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Abstract: The aim of this research is to explore the determinants of airline CSR. Stakeholder theory
is the theoretical underpinning. Chief executive officers (CEOs) are the research target, which is
theoretically underpinned by upper echelon theory. For data collection, this study used data from
COMPUSTAT, EXECUCOMP, KLD MSCI, LinkedIn, and the Bureau of Economic Analysis. Standard
industry classification code 4512 was employed to obtain information on airline companies. Moreover,
the number of observations was 154, the number of firms was 15, and the study period was 1999–2016.
CSR domains include employment, the environment, and the product. The explanatory attributes are
the CEO’s age, tenure, education, share ownership, stock option, and duality. Ordinary least squares
and feasible generalized least squares regression analyses were executed for hypothesis testing.
Regarding the results, employment CSR was positively affected by CEO age. This study found an
inverted U-shaped relationship between CEO tenure and environmental CSR. Environmental CSR
was also negatively influenced by stock options. Product CSR was positively associated with CEO
age, whereas it was negatively associated with CEO duality.
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1. Introduction

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has become a critical element for the achievement
of business sustainability [1–3]; CSR can also be applied to the airline business because
numerous stakeholders (e.g., employees, customers from diverse geographical regions,
and suppliers) are engaged in this business, and they have become more integral to the
survival of organization over time [3–5]. Given the power growth of stakeholders, CSR
has received a great deal of attention, as it is needed for companies to achieve business
sustainability because the careless treating of shareholders may have enormous negative
effects (e.g., firm value destruction and poor reputation) on companies [6,7]. For example,
Varma [7] documented that a compulsory passenger removal scandal involving United
Airlines and Delta, two major American full-service carriers, caused the stock price to
fall and led to a decline in market and brand reputation. The essence of stakeholders
has been addressed in stakeholder theory, and previous research has indicated that the
influential stakeholders of airlines are employees, customers, and the environment because
airline businesses are labor-intensive and service-oriented, which leads airline businesses
to make customer service more critical [5–7]. Eco-friendly management builds a friendly
reputation that encourages customers to make purchases [6–11]. This study thus chooses
the employee, customer, and environment as the main domains of CSR.

Upper echelons theory is the theoretical underpinning for the determination of CSR
and emphasizes the role of top managers in determining organizational fate and strategic
execution [12]. Among top managers, numerous studies have performed research by
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considering chief executive officers (CEOs) who are powerful individuals in organiza-
tions [13–18], as it is inferred that it is valuable to scrutinize CEOs. Indeed, Herb Kelleher,
a star CEO of Southwest Airlines, may contribute to the airline business success. It indi-
cates that the influence of CEO in airlines is valuable topic to research. This study thus
investigates CEOs as the research target because they are responsible for strategic decision
making and outcomes in organizations. After browsing the extant literature on upper
echelons theory, which recommends the use of observable characteristics to anticipate the
strategic decisions of top managers, this study selects CEOs’ age, tenure, education, share
value, stock option value, and duality [12–26].

However, empirical works exploring the link between stakeholder theory and upper
echelons theory have been sparse in the airline business domain. Even though Lee and
Moon [27] explored the effect of CEO attributes on strategic risk-taking in the airline
domain, the main elements are limited to three attributes (e.g., age, tenure, and education);
the explanatory power of CEOs for CSR has rarely been researched. Such a research
gap leads this study to examine the association of the above two theories in the airline
context, which can shed light on the airline business and CSR literature. In summary,
the aim of this study is to ensure the accountability of upper echelons attributes for the
CSR management of airlines. The domains of CSR include employees, products, and the
environment. By examining the effect of CEO-related elements, this study attempts to
produce information on CEO recruitment for shareholders and directions for airline CSR
execution for competitors in the airline domain. Hence, the purpose of this research is to
inspect the determinants of airline CSR execution using CEOs’ observable elements. Three
CSR domains (e.g., employee, environmental, and consumer) are adopted, and six variables
(e.g., age, tenure, education, share ownership, stock option, and duality) are chosen.

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Stakeholder Theory and CSR

The term ‘stakeholders’ refer to either individuals or groups who are linked with busi-
ness administration [28,29]. Stakeholder theory states that businesses achieve sustainability
by establishing favorable relationships with stakeholders and shareholders because stake-
holders have become more powerful [8,30,31]. CSR is a representative channel through
which to engage in friendlier relations with stakeholders by fulfilling their demands; such
an amicable relationship plays a critical role by maximizing social benefits as virtuous cy-
cle [32–34]. Regarding airline stakeholders, Inoue and Lee [9] found that airlines that meet
employee and consumer demands contribute to market value creation because employees
create the product and customers consume it. Cheng and Shen [6] documented that airlines
that have poorly performing stakeholder management end up losing their customers,
which threatens business survival. Kuo, Kremer, Phuong, and Hsu [35] noted that the main
goals of airline CSR are better consumer assessment and employee perception, which are
closely related to the business sales growth. Another area of stakeholder management
is the environmental domain. Theodoulidis, Diaz, Crotto, and Rancati [36] unveiled that
environmental CSR is an auxiliary attribute to enhance performance in the domain of air-
line business. Additionally, Hwang and Choi [10] reported that environmental CSR builds
a positive image of airlines, while Kim, Lee, and Roh [11] demonstrated that environmental
CSR is essential for building airline customer loyalty because environmental concerns
have become more critical over time. A literature review has indicated that employee,
environmental, and customer concerns are essential areas in the context of airline business
for the accomplishment of sustainability.

The extant literature argues that CSR functions as a type of insurance through the
building of pleasing relationships with stakeholders, and stakeholders become the patrons
of the business [37–40]. Scholars have also stated that CSR is a relatively less risky resource
allotment than other strategic executions (e.g., internationalization and R&D investment);
furthermore, the profitability of CSR is modest [40–43]. Moreover, previous research
has indicated that CSR may not be an attractive project; however, CSR-related corporate
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scandals (e.g., the Volkswagen emissions scandal, Nike child labor issues in third-world
countries, and United Airlines ethnic discrimination) have caused serious losses (e.g.,
in terms of stock value, reputation, brand value, and market share) for businesses [43–46].
Hence, CSR can become relatively less complicated and profitable but not negligible.

2.2. Upper Echelons Theory and Chief Executive Officers (CEOs)

The theoretical foundation of the current work is upper echelons theory, according
to which top managers play a pivotal role in the fate of organizations because they are
authorized to make decisions [12]. Top managers’ views are limited, and they make
decisions based on their value and cognition [47]. A representative example of a top
manager is a CEO; numerous studies have adopted CEOs to determine organizational
strategic execution (e.g., debt financing, CSR, internationalization, and R&D) with upper
echelons theory as the theoretical foundation [14,15,17,18].

Considering the link between CEOs and CSR, a vast body of literature has exposed
the role of CEOs in CSR execution [47–50]. Moreover, prior studies have examined the
link between CSR and CEO characteristics in various industries. Specifically, Kim, Lee,
and Kang [51] explored the impact of CEO characteristics on restaurant CSR execution.
Javeed and Lefen [52] researched the link between CEO attributes and CSR implementation
in the manufacturing context. Toppinen, Hänninen, and Lähtinen [53] found a significant
impact of CEO-related elements on resource allocation to CSR by focusing on companies
in the paper business. Similarly, Jizi, Salama, Dixon, and Stratling [54] suggested an asso-
ciation between banking business CEO characteristics and CSR execution. Jamali, Hallal,
and Abdallah [55] unveiled a significant connection between CEOs’ observable elements
and CSR implementation in the healthcare domain. In the case of airlines, Davila and
Venkatachalam [56] examined the effect of CEO compensation, while Lee and Moon [27]
used physical age, tenure, and education to determine the strategic risk taking of air-
lines. It suggests that the link between upper echelon attributes and CSR execution of
airlines have scantly examined by scholars. Regarding the literature review, it can be
inferred that scholars have examined the relationship between upper echelons attributes
and CSR in various industries, although this relationship has rarely been examined in the
airline context.

2.3. Hypotheses Development

Upper echelons theory proposes observable attributes (e.g., age, tenure, education,
and compensation package) because it is difficult to measure the psychological attributes of
top managers [12]. The first area is physical age. Serfling [13] demonstrated that older CEOs
are more conservative because their mental stamina is weaker than that of younger CEOs.
Yim [49] empirically revealed that older CEOs took less acquisition, which is regarded
as a sort of strategic risk-taking. Similarly, Andreou, Louca, and Petrou [14] presented
that younger CEOs’ management caused more stock price variation, indicating that older
CEOs administer organization as more stable manners. This study thus proposes the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. CEO age positively affects airline CSR execution.

Tenure, the working period of individuals in an organization, is another crucial
element in the top management domain [12]. The extant literature has illustrated that CEOs
are eager to begin their tasks when they first join a company for the purpose of displaying
their capabilities; however, their fatigue leads their organizations to become less assiduous
once they reach their goal [57–59]. To be specific, Luo, Kanuri, and Andrew [16] exhibited
that there was an inverted-U shape relationship between CEO’s tenure and CSR execution
such as employee management. Chen [15] and Hsu, Chen, and Ho [60] uncovered that
CEO tenure exerted a curve linear (inverted-U shape) effect on R&D investment of business.
Thus, the following research hypothesis is proposed:
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Hypothesis 2. CEO tenure presents an inverted U-shaped association with airline CSR execution.

The next area is education. Scholars have claimed that CEO education is an important
factor in CSR according to Hambrick and Mason [12]. In fact, prior studies have found that
more educated CEOs, compared to less educated CEOs, take more strategic risk because
education builds a higher level of confidence for resource allocation because the education
enabled them to become more confident to cope with more complex situations [27,50,56].
In detail, Farag and Mallin [61] found that CEOs that possess a postgraduate degree took
more strategic risk than CEOs that possess a non-postgraduate degree by exploring Chinese
initial public offering. Moreover, Li and Tang [18] noted that CEOs’ education with higher
level of academic education are more likely to take risk in their strategic implementation.
Considering prior studies, the third hypothesis is proposed as follows:

Hypothesis 3. CEO education negatively affects airline CSR execution.

Previous research has noted that CEO powers can be estimated based on share value
because shares grant voting rights; CEOs possessing more shares pursue more profitable
projects for their wealth maximization [62,63]. Zhu and Chen [21] disclosed that powerful
CEOs possessing more shares invested more in riskier projects by employing Fortune
500 companies. Sheikh [22] demonstrated that CEO stock values caused riskier business
conditions using publicly traded firms on the American stock market. Altunbaş, Thornton,
and Uymaz [23] also reported that CEO share ownership leads businesses to choose more
profitable projects by examining American bank industry CEOs. Therefore, this study
presents the fourth hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis 4. CEO share value negatively affects airline CSR execution.

Scholars have noted that stock options are a crucial attribute for the resource allotment
of top managers because stock options do not charge penalties, which leads top managers
to more comfortably take risks [12,25,26]. Rajgopal and Shevlin [25] found that CEO stock
options positively affected business risk-taking. Lee, Kim, and Moon [64] documented
that restaurant internationalization, riskier strategic execution, is positively influenced
by CEO stock options. Additionally, Hou, Lovett, and Rasheed [65] researched S&P
1500 firms; the results suggested that CEO stock options are positively associated with
strategic risk-taking. By integrating the literature review, this study proposes the following
research hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5. CEO stock option value negatively affects airline CSR execution.

CEO duality, the attainment of a position as both a CEO and chairperson on the
board of directors, presents the power of CEOs [66]. According to Muttakin, Kahn,
and Mihret [67], CEOs pursue more profitable projects because they are interested in
maintaining power and gaining more wealth than they are caring for stakeholders (less
profitable). Lewellyn and Muller-Kahle [68] showed that CEO duality caused more CEO
risk-taking. Additionally, Ozdemir, Erkmen, and Binesh [69] unveiled that CEO duality
positively impacted on the risk-taking of tourism-related business such as hotels and
airlines. This research thus proposes the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6. CEO duality negatively affects airline CSR execution.

3. Method
3.1. Data and Variable Description

This study collected data using multiple information sources. COMPUSTAT was the
source of financial information, while EXECUCOMP was chosen to attain CEO information
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(e.g., compensation, status, and position) using standard industry classification code
4512. Additional airline company information was derived from Annual 10K. Moreover,
this research used LinkedIn (http://www.linkedin.com, accessed on 15 December 2020)
to obtain information on CEO education level. Macroeconomic information, such as oil
prices and gross domestic product, was attained using the Bureau of Economic Analysis
(https://www.bea.gov, accessed on 15 December 2020). This study also acquired CSR
information by means of MSCI KLD. Panel data, consisting of multiple firms and years,
were employed for data analysis. The number of firms was 15, and the study period was
1999–2016 given the availability of MSCI KLD. The number of valid observations was 154
for the data analysis, which suggests that the data are unbalanced panel data because all
firms did not present the financial information during the entire study period. Table 1
describes the list of airline businesses utilized in this research.

Table 1. List of companies.

Company Name

American Airlines Group Inc.
Alaska Air Group Inc.
US Airway Group Inc.

Delta Airlines Inc.
Northwest Airlines Corp.

Southwest Airlines
United Continental Holdings Inc.

SkyWest Inc.
Mesa Air Group Inc.

Flyi Inc.
Frontier Airlines Holdings

AirTran Holdings Inc.
Midwest Air Group Inc.
JetBlue Airways Corp.

Allegiant Travel Co.

Table 2 presents the measurements of the variables. EMP, ENV, and PRO were the
dependent variables in this research, and the independent variables were AGE, TEN, EDU,
SHO, SHA, and DUA. This study also used SIZE, DEBT, GDP, OIL, and LCC as control
variables. In sum, this study used three dependent variables, six independent variables,
and five control variables.

Table 2. Variable illustration.

Variable Description Measure

EMP Employee CSR Sum of strength—sum of weakness in employee CSR
ENV Environmental CSR Sum of strength—sum of weakness in environmental CSR
PRO Product CSR Sum of strength—sum of weakness in product CSR
AGE CEO’s age Physical age of CEO
TEN CEO’s tenure Working period as CEO (unit = year)
EDU CEO’s education CEO academic terminal degree (0 = bachelor, 1 = graduate school)
SHO CEO’s value of share Value of share possessed by CEO (thousand: US dollars)
STO CEO’s value of stock option Value of stock option possessed by CEO (thousand: US dollars)
DUA CEO duality 0 = non-duality, 1 = duality
SIZE Firm size Total assets (million: US dollars)
DEBT Financial leverage Total debt/total
GDP Gross domestic product US annual gross domestic product (trillion: US dollars)
OIL Oil price Oil price per barrel (US dollars)
LCC Low-cost carrier 0 = non-low-cost carrier, 1 = low-cost carrier

3.2. Data Analysis

This study initially computed the mean value, standard deviation, minimum, and max-
imum to obtain descriptive attribute information. Then, this study implemented Pearson
correlation matrix analysis to inspect the variable characteristics within two attributes.

http://www.linkedin.com
https://www.bea.gov
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Next, ordinary least squares regression analysis was executed to test the proposed hypothe-
ses. Ordinary least squares regression is the baseline estimation instrument in econometric
model. We also included GDP and OIL were the variables chosen to capture the year effect
in the panel data; they function to minimize omitted variable bias in parameter estimation
because the panel data contains multiple year information [70,71]. Moreover, this study
executed feasible generalized least squares regression analysis to minimize the bias caused
by heteroskedasticity and autocorrelation in panel data estimation [72]. Confirming the
consistency in the results of two regression regarding direction and significance, the robust-
ness of the results of regression analyses was ensured. All things considered, the regression
equations of this study are as follows:

EMPit = β0 + β1 AGEit + β2 TENit + β3 TEN2
it + β4 EDUit + β5 SHOit+ β6 STOit+ β7

DUAit + β8SIZEit + β9 DEBTit + β10 GDPit + β11 OILit + β12 LCCit + εit
(1)

ENVit = β0 + β1 AGEit + β2 TENit+ β3 TEN2
it + β4 EDUit+ β5 SHOit+ β6 STOit+ β7 DUAit

+β8SIZEit+ β9 DEBTit+ β10 GDPit+ β11 OILit+ β12 LCCit+ εit
(2)

PROit = β0 + β1 AGEit + β2 TENit+ β3 TEN2
it + β4 EDUit+ β5 SHOit+ β6 STOit+ β7 DUAit

+ β8SIZEit+ β9 DEBTit+ β10 GDPit+ β11 OILit+ β12 LCCit+ εit
(3)

where i is the ith firm, t is tth year, and ε is the residual.

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics. The mean values of EMP, ENV, and PRO
are 0.13, 0.19, and −0.41, respectively. Table 3 also presents CEO information of the airline
industry (AGE (mean = 53.39, SD = 5.95), TEN (mean = 7.77, SD = 9.41), EDU (mean = 0.59,
SD = 0.49), SHO (mean = 1126.45, SD = 1737.11), STO (mean = 347.83, SD = 1080.25),
and DUA (mean = 0.62, SD = 0.48)). Moreover, the mean value of SIZE is 13,924.37, and its
standard deviation is 14,785.93. For DEBT, the mean is 0.79 with a standard deviation
of 0.24. Additionally, Table 3 depicts the descriptive information of GDP (mean = 13.73,
SD = 2.58), OIL (mean = 60.46, SD = 31.84), and LCC (mean = 0.24, SD = 0.42).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Mean SD Minimum Maximum

EMP 0.13 1.37 −4 4
ENV 0.19 0.53 −1 2
PRO −0.41 0.85 −3 1
AGE 53.39 5.95 37 67
TEN 7.77 9.41 1 41
EDU 0.59 0.49 0 1
SHO 1126.45 1737.11 0 10,783.28
STO 347.83 1080.25 0 10,377.85
DUA 0.62 0.48 0 1
SIZE 13,924.37 14,785.93 305.72 54,121.00
DEBT 0.79 0.24 0.28 2.32
GDP 13.73 2.58 9.63 18.71
OIL 60.46 31.84 18.6 110.63
LCC 0.24 0.42 0 1

Note: SD stands for standard deviation.

Table 4 is a correlation matrix. EMP is positively correlated with PRO (r = 0.42,
p < 0.05), AGE (r = 0.24, p < 0.05), and LCC (r = 0.46). ENV is positively correlated with
SIZE (r = 0.23, p < 0.05) and GDP (r = 0.32, p < 0.05). PRO is positively correlated with
AGE (r = 0.15, p < 0.05) and LCC (r = 0.42, p < 0.05), while it is negatively correlated with
DUA (r = −0.33, p < 0.05), SIZE (r = −0.32, p < 0.05), and DEBT (r = −0.29, p < 0.05).
AGE shows a positive correlation with TEN (r = 0.39, p < 0.05) and DUA (r = 0.28, p < 0.05);
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TEN is positively correlated with EDU (r = 0.23, p < 0.05) and SHO (r = 0.20, p < 0.05).
STO presents a positive correlation with SIZE (r = 0.31, p < 0.05). Additionally, SIZE is
positively correlated with DEBT (r = 0.42, p < 0.05) but negatively correlated with LCC
(r = −0.21, p < 0.05). Finally, GDP is positively correlated with OIL (r = 0.77, p < 0.05).

Table 4. Correlation matrix.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. EMP 1
2. ENV 0.02 1
3. PRO 0.42 * −0.16 * 1
4. AGE 0.24 * 0.04 0.15 * 1
5. TEN 0.04 −0.08 0.11 0.39 * 1
6. EDU −0.06 −0.05 −0.08 0.13 23 * 1
7. SHO 0.07 −0.04 0.12 0.01 20 * 0.03 1
8. STO −0.05 0.01 −0.1 0.08 −0.02 −0.01 −0.04 1
9. DUA −0.01 0.09 −0.33 * 0.28 * 0.32 * 0.02 −0.06 −0.04 1

10. SIZE −0.06 0.23 * −0.32 * 0.1 −0.28
* 0.04 −0.18 * 0.31 * −0.08 1

11. DEBT −0.42 * 0.13 −0.29 * −0.14 −0.31
* −0.1 −0.20 * 0.06 −0.02 0.42 * 1

12. GDP 0.11 0.32 * −0.01 0.26 * 0.13 0.15 0.06 0.20 * 0.11 0.33 * 0.05 1
13. OIL 0.07 0.40 * 0.01 0.19 * 0.13 0.14 0.06 0.14 0.08 0.21 * 0.04 0.77 * 1

14. LCC 0.46 * 0.01 0.42 * −0.24 −0.14 −0.41 * 0.16 * −0.13 −0.39 * −0.21
* −0.27 * −0.01 0.01

Note: * p < 0.05.

4.2. Results of Hypothesis Testing

Table 5 describes the results of ordinary least squares regression. Three models are
statistically significant in terms of their F-values (p < 0.05). In model 1, AGE exerts a positive
effect on EMP (β = 0.077, p < 0.05); DEBT (β =−1.652, p < 0.05) and LCC (β = 1.882, p < 0.05)
appear to be significant attributes to account for EMP. Model 2 shows that TEN squares
(β = −0.001, p < 0.05) and STO (β =−0.001, p < 0.05) are significant in the negative direction,
while OIL is significant in the positive direction (β = 0.059, p < 0.05). Regarding model 3,
PRO is positively influenced by AGE (β = 0.047, p < 0.05). However, PRO is negatively
impacted by DUA (β = −0.638, p < 0.05) and SIZE (β = −0.001, p < 0.05). Table 6 shows the
results of the feasible generalized least squares method. The results appear similar to those
in Table 5 in terms of direction and significance. However, TEN squares and STO are not
significant in accounting for ENV in Table 6. In sum, SHO and EDU are nonsignificant to
account for CSR, while AGE, TEN squares, STO, and DUA are significant determinants
of CSR.

Table 5. Results of regression analysis—ordinary least square.

Variable Model 1 (EMP)
β (T-Stat)

Model 2 (ENV)
β (T-Stat)

Model 3 (PRO)
β (T-Stat)

Intercept −3.881 (−3.08) ** −0.073 (−0.17) −2.501 (−3.55) **
AGE 0.077 (3.84) ** −0.005 (−0.80) 0.047 (4.92) **
TEN −0.007 (−0.25) 0.016 (1.43) 0.010 (0.56)

TEN2 −0.001 (−0.39) −0.001 (−2.00) * −0.001 (−0.42)
EDU 0.338 (1.64) −0.037 (−0.37) −0.010 (−0.08)
SHO −0.001 (−0.86) −0.001 (−1.25) −0.001 (−1.02)
STO −0.001 (−0.60) −0.001 (−2.06) * −0.001 (−0.30)
DUA 0.379 (1.81) 0.105 (1.19) −0.638 (−4.44) **
SIZE 0.001 (1.75) 0.001 (1.97) −0.001 (−3.62) **
DEBT −1.652 (−2.22) * 0.095 (0.46) −0.155 (−0.45)
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Table 5. Cont.

Variable Model 1 (EMP)
β (T-Stat)

Model 2 (ENV)
β (T-Stat)

Model 3 (PRO)
β (T-Stat)

GDP 0.015 (0.44) 0.001 (0.04) 0.013 (0.33)
OIL −0.001 (−0.28) 0.006 (2.99) ** 0.001 (0.19)
LCC 1.882 (7.22) ** 0.059 (0.59) 0.580 (3.58) **

F-value 12.65 ** 3.46 ** 10.07 **
R2 0.4614 0.2496 0.4174

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, dependent variable: EMP (model 1), ENV (model 2), and PRO (model 3).

Table 6. Results of regression analysis—feasible generalized least square.

Variable Model 4 (EMP)
β (Wald)

Model 5 (ENV)
β (Wald)

Model 6 (PRO)
β (Wald)

Intercept −3.881 (−3.62) ** −0.073 (−0.15) −2.501 (−3.59) **
AGE 0.077 (4.72) ** −0.005 (−0.70) 0.047 (4.48) **
TEN −0.007 (−0.28) 0.016 (1.32) 0.010 (0.62)

TEN2 −0.001 (−0.40) −0.001 (−1.89) −0.001 (−0.48)
EDU 0.338 (1.66) −0.037 (−0.40) −0.010 (−0.08)
SHO −0.001 (−0.65) −0.001 (−0.87) −0.001 (−0.69)
STO −0.001 (−0.34) −0.001 (−1.44) −0.001 (−0.22)
DUA 0.379 (1.82) 0.105 (1.11) −0.638 (−4.71) **
SIZE 0.001 (1.78) 0.001 (1.96) * −0.001 (−3.96) **
DEBT −1.652 (−3.93) ** 0.095 (0.50) −0.155 (−0.57)
GDP 0.015 (0.30) 0.001 (0.04) 0.013 (0.39)
OIL −0.001 (−0.24) 0.006 (3.69) ** 0.001 (0.22)
LCC 1.882 (7.02) ** 0.059 (0.49) 0.580 (3.33) **

Wald χ2 131.92 * 51.24 * 110.32 *

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, dependent variable: EMP (model 4), ENV (model 5), and PRO (model 6).

5. Discussion and Conclusions

This study examined the effect of CEO attributes on the CSR decisions of airlines.
This study argued that airline CSR is less profitable and complex strategic execution.
Based on the literature review, this study chose employment, the environment, and con-
sumers as the CSR domains for airline business. Publicly traded airlines were the study
subjects. The results are summarized in Table 7. In detail, age for H1 appeared as a sig-
nificant determinant of employee CSR and product CSR, which supported the findings of
Yim [16] and Serfling [51]. Regarding H2, tenure was identified as a significant attribute
to account for environmental CSR. The results validated the results of Chen [53] and Hsu,
Chen, and Ho [55] in the area of airline management. Considering education H3 and
share ownership H4, both elements appeared as nonsignificant determinants of airline
CSR. In terms of stock option (H5), the variable significantly affected only environmental
CSR. The results similarly appeared with the findings of Sanders and Hambrick [13] and
Rajgopal and Shevlin [64]. Lastly, duality for H6 worked as a significant antecedent of
only product CSR. The finding externally validated the results of Lewellyn and Muller-
Kahle [68]. The results indicate that older CEOs execute more employee CSR and product
CSR than do younger CEOs. It can be inferred that older CEOs pursue safer strategic execu-
tion considering both employee and product CSR. Additionally, this study found a curved
linear effect of tenure on CEOs’ dedication to environmental CSR execution. That is, CEOs
tend to become skeptical as they become accustomed to their position, although they are ea-
ger to engage in environmental CSR when they begin serving as top managers. This study
also unveiled that stock options led CEOs to act with less CSR. It indicates that CEOs are
likely to pursue more profitable and riskier investments than CSR if they possess more
stock options because they are not responsible for poor business outcomes. Furthermore,
the results imply that CEO duality brings about less resource dedication toward product
CSR because more powerful CEOs are likely to look for more profitable projects rather



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8599 9 of 12

than CSR projects, which are relatively less profitable. Regarding the control variables,
the findings indicate that low-cost carriers implement more employee CSR and product
CSR. Namely, low-cost carriers value their employees and customers more than full-service
carriers. Plus, the results suggest that more debt financing by airlines is associated with less
employee CSR. However, CEO education and share ownership appear as non-significant
attributes to account for the CSR execution of airlines.

Table 7. Summary of the results.

Hypothesis Variable Direction Employee CSR Results
Environmental CSR Product CSR

Hypothesis 1: Age (+) Supported Not supported Supported
Hypothesis 2: Tenure (∩) Not supported Supported Not supported

Hypothesis 3: Education (−) Not supported Not supported Not supported
Hypothesis 4: Share ownership (−) Not supported Not supported Not supported

Hypothesis 5: Stock option (−) Not supported Supported Not supported
Hypothesis 6: Duality (−) Not supported Not supported Supported

This study contributes to the literature by demonstrating the explanatory power of the
attributes (e.g., age, tenure, education, share ownership, stock option, and duality) derived
from upper echelons theory in terms of airline CSR implementations (e.g., employee,
customer, and environmental CSR) which are attained by the assertion of stakeholder theory.
Previous studies have also documented that CSR executions are likely to appear in different
forms depending on the industry because stakeholder dynamics vary across business
sectors [73–79]. Such variation implies that CEOs’ strategic choices are likely to be uniquely
in the area of airline management. Scholars have thus demonstrated the explanatory
power of upper echelons theory for CSR in diverse management sectors such as service,
manufacturing, and financial management [44–48]; however, insufficient works to ensure
the link between top management and CSR decisions have been executed in the airline
domain. To narrow this gap, this study adopted upper echelons theory as a theoretical
underpinning to determine CSR, which can be considered the theoretical contribution of
this research. Moreover, this study scrutinized CSR regarding three domains, which leads
this research to gain more delicate implications for strategic decision making. Additionally,
this research expanded the airline top management literature by ensuring more diverse
observable attributes as compared to Lee and Moon [27]. Next, the results of this study
are externally validated by prior studies. For example, the finding of Serfling [13] is
aligned with the current research in terms of the significance of CEO age. Additionally,
the results also appear similar to the findings of Luo et al. [16] with regard to the inverted
U-shaped effect of CEO tenure on airline CSR. Regarding stock options, the results of
this research support the effect of stock options as claimed by Sanders and Hambrick [26].
Finally, the findings of Harper and Sun [73] are externally validated by the significance of
CEO duality.

This study has practical implications. First, the results of this study can be used for
CEO recruitment. For instance, if shareholders desire to strengthen employee welfare
in airline companies, then they can consider older agents, which may be applied to the
case of strategic execution that takes care of consumer concerns. Additionally, if a firm
aims to reinforce environmental management, then shareholders can select new CEOs
because longer-tenured CEOs can become more banal for the execution of environmental
CSR. Conversely, shareholders can maintain their current agents if they do not want to
allot their resources to the environmental CSR domain. Next, the results also inform
organizations that granting more stock options to CEOs leads these organizations to pursue
more profitable and riskier projects rather than environmental CSR. Furthermore, airline
shareholders may use the information that CEO duality brings about firms to take more
risks instead of initiating CSR execution. That is, if airline principals aim to make airline
business conditions safer, then they need to reduce the power of their agents. The findings
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of this study can also be adopted by airline managers to anticipate their competitors’ CSR
execution given the observable characteristics (e.g., age, tenure, stock option, and duality) of
CEOs. Plus, the results of current work could be used to control top managers in the domain
of CSR execution because CSR execution of CEOs could be negligible. Thus, principals
can make their organization more ethical by hiring their agent as the directions to execute
more CSR. In detail, shareholders can minimize the negative impact of CSR execution
by hiring older and shorter-tenured CEOs, reducing stock option, and refraining duality.
Additionally, the CSR decision could be reflected by the shareholder request because it
could cause either business insurance or inefficient resource dedication to make a profit.
Finally, the results can offer information for potential investors regarding the magnitude
of organizational risk, in that higher debt financing lowers employee CSR; the stock of
low-cost carriers may be more stable because these businesses tend to implement CSR
more in the area of employee CSR and product CSR.

This study has some limitations. First, the study period was limited to 2016 because
of the availability of CSR data. If future studies report the results using more updated
information, then it will make the research on CSR and top management more fruitful.
Moreover, future studies may need to consider more diverse CEO psychological character-
istics to account for CEO narcissism and hubris for the CSR execution of airlines. Moreover,
this research sample was constrained to US-based airlines; thus, scholars should consider
airlines from various countries, which can not only increase the sample size but also can
attain more reliable statistical inference. Additionally, future research might be able to
consider environment, society, and governance (ESG) framework in the domain of airlines
for future research because ESG is regarded as an essential area in business to accomplish
sustainability.
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