ 
financial performance (e.g., Sun et  al., 2019; Wang 
et  al., 2016), to the best of the knowledge of the 
authors of the present study, research on the rela-
tionship between CSR and variables related to 
consumer brand perception remains surprisingly 
scarce. As CSR and firm performance may be 
related, understanding this relationship from the 
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perspective of customer behavior is crucial because 
the customers are the purchasers of the products 
that generate financial value. In the literature, 
consumer brand perception represents a group of 
variables with an ample explanatory power on 
consumer purchase behavior (a well-recognized 
principle in marketing). Moreover, the brand is 
an important vehicle through which CSR promises 
can be connected with stakeholders (Kitchin, 
2003). Therefore, this study endeavors to explain 
the mechanism by which the perception of CSR 
actions links with consumer attitude toward a 
brand. First, this study shows that the functional 
value elicited by PCSR may be a precursor to 
brand attitude. Namely, the social character of the 
corporation is capable of improving the percep-
tions of consumers (i.e., functional value), which 
can cultivate an improvement in brand associa-
tions (i.e., attitude toward the brand). Second, 
although this research confirms that brand cred-
ibility and identification mediate the relationship 
between PCSR and perceived functional value (He 
& Li, 2011), it also assesses the influence of each 
dimension of CSR in this relationship. However, 
the evidence indicates that customers must per-
ceive CSR activities as legitimate for it to have 
an effect on the credibility of the company (Inoue 
& Kent, 2014). Thus, the social dimension of CSR 
tends to improve the brand credibility and is 
capable of generating a higher level of consumer 
brand identification. Finally, at least in the context 
of our study, the environmental dimension is not 
a precursor to perceived functional value as it 
does not significantly influence brand credibility 
or identification.

Despite a growing worldwide trend toward 
responsible consumption behavior (Agrawal & 
Gupta, 2018), CSR actions do not seem to be a 
priority for customers when choosing products. 
Variables such as the country of origin, price, 
product quality, and service performance tend to 
have a far greater impact on purchase decisions 
(Öberseder et  al., 2011). Accordingly, a consid-
erably small proportion of consumers tend to 
prioritize CSR when making purchase decisions. 
Thus, regardless of the country of origin, only 
consumers with high levels of unselfishness and 
environmental knowledge tend to evince interest 
in matters related to environmental sustainability 

(Perez-Castillo & Vera-Martínez, 2021; Uddin & 
Khan, 2018).

Managerial implications

Consumers from developed and developing coun-
tries have become more aware of the actions of 
brands and firms that favor responsible consump-
tion (Agrawal & Gupta, 2018). Therefore, based 
on the current findings, worldwide practitioners 
should recognize the important role of brand 
credibility and identification to design CSR activ-
ities that can favor consumer brand attitude. As 
stated earlier, brand identification favors positive 
consumer attitudes regardless of the specific 
country or culture (Kaur & Soch, 2018).

However, these activities must be perceived as 
legitimate and consistent with the brand’s image 
to effectively improve credibility (Inoue & Kent, 
2014; Nan & Heo, 2007) and thus attitude toward 
the brand. Moreover, such activities might prove 
more effective if they are consistent with the 
socially responsible aspects that are relevant for 
the targeted customers as this will likely increase 
brand identification (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). 
Hence, to improve the social dimension of PCSR, 
companies should heed the social needs of the 
local communities in which they operate, donate 
money to local social causes, and implement 
codes of conduct that respect the local idiosyn-
crasy of customers.

If companies seek to improve brand percep-
tions through CSR actions, an emphasis on the 
social and economic dimensions of PCSR should 
be prioritized in the short term because these 
dimensions of PCSR affect firm credibility, brand 
identification, perceived functional value, and 
attitude toward the brand (at least in the context 
of the present study: Mexico). However, from a 
global management point of view; it should be 
noted that the social aspects of CSR may have a 
greater effect in collective societies (e.g., Mexico 
and India) than in more individualistic cultures 
(Kaur & Soch, 2018; Yang et  al., 2019). 
Accordingly, in countries tending toward individ-
ualism (e.g., Canada and United States), the eco-
nomic aspect of CSR, or even the environmental 
dimension, might have a higher level of effec-
tiveness in improving consumer attitude.
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Similarly, global management should consider 
that the social aspects of CSR tend to have a 
higher correlation with financial performance for 
countries with stricter social norms (Sun et  al., 
2019). Therefore, economic and environmental 
CSR actions might be more effective in promot-
ing consumer attitude toward a brand in coun-
tries with less strict social norms.

According to our findings, the environmental 
dimension of PCSR did not affect brand percep-
tions. This is a worrying sign in that some con-
sumers may not consider the environmental 
activities of a company while considering a brand. 
It is important to remember that not all CSR 
activities generate positive returns for a company 
(Kang et  al., 2016). Therefore, in the long term, 
companies and society as a whole should empath-
ically communicate the importance of corporate 
environmental actions to consumers as a crucial 
factor for general wellbeing. In this manner, 
changes in consumer beliefs could serve as a pull 
factor to motivate environmental CSR actions. 
Such stakeholder pressure has been favorably 
tested as a driver for companies to adopt envi-
ronmentally friendly actions (Bıçakcıoğlu, 2018).

Limitations and future studies

This study was conducted in Mexico. The finding 
that the social and economic dimensions of PCSR 
influence brand perception while the environ-
mental dimension does not, in particular, may 
be unique to the consumers of Mexico or to the 
sample herein. Therefore, future studies should 
test such effects in other countries and contexts 
to support the development of a more general-
izable theory. Accordingly, comparative studies of 
countries that are characterized by more individ-
ualistic cultures and countries considered to have 
more collective cultures would be valuable because 
there is evidence that the social aspects are less 
important in the former than in the latter in 
terms of motivating purchase behavior (Kaur & 
Soch, 2018; Yang et  al., 2019). For instance, envi-
ronmental PCSR might have a more significant 
effect on brand perception in an individualistic 
society than social PCSR (in contrast with the 
present findings as Mexican culture tends to be 
more collective, as stated earlier).

Although people tend to prefer companies that 
are socially responsible, not all consumers respond 
equally to CSR initiatives. Despite a company’s 
best efforts to adopt CSR trends, some purchase 
behaviors will not change based on these activ-
ities. Conversely, some customers might modify 
their purchase behavior heavily in favor of the 
company in response to CSR activities (Mohr 
et  al., 2001a, 2001b). This implies a lack of lin-
earity between PCSR and the expected outcome 
of consumer behavior. This lack may explain why 
not all the relationships in the statistical model 
have the desired path coefficients despite being 
significant—albeit not as high as desired. The 
present study is limited to suggesting some pos-
sible connections between PCSR and the attitu-
dinal acceptance of a brand. Possible customer 
behavioral outcomes of PCSR were not consid-
ered herein, although several new connections in 
an already complex theoretical model were pro-
posed. Moreover, linking CSR activities to actual 
consumer behavior is challenging (David et  al., 
2005). Therefore, future research should consider 
the relationship of CSR activities with additional 
measurements of customer behavior. These mea-
surements could include the intention to purchase 
(as marginally evidenced by Sen & Bhattacharya, 
2001; Tian et  al., 2011; and Kang & Hustvedt, 
2014) and the repurchase rate, mediated by a 
construct that can act as a stronger mediating 
variable than those used in the existing literature: 
attitude toward the brand.
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Appendix A. Questionnaire Items

Perceived economic corporate social responsibility
item iD in relation with economy, i believe [brand] really…
PCSr_ec1 …tries to maintain a competitive pricing policy.
PCSr_ec2 …does its best to be more productive.
PCSr_ec3 …constantly seeks to improve the quality of the products it offers.
Perceived social corporate social responsibility
item iD in relation to society, i believe [brand] actually…
PCSr_So1 …tries to improve the quality of life of the local communities where it operates.
PCSr_So2 …respects an ethical code of conduct with its customers and employees.
PCSr_So3 …seeks to sponsor activities related to society.
Perceived environmental corporate social responsibility
item iD regarding the environment, i think [brand] actually…
PCSr_en1 …offers a product compatible with the environment.
PCSr_en2 …tries to protect the environment.
PCSr_en3 …considers environmental issues when carrying out its activities.
firm credibility
item iD i think that regarding social responsibility [brand] is a…
fCred1 …sincere company.
fCred2 …honored company.
fCred3 …credible company.
Customer brand identification
item iD
ib1 the image i have of [brand] fits with the image i have of myself.
ib2 i identify with what [brand] represents.
ib3 My way of being is akin to what i consider [brand] to represents.
ib4 i am similar to how i perceive [brand].
Perceived functional value
item iD
fV1 [brand] offers products with a good quality–price relation.
fV2 [brand] products are economically acceptable.
fV3 [brand] offers good products given the sale price.
attitude toward the brand
item iD right now, my disposition toward [brand] is…
atb1 …good.
atb2 …positive.
atb3 …nice.
atb4 …favorable.

note: items were associated with an attitudinal scale ranging from 1 = totally disagree to 7 = totally agree.
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