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Abstract: This study focused on corporate social responsibility (CSR) to examine how retailers can
distinguish themselves in the market and attain sustainability. It thus investigated the correlation
between CSR, retailer equity, and consumer usage intention to explain the role of CSR activities. For
this study, data were gathered from 357 customers who were doing business (i.e., shopping) with
retailers, and they were analyzed using structural equation modeling. Results indicated that retailers’
CSR activities had a positive effect on retailer equity, which then had a significant positive effect
on customer usage intention. The results further showed that consumers observe retailer equity
when they experience its CSR activities, which increased their intention to shop with the retailer.
The findings indicated that retailers’ CSR was an attractive factor making retailers stand out in the
market, and attain sustainability, and that CSR improved both retailer equity and customer usage
intention. This study has academic implications in that it finds a brand-new outcome variable of
retailers’ CSR, such as retailer equity. In addition, it also has practical implications in managing and
developing retailers’ CSR as an important marketing strategy.
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1. Introduction

As the markets are becoming increasingly globalized and competitive, retailers are
focusing their efforts on finding ways to distinguish themselves from their competitors.
Traditionally, price has been a major strategy used for this purpose; however, the price
competitiveness alone has now made it difficult for retailers to stand out because it is easy
to imitate competitors, and the differences in the price image among competitors continue
to decrease [1]. Considering this trend, retailers can find a way to detach themselves
from corporate social responsibility (CSR). Customers trust retailers who implement CSR
activities, and even switch to retailers who are implementing CSR activities well, even if
the price and quality of the products may be similar. This suggests that CSR can be used
to distinguish retailers from their competitors [2]. CSR activities have a positive effect on
strengthening the brand and create a synergy in brand enhancement with a company’s
marketing. Therefore, retailers need to promote their brands so as to obtain unique and
positive responses compared to their competitors through CSR activities. In other words,
CSR can be a great tool for companies to make themselves stand out in the market and
create positive feelings among consumers [3].

Due to the positive effects of CSR, industrial and academic interest in CSR has been
growing; and at the same time, CSR has increasingly become an important strategic issue
for businesses [4]. However, while most studies in this field tend to take a corporate
perspective, there are relatively few studies that adopt a consumer perspective [4–6].
However, retailers still need to understand how consumers perceive and respond to their
CSR activities when implementing a CSR strategy [7].

Therefore, to compensate for this lack of research which considers the consumer’s
point of view, this study attempted to deal with retailer equity as an important CSR
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outcome variable. Retailer equity is the consumer-based concept that stands for the
overall assessment of the retail products as a differential effect of retailer knowledge on
customer response to the retailer’s marketing [8]. This study thus identified how retailers’
CSR activities resulted in the recognition of retailer equity, which was customers’ overall
assessment of retailers. The influence of the retailer’s CSR on retailer equity has been absent
from the literature so far, therefore this study has implications with regard to exploring a
new customer-based variable affected by the CSR. Ultimately, identifying the relationship
between the CSR and retailer quality will represent an opportunity to understand how
customers perceive and respond to retailers’ CSR activities.

Meanwhile, previous studies could not agree on the relationship between the CSR
and performance. Several studies showed that CSR had a positive impact on corporate
performance, such as returns on investments, sales growth, and market share (e.g., [9–12]).
In addition, retailers’ CSR activities had a positive impact on consumer attitudes toward the
retailer [13–16] and consumers’ purchasing intentions [3,17]. However, studies have shown
that CSR can also damage the corporate value and performance (e.g., [18–20]). In addition,
CSR did not directly affect consumers’ future behavioral intentions, such as purchases or
loyalty [1,21].

Scholars argued that these inconsistencies may be due to some other conditional
or moderate variables [11,22–24]. That is, these inconsistent arguments show that it is
important to identify what the mediator or moderate variables are between the CSR and
performance. Therefore, this study aimed to demonstrate the relationship by establishing
retailer equity as an important mediator variable. The concept of retailer equity refers to
a value that the consumer associates with the retailer’s name, and a symbol such as the
customer-based brand equity [25,26]. Therefore, it defines retailer assets based on customer
or marketing perspectives rather than on the concept of financial assets [8,27].

The specific purpose of this study is (1) to verify whether the customer’s perception of
retailers’ CSR activities affects the positive assessment of their equity; and (2) to determine
whether consumer-based retailer equity, which is affected by retailers’ CSR activities,
ultimately increases consumers’ intention to use the retailer.

The study outline is as follows: First, research models and hypotheses are developed
considering prior studies. Second, detailed results are presented through an empirical
analysis of the hypotheses. Third, the results are discussed considering academic and
managerial implications. Finally, research limitations and recommendations for further
research are addressed in the final section.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development
2.1. Retailer’s CSR: Retailer Equity

CSR is associated with a wide variety of issues which range from corporate profitability
and economic stability to social safety and, ultimately, conservation of the ecology [28].
CSR can be defined as an organization’s ethical behavior and social obligations beyond
the organization’s financial interests [29]. In other words, CSR refers to the responsibilities
that a firm has considering its circumstances [30]. Despite its long history, no agreement
has been made between industry participants, academics or other interested parties in the
definition of CSR. In other words, the definition of CSR is complex and complicated [28].
Sheehy [28] defined CSR clearly as international private business self-regulation after a
careful review of the CSR debates.

Retailers’ CSR covered in this study is not as simple as manufacturers’ CSR. Retailers
are not only expected to behave responsibly in their own business practices, but also to
provide products produced sustainably by suppliers. In addition, while other industries
within supply chains may address their own immediate environmental, community issues
or workplace problems, CSR in the retail industry should focus on issues from practices in
the supply chain to consumer pressures, not on their own immediate practices [31].

Nevertheless, their CSR activities are becoming crucial in severe retail competition
because CSR is strategically important for retailers [32]. The specific reasons why CSR
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research has become important in retail are as follows: First, retailers are motivated to
operate in a socially responsible manner to satisfy customers’ demand or desire for ethical
consumption, which is particularly important in a consumer-oriented industry such as
retail because retailers can directly influence CSR-related issues through their relationship
with consumers [33].

Second, studies on the relationship between CSR and financial performance showed
that companies that emphasize the sustainability of the environment and society through
CSR had better financial performance compared to others in the same industry [34–36].

To summarize the noneconomic outcomes in CSR-related studies, consumer attitude,
perceptions [37,38], customer loyalty [39], and customer relationships [40] are representa-
tive in consumer perspective CSR studies. In particular, retailers’ CSR activities directly
affect their attitudes and relationships with the customer in the retail sector [1].

The CSR activities also have a positive effect on brand strengthening. Mark-Herbert
and Von Schantz [41] found that CSR activities resulted in a key component of creating
a strong brand when delivered effectively. In addition, a company’s marketing and CSR
activities create a synergy in brand enhancement [42]. Therefore, we can assume that
the CSR activities also have a positive effect on retailer equity, a concept that refers to
the brand assets of retailers that considers retailers as a series of brands. High retailer
equity allows customers to easily distinguish and recall retailers, have many positive and
strong images associated with them, perceive them as high-quality retailers, and be loyal
to them [43]. Several CSR studies have demonstrated positive effects on the factors that
make up retailer equity, such as retailer awareness, image, perceived quality, and loyalty.
The most important and fundamental first step in retailer equity is retailer awareness, and
CSR has a positive effect on it. Mattera, Baena, and Cerviño [30] analyzed the relationship
between the CSR activities and brand awareness of service companies using the ISO 26000
certification and global reporting initiative (GRI) as representative indicators related to CSR.
The study found that ISO 26000 certification and GRI reviews served to inform customers
that the company was doing well in its CSR activities, which ultimately improves the
consumer’s awareness of retailers. As customers’ awareness of retailers increases through
CSR activities, at the same time, the positive image of CSR activities spills over on to the
retailers, which eventually helps them to develop a positive retailer image. Various studies
have demonstrated that the CSR activities of retailers have a direct and positive effect on
the image of retailers as brands (e.g., [5,6,17,21,44]).

In addition, CSR also has a positive effect on perceived quality and retailer loyalty as
an important evaluation factor of the consumer-based retailer equity. CSR for the main
hypermarkets has a direct and significant influence on perceived quality [44]. Appropriate
CSR activities create the feeling that the company is reliable, which allows consumers
to perceive a higher service quality [45]. In addition, several studies revealed that the
CSR activities and CSR policies brought a positive influence on consumer loyalty for the
retailer [1,5,21,46]. Therefore, based on these previous studies, CSR activities of retailers
may improve the customer’s perception of retailer equity.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Retailers’ CSR activities will have a positive effect on their equity.

2.2. Retailer Equity: Usage Intention

High retailer equity brings various benefits to retailers. Retailers with high brand
equity levels have many advantages (e.g., non-elastic price sensitivity, continuous price
premium, successful brand expansion, high market share, competitive cost structure, and
high profitability) [47]. In other words, high retailer equity means the value added by the
brand name to the retailer, and it is an essential differentiator for competitive advantage.

In addition, retailer equity also affects the relationship between retailers and customers.
The retailer’s brand strongly influences consumers’ perceptions and drives their choices
and builds their loyalty to the retailer in the relationship between the retailer and its
customers [48].
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Therefore, consumer-based retailer equity is deeply related to the consumer perspec-
tive variables such as consumer assessment of marketing activities, preference, and retailer
choice [8]. Arnett et al. [25] developed an index for measuring retailer equity and validated
the causal relationship between the retailer equity and shopping intention in an analysis to
verify the nomological validity of the developed scale. As a result, they found that retailer
equity had a positive effect on shopping intentions.

Most of all, considering the topic of this study, it is important to identify whether
improved retailer equity through CSR activities has a structural, causal relationship that
increases customer intention to use the retailer’s products. Consumers’ decisions on
purchasing are influenced not only by tangible attributes such as price and quality, but
also by intangible attributes such as company reputation and brand personality that can
be built through CSR activities [49]. Therefore, based on these studies, enhanced retailer
equity through CSR activities may increase the customer’s willingness to use the retailer.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Retailer equity will have a positive effect on the usage intention of customers.

Based on the literature review and hypotheses development, the research model is
presented in Figure 1 as follows.

Figure 1. Research model.

3. Methodology
3.1. Data Collection and Sampling

We collected data by surveying consumers in South Korea. We asked them to fill out
a self-administered questionnaire on the constructs of this study, such as retailer’s CSR
activities, retailer equity, and usage intention. In particular, respondents picked one familiar
retailer and evaluated its CSR activities based on the employee, community, local product,
and environmental support. We collected a total of 357 complete responses, excluding
unfinished and missing data, out of the 370 questionnaires distributed.

In the demographic characteristics of the sample, there was a total of 171 men (47.9%)
and 186 women (52.1%). As for age, 42 people (11.8%) were in their 20s, 109 (30.5%) in
their 30s, 102 (28.6%) in their 40s, 98 (27.5%) in their 50s, and 6 people (1.7%) were aged
≥60, respectively.

3.2. Measurement Scales

To develop measurements, we used the scales adopted and modified in previous
studies. We applied a reflective measurement approach and 7-point Likert-type scale for all
constructs (see Table 1). We adopted Sheehy’s [28] definition, defining CSR as international
private business self-regulation. The retailer’s CSR activities were measured by four items
which were adopted from the research of Ailawadi, Neslin, Luan, and Taylor [50], and
Dang, Nguyen, and Pervan [51]. Retailer equity was measured by four items adopted from
the research of Verhoef, Langerak, and Donkers [52], and Swoboda, Berg, and Schramm-
Klein [53]. Finally, we measured usage intention with three items adopted and modified
from the research of Arnett, Laverie and Meiers [25]; Grace and O’Cass [54]; and Londoño,
Elms, and Davies [55]. Detailed measurement items are given in the following Table 1.
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Table 1. Measurement items.

Construct Items Reference

Retailer’s CSR

I believe that Retailer A has environmentally friendly policies.
I believe that Retailer A cares about the local community.

I believe that Retailer A offers a large selection of local products.
I believe that Retailer A treats employees fairly.

Ailawadi, Neslin, Luan, and Taylor (2014);
Dang, Nguyen, and Pervan (2020)

Retailer Equity

Retailer A is a strong brand.
Retailer A is a well-known brand.
Retailer A is an attractive brand.

Retailer A is a unique brand.

Verhoef, Langerak, and Donkers (2007); Swoboda, Berg,
and Schramm-Klein (2013)

Usage Intention
I intend to use Retailer A.

I am planning to do shopping at Retailer A in the future.
I will probably recommend the use of Retailer A to others.

Arnett, Laverie and Meiers (2003); Grace and O’Cass
(2005); Londoño, Elms, and Davies (2017)

4. Results
4.1. Reliability and Validity

This study used the following measures: retailer’s CSR activities, retailer equity, and
usage intention. Verification of the measures employed a three-step approach: (1) analysis
of reliability with Cronbach’s alpha coefficient; (2) confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with
the survey items; (3) analysis of convergent and discriminant validity.

First, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were >0.86, which explained that the internal
consistency of all constructs was generally ensured (see Table 2).

CFA was performed to verify the fit of the measurement model. The results indicated
that the measurement model had an acceptable model (χ2 (41) = 171.74; p < 0.05; GFI = 0.91;
CFI = 0.95; NFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.94; IFI = 0.95; RMR = 0.04). As shown in Table 1, each
item loaded on its respective concept and all loading values were > 0.68, and significant.
Also, we followed Bagozzi and Yi’s [56], and Fornell and Larcker’s [57], frameworks, and
each construct had an average variance extracted (AVE) > 0.60 and composite reliabil-
ity (CR) > 0.88, which provided evidence of convergent validity between the measured
variables.

Table 2. Results of the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).

Construct Items λ α CR AVE

Retailer’s CSR

R_CSR_01 0.68 *

0.89 0.86 0.61
R_CSR_02 0.78 *
R_CSR_03 0.86 *
R_CSR_04 0.81 *

Retailer Equity

RE_01 0.81 *

0.92 0.88 0.65
RE_02 0.81 *
RE_03 0.78 *
RE_43 0.83 *

Usage Intention
UI_1 0.75 *

0.86 0.82 0.60UI_2 0.77 *
UI_3 0.81 *

Note: λ = factor loading (* p < 0.01); α = Cronbach’s alpha coefficient; CR = composite reliability; AVE = average
variance extracted.

In addition, as shown in Table 3, the discriminant validity of the measurement was
confirmed according to Fornell and Larcker [57]: The values (0.77–0.80) of the square root
of the AVE for each construct exceeded the correlation coefficients (0.63–0.69) between all
constructs.
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Table 3. Correlation and square root of the AVE.

1 2 3

1. Retailer’s CSR 0.78 †

2. Retailer Equity 0.63 ** 0.80 †

3. Usage Intention 0.63 ** 0.69 ** 0.77 **

Note: † = Root of average variance extracted; **= correlation coefficient.

4.2. Hypothesis Testing

This study used structural equation modeling (SEM) to test the hypotheses. As a
result, we confirmed that the fit of the research model was acceptable (χ2 (42) = 207.94;
p < 0.05; GFI= 0.90; CFI = 0.94; NFI = 0.93; TLI = 0.93; IFI = 0.94; RMR = 0.08).

H1 was to verify the effects of CSR activities on retailer equity. In Table 4, the result of
this hypothesis showed that the retailer’s CSR activities had a positive effect on retailer
equity (β = 0.70; t = 12.64; p < 0.01). Hence, H1 is supported.

Table 4. Results of hypotheses testing.

Hypothesis Path Standard β t-Value

H1 Retailer’s CSR→ Retailer Equity 0.70 ** 12.64
H2 Retailer Equity→ Usage Intention 0.77 ** 15.82

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

As H2 was related to the effect of retailer equity on usage intention, the hypothesis
testing showed that retailer equity had a significant positive effect on the customers’ usage
intention (β = 0.77; t = 15.82; p < 0.01). Therefore, H2 is also supported.

These results show that consumers estimate retailer equity to be higher from the
retailer’s CSR activities, which increases their intention to use the retailer.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

This study focused on retailers’ CSR activities to solve the question of how retailers
make themselves stand out and attain sustainability. Specifically, we attempted to investi-
gate the relationships between the CSR, retailer equity, and usage intention to explain the
role of CSR activities.

First, the study results showed that retailers’ CSR activities had a positive effect on
their equity. The results show that management and investment to improve the CSR
activities of retailers increase the retailer equity. These findings have important theoretical
implications in that retailer equity is a brand-new outcome variable. At the same time,
we know that CSR is an important antecedent variable for the development of retailer
equity. We can also suggest a practical implication from this result that retailers need
to manage and develop CSR activities actively as an important marketing strategy. The
development of this retailer equity is more important for retailers in a severely competitive
environment because it brings various benefits as essential differentiators for competitive
advantage. In particular, it will be important to discover and use various CSR activities
such as environmentally friendly policies, caring about the local community, trade of local
products, and fair treatment of employees.

Second, we confirmed that retailer equity has a significant positive effect on customers’
usage intention. As the finding of Arnett et al. [25], and Lee and Lee [27], this study also
has a theoretical implication in confirming that an important antecedent variable of usage
intention is retailer equity. We also propose a managerial implication that retailer managers
need to manage their retail stores as brands to maintain customers. Although the price and
quality of products handled by retailers are important, efforts are needed to promote their
brand concept and brand image, and to enhance the perceived quality and loyalty from
customers simultaneously. In other words, retailers should always manage and measure
retailer equity to increase their customer’s willingness to use them and continue their
relationship with customers for a long time.
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In summary, customers estimate the retailer equity as higher and better through
retailers’ CSR activities, which increases their intention to use the retailer. These findings
provide important theoretical and practical implications. As previously described in
the Introduction, scholars have suggested that we should identify the arguable causal
relationship, such as whether there is a positive relationship between CSR and performance
or not, and to adopt various conditional variables between them (e.g., [11,22–24]). Therefore,
this study provides a theoretical implication, demonstrating the relationship indicating
that retailer equity is an important mediator variable. From a retailer’s management
perspective, retailers should use various CSR activities strategically to improve retailer
equity valued by customers and provide detailed information about the results of CSR
activities to customers, which improves retailer equity in the future.

6. Limitations and Future Research

Despite its implications, this study has the following limitations, which could also be
used as suggestions for further research.

First, this study dealt with CSR and retailer equity as a single dimension. However,
several studies suggested that CSR and retailer equity could be multi-dimensional con-
structs (e.g., [25,27,58]). Therefore, future research must consider and better estimate each
dimension’s impacts on customer’s attitudes and behaviors for identifying various impacts.

Second, we chose retailer equity as an important outcome variable for CSR. However,
the distribution channel consists of various members such as wholesalers, retailers, and
logistics companies in the distribution environment. Therefore, future research has to
expand the scope and deal with channel equity as the benefit or leverage effect generated
through a distribution channel [55]. If future research does use channel equity, it is expected
that the utilization of CSR from a business-to-business (B2B) perspective will be confirmed.

Third, future research will require a wider variety of conditional variables. This study
has shown that it is not an integrated approach to deal with related conditional variables
because we only deal with CSR activities. Therefore, we recommend that future research
continues examining CSR, considering various related variables such as CSR authenticity
and CSR consistency.
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