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Abstract: The main objective of this article is to examine the effects of the organizational learning
and corporate social responsibility (social, economic and environmental) practices that exert on the
financial performance of SMEs (small and medium enterprises). The research is based on a sample of
343 companies of which 19.8% belong to the primary sector, 26.6% to the secondary sector and 53.6%
to the tertiary sector of the northwestern region of Mexico. The data were collected from February
to May 2018 with the support of a self-directed structured survey of company managers. For the
analysis and validation of the results, the statistical technique of the structural equations model (SEM)
based on the variance was used to validate the structured relationships in this investigation through
PLS (partial least squares). These analyses were prepared with the support of SmartPLS version 3.2.8
Professional. The results indicate that OLE (organizational learning) is a key element to strengthen
CSR (corporate social responsibility) practices and increase financial performance in these types of
companies, and that CSR is key to increasing financial performance. In addition, it was found that the
OLE is a variable that mediates the relationship between CSR and financial performance. The work
contributes to the development of the literature of organizational learning, the theory of resources
and capabilities, and stakeholder theory

Keywords: organizational learning (OLE); corporate social responsibility (CSR); social responsibility
(SOR); economic responsibility (ECR); environmental responsibility (ENR); small and medium
enterprises (SMEs)

1. Introduction

At the present time, when the only constants are technological change, learning and improvement
in innovative business models, companies are opting for the deployment of effective business strategies
in order to be protagonists in highly competitive markets [1,2]. The demands of new consumers and
generations based on knowledge and a greater awareness of sustainability, lead to organizations being
in continuous competitive struggle and focusing on maximizing their resources and capabilities [3].
Therefore, human capital has become an intangible asset of greater relevance and organizational
profitability [4,5]. Human capital is fed by the flow of knowledge that is acquired inside and outside the
company, which is managed by the capabilities of its managers [6]. This flow of knowledge becomes
a key factor by first transforming into individual learning and later into collective learning [7,8].
Theories of knowledge and organizational learning (OLE), have studied these manifestations and
flows of knowledge in the individual, and have been key in the development of the different modern
currents, such as the case of the theory based on resources and capabilities (RBV) [5,9,10]. Most studies
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focused on the subject have observed that the flow of knowledge, knowledge management and
organizational learning are a source of innovation and are an important way to achieve greater financial
growth [11,12]. However, recently OLE has been a decisive business strategy in the adoption and
execution of corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices. This new approach has been contemplated
in theories of dynamic capabilities, stakeholder theory and sustainability. The precursors of these
theories have shown that one of the pillars and global trends of companies is the adoption of socially
responsible strategies, with the purpose of improving innovation activities and raising financial
performance. These theories have revealed and proven that small and large organizations need to
adopt a network of learning (individual–team–collective) and knowledge (internal–external), in which
all members of an organization and external collaborators participate. These same conclusions have
been issued in reports by various international organizations, such as the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization UNESCO [13], the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development OECD [14] and the World Bank [15]. However, the main studies of these variables
have focused on the analysis of large companies, with only a few investigating micro, small and
medium enterprises (SMEs). These types of companies generally have a greater difficulty in acquiring
and managing knowledge, and few manage to implement a model of organizational improvement
based on learning [5,16]. This is mainly due to the lack of a formal organizational structure, lack of
financial solvency, lack of business vision and poor physical and technological infrastructure [17].
This causes administrative and emotional wear on managers and employees, leading the company to
poor organizational results for its stakeholders [17,18].

The objectives of this work are as follows: 1. To analyze the effects that OLE has on CSR practices
and financial performance in SMEs; 2. to examine the influence of CSR practices on the financial
performance of SMEs; 3. to analyze the direct and indirect effects of the OLE variable on CSR and
financial performance through the mediation technique; and, 4. to verify the influence of greater
weight of OLE in the dimensions of CSR and also corroborate which of the dimensions of CSR has
greater weight on financial performance. The research questions contemplated in the work are:

1. Is OLE a determining factor in the increase in CSR practices and in the results of financial
performance of the SME? Does CSR have significant effects on the financial performance of
the SME;

2. Is OLE a variable that has mediation effects between CSR and the financial performance of
the SME;

3. Of the dimensions of CSR, on which does OLE have most influence?

The research is based on a sample of 343 companies in the primary, secondary and tertiary sectors
of the Sonora and Baja California region, which are located in the northwest of Mexico. For the analysis
and validation of the results, we have used a statistical technique with structural equation models
(SEM) based on the variance in order to validate and verify the structured relationships in this research
through PLS (partial least squares), with the support of SmartPLS version 3.2.8 Professional.

The research mainly contributes to the development of the theory of organizational learning, and
resources and capabilities directed towards the theory of stakeholders. Generally, organizations with
greater learning and knowledge contribute to business competitiveness and play a leading role in CSR
strategies. From a strategic business vision, CSR practices are visualized, as an elementary part of
business development and growth, from three essential perspectives: 1) Social practices, 2) economic
activities, and 3) environmental actions. For companies established in a developing country, this
represents a challenge towards consolidation and competitiveness. First, the learning theory indicates
that companies should adopt a learning model based on individual knowledge, for its subsequent
transformation into collective learning and, finally, organizational learning [19]. This acquired
knowledge helps in the innovative and socially responsible transformation of organizations [20,21].
Second, the theory of resources and capabilities has stated that organizational learning focused on
sustainability actions is a key element to obtain better organizational results. Third, stakeholder theory



Sustainability 2019, 11, 5655 3 of 23

explains that companies must not only satisfy and meet the expectations of shareholders, but also of a
wide variety of business stakeholders, such as employees, customers and suppliers [22,23]. This article
has been structured as follows: The theoretical review, the empirical review and the development
of the hypotheses raised in the study are presented in the first section. Secondly, the methodology,
the conformation of the sample and its characteristics are explained, as well as the measurement
and justification of the variables under study. Finally, the results and the main conclusions of the
investigation are shown.

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

2.1. Organizational Learning and Social Responsibility

The resources and capabilities of organizations have been the door and the path to sustained
growth and towards competitive business consolidation. Frequently, the organizations with the
greatest resources (financial, technological and human) are those that increase and strengthen their
capacities towards exponential results [3,24]. However, in this new digital era, based on the knowledge
economy and learning abilities, these resources have become the most valuable intangible assets that
an innovative company has [1,25]. Organizational learning is defined as the capacity of organizations
for the creation, generation, administration and processing (conversion) of information and individual
knowledge in collective knowledge [8,26]. This is achieved through the adoption and execution of
a model based on a culture of continuous learning and the innovative creativity of the company’s
employees [27,28]. Classical authors such as Huber [29] and Bontis, Crossan and Hulland [4] have
defined organizational learning as a dynamic process that is part of knowledge. The companies that
enhance their learning that allows them to be more competitive, do so through efficiency in data
processing and control of their information. In addition, various authors, such as Nonaka and Von
Krogh [30], Argote, and Miron-Spektor [31] and Namada [32] have stated that organizations focused
on organizational learning and in raising the knowledge of their human capital, increase their market
opportunities, increase innovation and achieve greater economic results. In the literature there is a
wide variety of models focused on the analysis and behavior of individual and organizational learning,
which have become solid theories and of which the most prominent are as follows: 1) The spiral
model of knowledge, based on the conversion of tacit knowledge into explicit [33]. 2) Authors such as
Huber [29] and Slater and Narver [34] proposed an organizational learning model that is based on four
determining processes for innovative and competitive companies: a) knowledge capture, b) information
dissemination, c) information interpretation and, d) organizational memory. 3) Knowledge absorption,
a model that focuses on capture, absorption (internal–external), assimilation and transformation
of knowledge [35,36]. 4) The model based on technological and/or virtual knowledge, focused on
capturing and using existing knowledge in virtual (internal/external) platforms and networks of
collaboration [27,37]. 5) Another of the models related to organizational learning is the one developed
by Jensen, Johnson, Lorenz, & Lundvall [38], known as DUI (Doing, Using, Interacting), a model
that focuses on the capacity for learning and knowledge (internal–external) of the individuals of the
companies to generate innovation and competitive advantages. 6) The learning model, based on
stocks and flows of individual, collective and organizational learning [4]. This model helps to select
the acquisition of knowledge effectively, and strengthens the skills and abilities of knowledge flows
in individuals in order to focus on innovative ideas in the organization [39,40]. For a company to
achieve significant organizational and financial results, it is crucial to establish a philosophy focused
on the culture of learning. The challenge of managers of companies is to take individual learning
(implicit and explicit knowledge), towards team learning (acquisition of new collaborative knowledge)
and towards organizational learning (standardized mechanism to generate, share and exploit the
knowledge). According to Maon, Lindgreen & Swaen [41], in the literature there is a great diversity
of proposals for CSR models focused on organizational learning. However, one of those that have
had a greater impact on business management is that proposed by Wood [42] and Ferguson, Roper,
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Wood and Wilson [43], a model that proposes a learning called a simple circuit (institutional strategies,
organizational processes and the level of impacts on stakeholders). This model has been perfected by
Zadek [44], whose proposal is based on the learning curve of the organization and is known as a double
circuit. This is because companies adopt social responsibility principles and values, and develop their
strategies based on the experiences and needs of stakeholders. Organizational learning in the last two
decades has allowed companies to be in a global and competitive environment [45,46]. In addition,
recently, organizations through this individual and collective learning have managed to channel it
towards the implementation of corporate social responsibility strategies, actions that have allowed
them to become a dynamic and innovative organization [4,41,47]. The theory of stakeholders has
reiterated that the commitment, experience and skills of managers are decisive elements to permeate
throughout the organizational structure the culture of social responsibility, in its three substantial
dimensions: Social actions, economic actions and environmental actions [48,49].

2.2. Organizational Learning and Corporate Social Responsibility

There are various empirical studies that relate organizational learning with CSR practices that are
developed in the SME. Most have stated that these types of organizations are trying to incorporate new
ways of learning and extracting knowledge from various sources, and that executives are adopting
new forms and models of learning to improve their internal social responsibility processes. In addition,
they are focusing on improving the quality of life of workers, customer satisfaction and actions
aimed at caring for the environment [50,51]. Recent studies have explained that organizational
learning and the flow of knowledge are the source and key to execute sustainable strategies such as
CSR [52,53]. These actions that are developed through the efficiency of the management of individual
learning, organizational learning and with external learning have allowed companies to penetrate new
markets, find new customers, satisfy current customers, maintain business sales and improve financial
profit [54,55]. In addition, some research has exposed that the lack of knowledge of the managers of the
companies in the topic of the CSR means that learning is focusing on issues other than sustainability [53].
Therefore, most studies conclude that the relationship between organizational learning and CSR is
complementary [45]. However, to be able to articulate these resources requires strategic capabilities [56].
This process is considered to be complex because it is necessary to develop business leadership,
including the culture, values, norms and tactics focused on the welfare of stakeholders [23,57]. From
the theoretical and empirical context, the following hypotheses were formulated:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Organizational learning generates a greater focus on corporate social responsibility
activities in SMEs.

2.3. Organizational Learning and Financial Performance

In the literature reviewed we find that there are a large number of studies that relate these two
variables; however, this occurs more frequently in large organizations. Studies in the field of SMEs
indicate that organizational learning indirectly influences the financial performance of companies
because they require other resources (economic and technological) and capabilities (intellectual capital
and innovation) to achieve better financial results [54,58]. On the other hand, other scholars on the
subject have concluded that when SMEs adopt and develop a learning model based on dynamic
capabilities and manage to turn it into a fluid process of knowledge management, the financial
performance of the business grows exponentially and is sustained [59,60]. Generally, SMEs can
improve their learning systems and financial performance because they are closer to their employees,
which makes it easier to capture, transfer and better apply the knowledge learned [50,61]. Therefore,
organizational learning is visualized as a capacity that helps to achieve better organizational practices,
such as the adoption of social responsibility, and an increase of financial performance in SMEs [62,63].
From the theoretical and empirical context, we developed the following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 2 (H2). Organizational learning raises the level of financial performance of SMEs.

2.4. The Relationship of CSR with Financial Performance

Stakeholder theory has recognized that CSR practices are part of the core strategy for companies
with sustained growth, and contribute to the achievement of organizational results, such as satisfaction
of interest groups and increased financial profitability [49,64]. Different empirical studies have reported
that social, environmental, economic and ethical–legal practices positively influence the economic
results of companies [65,66]. In addition, some studies have corroborated that the implementation
of CSR has become a powerful weapon in meeting customer expectations and satisfaction, driving
companies to be more competitive and more profitable [67,68]. Other researchers have concluded
that there is a significant relationship between the ethical, social, economic and environmental
dimensions of CSR, with the financial performance of companies [69]. In contrast, researchers such
as Torugsa, O’Donohue, & Hecker [70] found that the adoption of practices in each dimension of
CSR by SMEs is influenced differently. This is mainly due to their resources and capabilities, such as
learning, knowledge, finance and technology; these factors directly affect the financial profitability
of organizations. More recent research has shown that there is a positive relationship between the
investment and the successful deployment of CSR, positively affecting the level of satisfaction of
employees and customers, and the profitability of investments [71,72]. More recent studies in the field
of SMEs on CSR practices indicate that to meet the needs of stakeholders these types of companies
are adopting global practices, such as environmental actions, ecological products, marketing-focused
campaigns, and social and green marketing-innovation, in the organizational climate (based on
guidelines from international organizations) [73,74]. These strategies are leading them to compete
with larger corporations and moving them towards achieving significant organizational and financial
results [75,76]. Derived from this empirical analysis, the following hypotheses are issued:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Corporate social responsibility positively influences the financial performance of the SME.
All relationships (hypotheses) structured in the research model can be seen in Figure 1.
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3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Participants and Sampling Technique

The structure of the sample is based on the principles of stratified sampling for finite populations.
The population is made up of SMEs in the region of Sonora and Baja California located in the northwest
of Mexico and has been segmented according to the sector of activity. The number of companies in
each of the strata has been obtained from the information of the economic census provided by the
National Statistical Directory of Economic Units (DENUE) of the National Institute of Statistics and
Geography [77]. The sample is made up of SMEs that employ from 10 to 250 workers. The sample
size was determined to ensure that the maximum margin of error for the estimation of a proportion
(relative frequency of response in a specific item of a question) was less than 0.03 points with a 95%
confidence level. The technique for collecting the information was through a personal interview
(questionnaire) addressed to the SME leader. The field work was carried out during the months
of February to May of 2018. To ensure the participation of company managers in this study, those
who did not decide to participate in the first round of the interviews (20% of the selected sample)
were replaced; in the first round, once 80% participation was achieved, t-test and chi-square analyses
were performed, and there were no significant differences between the groups [78]. Finally, a sample
of 343 companies was obtained; 19.8% belonged to the primary sector (agro-livestock activities),
26.6% to the secondary sector (food, textile, furniture and other activities) and 53.6% to the tertiary
sector (commercial activities, construction, transportation, financial services and communication).
The composition and characteristics of the sample can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1. Size and sector of the company.

Characteristic Micro Small Medium

Company size (number of employees) 42 (1–10) 189 (11–50) 112 (51–250)
Total % 12.2% 55.1% 32.7%

Primary Secondary Tertiary

Business sector 21 224 98
Total % 6.1% 65.3% 28.6%

Source: Own elaboration.

3.2. Variance Test of the Common Method (CMV)

Due to the different problems that it represents for most investigations when using data collected
from the same source of information, the variance of the common method has represented one of the
main challenges in the field of social science and business management. In our study we validated the
questions contained in the questionnaire through experts in the area and with a pilot test of the survey
on 10% of the final sample. However, this is not enough to completely eliminate bias in respondents’
responses; therefore, we have performed the following procedure.

According to Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, and Podsakoff [79], the Harman single factor test
requires the following steps: 1) Perform the factor analysis of all the exogenous latent constructs and
endogenous latents (items) of the model and then an analysis of the main components without selecting
some type of rotation method and, 2) the values of the non-rotated components and the number of
factors that complement the variance are analyzed. Once this analysis has been carried out through the
SPSS statistical software, the results have shown us that our model is constructed of 5 factors, the total
variance explained is 66.20%, and the first non-rotated factor is 37.88%. This information allows us to
deduce that our model has no indication that there is a single factor. In addition, it reveals that the first
non-rotated factor is lower than the total value of the variance; therefore, this eliminates and reduces
the presence of CMV response bias (see Table 2).
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As an additional test to combat CMV, we have followed the recommendations of Bagozzi, Yi and
Phillips [80]. These experts in the field propose to perform the correlation matrix procedure of the
latent variables for models constructed and analyzed with PLS. Therefore, in their conclusions and
suggestions they propose that the value of correlations between constructs should be less than 0.9.
According to the analysis of this Harman test through the correlation matrix, the results confirm that
CMV is not a problem for the model proposed in this study (see Table 3).

Table 2. Total variance explained (extraction method: principal components analysis).

Initial Values
Component

Sums of the Square Saturations of the
Extraction

Component Total % of variance % accumulated Total % of variance % accumulated
1 9.092 37.885 37.885 9.092 37.885 37.885
2 2.677 11.153 49.038 2.677 11.153 49.038
3 1.584 6.599 55.637 1.584 6.599 55.637
4 1.385 5.770 61.407 1.385 5.770 61.407
5 1.151 4.794 66.202 1.151 4.794 66.202
6 0.895 3.728 69.930
7 0.865 3.603 73.533
8 0.734 3.059 76.592
9 0.647 2.695 79.287

10 0.573 2.389 81.676
11 0.547 2.280 83.956
12 0.472 1.965 85.921
13 0.447 1.862 87.783
14 0.394 1.641 89.423
15 0.376 1.565 90.988
16 0.340 1.417 92.406
17 0.300 1.250 93.655
18 0.278 1.160 94.815
19 0.240 0.998 95.814
20 0.235 0.981 96.795
21 0.224 0.934 97.729
22 0.208 0.867 98.595
23 0.187 0.781 99.376
24 0.150 0.624 100.000

Source: Own elaboration.

Table 3. Correlation matrix.

Construct. ECR ENR FPE OLE SOR

ECR 1.000 0.627 0.477 0.527 0.674
ENR 0.627 1.000 0.346 0.443 0.635
FPE 0.477 0.346 1.000 0.505 0.407
OLE 0.527 0.443 0.505 1.000 0.627
SOR 0.674 0.635 0.407 0.627 1.000

Source: Own elaboration. ECR (economic responsibility), ENR (environmental responsibility), FPE (financial
performance), OLE (organizational learning), SOR (social responsibility).

3.3. Variable Measurement

Reflective variables were used in this study. The main feature of these models is that the direction
and influence leave the construct towards the indicator. Reflective variables are characterized because
all the indicators of a construct are highly correlated (co-vary); they are interchangeable, and eliminating
an indicator does not alter the content of the construct [81,82]. The questions that make up all the
constructs can be seen in Table 4.
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Table 4. Reliability and validity by construct.

LF CR CA

Organizational Learning (OLE) (First order) 0.933 0.914

The OLE is key to the competitive advantage 0.812 ***
The business philosophy is based on continuous OLE 0.845 ***

Constantly search for information and knowledge 0.801 ***
Employees have acquired skills and abilities 0.839 ***

It has transformed knowledge into an added value 0.857 ***
Organizational performance is the product of the OLE 0.867 ***

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) (Second order) 0.923 0.920

SOR (Social Responsibility) 0.906 0.862
It favors the hiring of people at risk of social exclusion 0.741 ***

Value the contribution of disabled people 0.711 ***
It deals with improving the quality of life of employees 0.820 ***

Pay salaries above the industry average 0.768 ***

ECR (Economic Responsibility) 0.846 0.758

Offer customers complete information about our products 0.800 ***
Respecting the rights of consumers is a priority 0.832 ***

Have socially responsible suppliers 0.903 ***
It promotes commercial relations with companies in the region 0.827 ***

ENR (Environmental Responsibility) 0.928 0.902

Use of consumables with low environmental impact 0.834 ***
Save and monitor energy efficiency 0.822 ***

Value the introduction of alternative energies 0.813 ***
Perform environmental control and protection activities 0.839 ***

Plan its finances based on the reduction of environmental impact 0.872 ***

Financial Performance (FPE) (First order) LF 0.910 0.877

Increase in profits 0.745 ***
Sales increase 0.813 ***

Increase in contribution margin 0.820 ***
Increase in market share 0.847 ***

Increase in pre-tax benefits 0.858 ***

Source: Own elaboration. LF, load factor; CR, composite reliability; CA, Cronbach’s alpha; *: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01,
***: p < 0.001.

Organizational learning (OLE). This variable was measured based on the models of Kristandl
& Bontis [83] and of Nonaka [6]. Models consider organizational learning and knowledge as the
engine that drives creativity, innovation and business competitiveness. This variable was measured
using a Likert scale of 7 points, with 1 = Total disagreement and 7 = Strongly agree. This variable has
been constructed with 6 questions that are related to the main learning actions that take place inside
the organization.

Corporate social responsibility (CSR). Based on the literature and the main theories that are
most identified in the studies to support this business activity, and the measurement of CSR, the
theory of interest groups was taken as a reference, which includes the mutual benefits in social,
financial and sustainable terms among the company (managers and employees), customers, and
the community [48,64,84]. Therefore, we decided to focus the measurement of this variable based
on theories that are directed towards the results shared with an integrative approach: 1. Social, 2.
Economic and 3. Environmental activities, which lead to the achievement of organizational profitability.
Based on these theories we divided the multidimensional construct of the CSR (second order) into
three dimensions or first-order factors (social, economic and environmental) [84].

Social responsibility (SOR). Measured taking as a reference the studies developed by Carroll [85],
Turker [86] and Carroll and Shabana [49]. This variable was composed of 4 structured questions in
the questionnaire and was provided to the manager to identify and rate the social activities related to
social responsibility that the company has carried out in the last 3 years, using a Likert scale of 7 points
with 1 = Strongly disagree and 7 = Strongly agree.
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Economic responsibility (ECR). Measured according to the studies developed by Friedman [64]
and McWilliams [84] and McWilliams, Parhankangas, Coupet, Welch & Barnum [23]. This variable was
made up of 4 questions that were shown in the questionnaire addressed to the SME manager, in order
to identify and rate the social responsibility economic actions in the last 3 years. For this, a 7-point
Likert scale was used with 1 = Completely in disagreement and 7 = Completely agree; see Table 3.

Environmental responsibility (ENR). Measured considering the studies of Jenkis [87] and
McWilliams et al. [23]. This variable was made up of 5 structured questions in the questionnaire and
provided to the manager to identify and rate the environmental and sustainability activities related to
social responsibility that the company has carried out in the last 3 years, using a 7-point Likert scale
with 1 = Strongly disagree and 7 = Strongly agree.

Financial performance (FPE). It is one of the most analyzed indicators in the literature for its
value and importance for companies, as well as the complexity in its measurement [88,89]. Classic
currents, such as economic theory that focuses mainly on the generation of wealth through the
exploitation of resources [90,91], the theory of resources and capabilities (TRC) of Barney [92,93],
learning theory [4,36], and the theory of stakeholders [22,23], argue that the total tangible and intangible
assets, such as learning, intellectual capital and social responsibility, generate an incalculable and
superior value for companies. These benefits translate into increased sales, greater business image and
rising financial results. Based on the review of the literature on the profitability related to learning
and social responsibility, this variable was measured taking as a reference the studies of Griffin and
Mahon [94], McWilliams et al. [84] and Barney et al. [24]. The variable was measured with 5 questions
formulated in the questionnaire addressed to managers capturing their answers about the financial
performance results obtained by the company in the last 3 years. For this, a 7-point Likert scale has
been used with 1 = poor performance and 7 = high performance.

3.4. Control Variables

Size of the company. This variable was measured with the natural logarithm of the total employees
in 2018. Frequently this variable is used in empirical studies because it is an important parameter
in the measurement of competitiveness and organizational performance [95,96]. The structural
size of the company is related as a determining factor in the generation of economic and financial
performance [97,98]. Different authors in recent studies have incorporated this variable into their
research models in order to analyze its effect on dependent variables, such as corporate social
responsibility, innovation and financial profitability [99,100].

Company Sector. In the literature and empirical studies, it is common to find the analysis of
this control variable in business models, related to economic and financial results. This is in order to
analyze the influence of the productive sector and its effect on the performance of organizations over a
period of time [91,95,101]. This variable is measured according to the activity sector of each business.

3.5. Reliability and Validity

The use of the PLS methodology implies a two-phase approach [102,103]: The measurement
model and the structural model. The measurements are based on a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
to rule out indicators that have a low correlation with respect to the rest of the scale. To evaluate the
measurement model with variables of the reflective type for first- and second-order constructs in (A)
mode, the following statistical parameters have been analyzed: 1) Individual reliability of the item,
2) reliability of the construct (internal consistency), 3) convergent validity, and 4) discriminant validity.
For the evaluation of the second-order multidimensional construct (CSR), the two-step approach was
used through the construction of latent variables [104,105]. In the first step, the first-order dimensions
are estimated, and in the second step these scores are used to model the second-order construct [106].
PLS has been chosen in our research because this technique works with blocks of variables (components)
and estimates the parameters of the model by maximizing the explained variance of all dependent
variables (latent and observed) [107]. Normally this statistical technique is used for exploratory and
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confirmatory research [108,109]. In addition, we have selected this technique for three main reasons:
1) Our research has a main purpose of explaining how and why the dependent variable influences
the independent variable, and also aims to generate new observations and/or scenarios based on
predictions [110,111]; 2) in recent years the use of PLS has increased in the areas of social sciences and
particularly in the management of the company [112,113]; and, 3) it is a flexible (soft) statistical method
in the subject of normality [114,115] and in the type of measurement scales used [111,116].

4. Results

4.1. Measurement Model

To validate the measurement model with reflective variables, we have considered analyzing the
behavior of 1) the individual reliability of the item (loads), 2) the reliability of the scale constructs
and internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability), 3) convergent validity, and
4) discriminant validity.

4.2. Item Reliability

The research values are in the range of 0.711 to 0.903 (see Tables 2–4); i.e., close numbers and
above 0.707, as recommended by Barclay et al. [102]. Other authors, such as Hair et al. [117], indicate
that values between 0.500 and 0.600 are sufficient to explain the correlation between the indicator and
its respective construct; see Table 4.

4.3. Construct Reliability

With this test we analyze whether the items that measure a construct are similar to its scores.
With this, it is evaluated how rigorously or robustly the observable variables are measuring the latent
variable. For this test, considered measures are 1) Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (should be greater than
0.700) [118,119], for which our values are in a range of 0.877 to 0.920; and, 2) composite reliability
(should be greater than 0.800) [120–122], for which our results are in a range of 0.910 to 0.933 [123,124].
All our values are shown above these parameters (see Table 4).

4.4. Convergent Validity

This test implies that a set of indicators represents a single underlying construct, which can be
demonstrated by its one-dimensionality [109]. For this, we have considered the value of the AVE
(average variance extract), which provides the amount of variance that a construct obtains from its
indicators in relation to the amount of variance due to the measurement error [125]. This indicator
should be above the value of 0.500 [109,126]. Our results indicate that the values of the AVE of the
constructs of the research model are 0.514 (CSR), 0.696 (FPE) and 0.701 (OLE) (see Table 5). Therefore,
all constructs explain more than 50% of the variance of the indicators.

Table 5. Discriminant validity of the theoretical model.

Construct AVE OLE CSR FPE

OLE 0.701 0.837
CSR 0.514 0.606 0.717
FPE 0.696 0.505 0.462 0.834

Source: Own elaboration. OLE: organizational learning, CSR: corporate social responsibility, FPE:
financial profitability.

4.5. Discriminant Validity

To carry out this test, we considered the criteria of: 1) Forner and Larker [127], and 2) of Henseler,
Ringle and Sarstedt [128] through the criterion of the heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT). For the first
criterion, the value of the AVE has been considered. Our results of this test are in the range of 0.514
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to 0.701 (see Table 5). These data can be seen in the diagonal (in bold) and are the square root of
the variance shared between the construct and its measurements. The elements shown outside the
diagonal are the correlations between constructs. The square root of the AVE of a construct must be
greater than the correlation with another construct of the model.

The second criterion of discriminant validity that was considered is the value or ratio of the HTMT.
This test shows the correlations between the indicators of different constructs that measure different
phenomena [129,130]. The studies developed by Henseler et al. [130] conclude that HTMT better
detects the lack of discriminant validity of the constructs in the research models. The HTMT represents
the average of the Heterotrait-Heteromethod correlations (correlations between the indicators that
measure the same construct) in relation to the average of the Monotrait-Heteromethod correlations
(correlations between the indicators of different constructs that measure different phenomena). In a
well-adjusted model, heterotrait correlations should be smaller than monotrait correlations, which
implies that the HTMT ratio should be below the value of 1 [110,130]. Our results show values
below 0.9 [131]; see Table 6. With these two tests, the three constructs of the research model reach
discriminant validity.

Table 6. Discriminant validity of the theoretical model (HTMT).

Construct OLE CSR

CSR 0.649
FPE 0.568 0.516

Source: Own elaboration. OLE: organizational learning; CSR: corporate social responsibility; FPE: financial
performance. All values are below 0.9.

4.6. Structural Model

The statistical technique of structural equations based on variance was used to validate and/or
verify the hypotheses raised in this investigation using SmartPLS version 3.2.8 Professional [115].
The use of this technique with the support of this software is appropriate in exploratory and confirmatory
research [114,132]. To test the hypotheses of the structural model, the algebraic sign, the magnitude,
and the significance of the path coefficients of the research model were analyzed [133]. The test includes
a bootstrap test with 5000 subsamples and, in addition, analysis of the percentile confidence intervals
(CI) and the bias corrected (CI) were performed; these values must be above the value of 0 [120].
Tables 7 and 8 present the results of the hypotheses structured in the model.

Table 7. Hypothesis test results.

Hypothesis Beta/Path
Coefficients T Score Standard

Deviation P Value F2 Accepted/Rejected

H1. OLE- > CSR 0.606 *** 12.578 0.048 0.000 0.580 Accepted
H2. OLE- > FPE 0.361 *** 6.255 0.058 0.000 0.115 Accepted
H3. CSR- > RF 0.245 *** 4.063 0.060 0.000 0.055 Accepted

Source: Own elaboration. *: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01, ***: p < 0. 001. OLE: organizational learning; CSR: corporate social
responsibility; FPE: financial performance.

Table 8. Percentile CI/bias corrected CI.

Hypothesis Beta/Path
Coefficients

Percentile
CI 5.0%

Percentile
CI 95.0%

Bias
Corrected
CI 5.0%

Bias
Corrected
CI 95.0%

H1. OLE- > CSR 0.606 *** 0.525 0.691 0.526 0.686
H2. OLE- > FPE 0.361 *** 0.268 0.458 0.266 0.459
H3. CSR- > RF 0.245 *** 0.136 0.341 0.141 0.338

Source: Own elaboration, n = 5000 subsamples, *: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01, ***: p < 0. 001. Note: The values of the
percentile intervals (CI) and corrected bias (CI) do not have the value of 0.
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Table 7 shows the results of the estimation of the structural equations made with PLS. We found
empirical support for all the hypotheses structured in the model (H1, H2 and H3). The results of all the
hypotheses have positive and significant effects at 99%. H1 shows a strong positive and significant
relationship between the OLE and the CSR in the SME according to the beta value of 0.606 p < 0.001.
In the same direction, H2 reveals that the OLE exerts a positive and significant influence on the results
of financial performance of SMEs according to the beta value of 0.361 p < 0.001. H3 shows that CSR has
a positive and significant effect on the FPE according to the beta value of 0.245 p < 0.001. The control
variables of size and sector of the company were incorporated into the model. The size of the company
shows a small but significant and positive effect on the profitability results of the SME, according to the
beta value of 0.099, and with the significance value (p) of 95%. The variable of sector of the company
does not show significant effects on profitability in the SME according to the beta value of −0.078.

To measure the predictive power of the structural model we analyzed the coefficient of
determination (R2). This value indicates the amount of variance of a construct that is explained
by the predictive variables of the said endogenous construct in the model. Our values of adjusted R2

in the model are 0.365 (36%) for the CSR and 0.300 (30%) for the FPE. These results have a substantial
impact. We have also analyzed the effect size through f2. This test measures the degree to which an
exogenous construct helps explain a specific endogenous construct in terms of R2 [120]. The f2 analysis
shows the results of the key relationships of the model with values of 0.055 (small effect), 0.115 (small
effect) and 0.580 (big effect); these parameters are based on Cohen [134].

To evaluate the predictive relevance of the structural model we used the analysis of Q2

(cross-validated redundancy index). Therefore, a Stone–Geisser test was performed through the
blindfolding procedure in order to measure the relevance and predictive size of the reflective variables.
Our values are 0.354 for CSR and 0.283 for FPE, values that are above the value of 0 [107]. To measure
the global model fit with reflective-type constructs we analyzed two determining indicators; however,
these tests are still under development [135]. First, we analyzed the value of the standardized mean
square residue (SRMR), a value that should be in a range between <0.08 and 0.1; our value was
0.099 [128,136]. Second, we analyzed the value of the root mean square error correlation (RMStheta).
This indicator is based on the residuals of the external model, which are the differences between the
values of the forecast indicators [135]. The values of this indicator should be very close to zero and less
than 0.12; our value of 0.139 is close to these parameters [128]. The results of these tests confirm that
our global model has a good fit and is aligned with the theory (see Table 9).

Table 9. Predictive quality and model adjustment.

Dimension R2 Q2 SRMR RMStheta

CSR 0.365 0.354 0.099 0.139
FPE 0.300 0.283

Source: Own elaboration.

4.7. Mediation Analysis

Additionally, we have included the simple mediation analysis in order to respond to objective
two of the research sample. According to Hayes & Scharkow [137] and Cepeda, Nitzl & Roldan [138],
the procedure to develop a mediation analysis is to 1) determine the significance of the indirect effects
(a × b) and 2) determine the type of effect and its magnitude. For this purpose, the test implies, in the
first moment, estimating the importance of the direct effect (c’). Following the recommendations of
Hayes & Scharkow [137], in a first step it is necessary to check the significance of the indirect effects
through a boostrapping procedure with 5000 subsamples to analyze the 90% confidence intervals (bias
corrected bootstrap CI and the percentile bootstrap CI ). Indirect effects are significant when the value
of 0 is not included in the confidence intervals. According to Nitzl et al. [139], the second step to
determine a mediation relationship is necessary to know the type of effect and its magnitude. For this,
it is important to know the value of the VAF (variance accounted for); this indicates the size of the
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indirect effect on the total effect. The value of the VAF must be in a range between 20% and 80%. In our
analysis the value of the VAF is 47.17%. In addition, the results of this analysis reveals that our research
model reaches a partial mediation of complementary type because: 1) The values of a × b and c´ have
the same direction (positive) and 2) the value of the VAF is within the parameters commonly accepted
by the researchers (see Table 10, Figure 2) [138,140]. The hypotheses developed to verify the mediating
effect are:

H1: The CSR is positively directly related to the financial performance (FPE). H2: The relationship
between the CSR and the FPE is mediated positively by the OLE. Where: H1 = CSR→ FPE = c’;
H2 = CSR→ OLE→FPE = a1 × b1.

Table 10. Mediation effect.

Coefficient
Booststrap 90% CI

Percentile CI Bias Corrected CI

Direct effects
H1: c 0.245sig 0.136 0.341 0.140 0.144

a1 0.606sig 0.525 0.687 0.523 0.520
b2 0.361sig 0.263 0.460 0.264 0.265

Indirect effects Point estimate Percentile BC VAF

H2: a1 x b1 0.219 sig 0.198 0.671 0.187 0.176 47.17%
Total indirect effect 0.219sig

Total effect 0.464 sig

Source: Own elaboration.
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The results show that the variable CSR has a significant direct effect on the variable financial
performance (H1: c’ = 0.245sig). On the other hand, all the indirect effects of the variable of mediation
OLE are positive and significant. This means that H2 is compatible. Therefore, variable OLE positively
mediates the relationship between CSR and FPE (H2: a1 × b1). The results show an indirect effect of
0.219sig and a total effect of 0.464sig. In addition, the values of R2 are observed to be 0.365 for the CSR
and 0.289 for the FP, values that are similar the original model.

4.8. Alternative Model 1

In this section, we have included analysis of the alternative model. In order to comply with
objective 4 of this research, we analyze in greater depth the direct relationship of the OLE with each of
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the dimensions of CSR practices (SOR, ECR, ENR) and with financial performance. The constructs of
this model were measured as reflective and first-order type. The results show that the OLE has a positive
and significant influence on all dimensions of the CSR and financial performance. In a first analysis we
observe that OLE has a greater influence on the dimension SOR, which reveals that companies that
manage to raise individual and collective learning, and transform it into knowledge, can channel it
in the improvement of their social responsibility practices (decent salaries to employees, concern for
improving the quality of life of workers and attention to the demands of society). However, the only
dimension of CSR practices in SMEs that has a positive and significant effect on financial performance
are ECR practices. This result shows that these types of companies are more focused on and concerned
about economic practices (strengthening of responsible relationships with other companies and
suppliers, offering quality products and increasing their commitment to customers) [49,64]. In relation
to the effect that financial performance receives as the model-dependent variable, we observe in
Figure 3 that the variance explained through R2 has suffered a small negative variation (alternative
model R2 = 0.290) with respect to the theoretical research model (proposed model R2 = 0.300).
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4.9. Alternative Model 2

This section shows another of the alternative models we have analyzed to prove that the proposed
theoretical model has a greater relevance and significant impact on financial performance. In this
model we have eliminated the relationship between CSR towards financial performance. For this, we
have tested the model with first- and second-order constructs of the reflective type and structured the
direct relationship between the OLE and the CSR and financial performance. The results report that the
R2 value of financial performance is 0.264 (see Figure 4). This proves that this model has a lower value
of R2 for financial performance and the same value of R2 for CSR with respect to the proposed model.
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5. Discussion

To respond to the objectives and research questions derived from the analysis of the sample of
343 SMEs located in a geographical and economic area with great challenges, the results and the
main findings are discussed based on learning theories of resources, capabilities and stakeholders.
Our work contributes to the literature and business management by analyzing and discovering the
connection between organizational learning and CSR actions carried out by SMEs. These types
of businesses currently present latent and strong needs. In addition, our mediation analysis has
shown that organizational learning is an effective mediating strategy between CSR and the financial
performance of SMEs. The strongest result observed in this model focuses on the relationship between
OLE and CSR. These results indicate that organizations with managers that focus on the adoption
of innovative and effective learning models transform results into higher level capabilities, directly
impacting strategies and actions related to corporate social responsibility [9,46,49,141]. These findings
between OLE and CSR are in the same direction as the theories of organizational learning and the
theory based on resources. Therefore, it is important to report that these business resources and
capabilities are complementary and have a two-way effect [142,143]. That is, when managers stop
learning and developing knowledge flows throughout the company, the results of CSR strategies will
decrease [6,144]. When the company does not focus its resources and capabilities on CSR strategies,
the company loses strength in its learning management system (individual, team, collective and
social) [45,145]. Another of the clear discoveries of the study focuses on the relationship between CSR
and financial performance. Different theoretical currents, such as those of stakeholders, resources
and capabilities, have often strongly connected these two variables, and argued that organizational
learning is a key element to increase competitiveness and performance in business enterprises of
different sizes [46,84,146]. In this same direction, with a similar force, we find that CSR practices
derived from the learning abilities of managers and collaborators of companies, including SMEs, help
companies increase their sales, profits and profitability, results and behaviors manifested in the roots
of stakeholder theory and organizational learning [23,54,147]. The alternative models developed in
the study revealed that the proposed model is the one with the greatest congruence and the greatest
significant effects between the independent variable (OLE) and the dependent variables CSR and FPE.
Therefore, we conclude that OLE is an excellent means to achieve greater profitability through CSR
practices. These findings are in the same direction as the different theoretical models developed in the
literature [24,48,49,146].
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6. Conclusions

The study has generated important theoretical implications: 1) The research contributes to the
development of the theory of stakeholders in the field of SMEs by confirming that social, economic and
environmental actions contribute significantly to the achievement of financial profitability; 2) in addition,
these results reinforce the postulates of learning theory and resource-based theory, stating that learning
as part of a dynamic capacity increases competitiveness and financial profitability in companies.

From a practical point of view, our study has generated the following implications in the context
of SMEs with CSR-based learning models: 1) It is important that investors and managers continue to
implement collective learning models in order to increase creativity, innovation and social responsibility
actions; 2) companies should continue to adopt sustainable models in order to meet the expectations of
stakeholders; and 3) business owners and managers should channel knowledge and learning, and
solidify penetration into existing markets and new markets in order to increase financial profitability.
In addition, it is important that the owners and managers of these types of companies strengthen the
social actions of CSR that focus on the welfare of the worker and social projects towards the community,
in order to improve productivity, organizational performance and the company’s own image [148,149].
In addition, the directors of SMEs should pay more attention to formal training to increase the learning
of workers; this can be improved through an annual specialized training program. At the same time,
SMEs could improve the way of sharing knowledge and create a corporate philosophy based on the
flow and regulation of knowledge [150,151]. This is in order to improve communication channels, and
establish standards of information security and reliability of the company’s processes. For this purpose,
it is important that SMEs adopt CSR models based on double-circuit organizational learning and from
the perspective of a dynamic capacity in order to meet the challenges with responsible and competitive
strategies [152,153]. Despite the fact that there is a greater interest on the part of SMEs in using learning
to focus on their CSR practices, most of these companies are adopting these types of models based on
mutual benefit (Stakeholders), only as a strategy of marketing and for being a global trend.

The research exhibits some limitations and, on the other hand, opens an important door for the
development of future lines of research. The first limitation at work is the use of a single source of
information. This is because the data was collected from subjective perceptions expressed by the
owners of SMEs in different productive sectors, which could bias the results. The second limitation
refers to the measurement scales used, since only reflective type variables with adaptations of other
study scales were considered, so it would be acceptable to use other types of variables with mixed
models (reflective-formative), and including analysis of variables with statistical techniques based
on variance. In the same way it would be appropriate to conduct a longitudinal study over the
next few years with these same companies in order to analyze the behavior of these same variables.
Finally, given the importance of organizational learning and corporate social responsibility in small
and large companies, as they are factors that generate organizational and financial sustainability,
it is convenient to continue with the development of this type of research that includes variables
such as creativity, eco-innovation, circular economy and technological knowledge. This is in order
to continue strengthening the development and sustained growth of SMEs in global and highly
competitive environments.
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