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Abstract:

 Since the introduction of corporate social responsibility (CSR), it has become an important duty of companies and organizations. In addition, academic and industry researchers have attempted to explore the effects of corporate social responsibility on firm performance. To this end, this study examined how corporate social responsibility and service quality are notably associated with customer satisfaction and behavioral intention to use by employing a structural equation modeling method. A research model with nine constructs was introduced and the findings revealed that economic, social, and environmental responsibility, as well as in-flight service quality, significantly determined customer satisfaction, while there were notable connections between customer satisfaction and behavioral intention to use. However, service quality at airports did not have a significant effect on satisfaction. The practical and theoretical implications of the current study are discussed.
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1. Introduction

With the increasing focus on corporate social responsibility (CSR) in corporate sustainable management over the past several decades, many studies on the impact or benefits of CSR have been conducted in the academic fields of marketing and consumer behavior [1,2,3]. The relationship between CSR and customer perceptions and behaviors has become an important research topic because customer behaviors are closely related to the competitive advantages of firms in competitive markets [4,5].

Among these, the behavioral intention (BI) of customers is also recognized as a significant determinant of the profitability and success of firms in the service sector [6,7,8]. Therefore, many researchers have investigated which determinants affect customer behaviors such as satisfaction, loyalty, and intentions in various service industries, including lodging [9], auditing [10], banking [11], e-services [12], and hotels and restaurants [13].

With regard to airline services in particular, previous studies have aimed to identify the determinants of BI [14,15]. As it is among the most critical success factors related to the profitability and performance of airline service firms, many studies have focused on the influence of service quality (SQ) on BI [16]; however, CSR initiatives are still not regarded as important factors of business success in the airline industry. As a result, the understanding of the impact of CSR on customer behavior in airline services is still limited and few empirical studies have been conducted on the importance on both CSR and SQ.

Therefore, the concepts of CSR and SQ are treated as important determinants of customer behaviors in this study. The purpose of this study is to examine the effects of two determinants, CSR and SQ, on consumers’ perceptions and behaviors (BI) and investigate the mediating effect of CS between CSR/SQ and BI in South Korean airline services. That is, CSR and SQ affect customer satisfaction (CS), which, in turn, influences BI; in other words, the proposed research model can be logically expected to find that CS plays a mediating role in the CSR/SQ—BI relation.

The remainder of this study is organized as follows. Section 2 presents a review of the literature on CSR, SQ, and BI and proposes the research hypotheses. Section 3 explains the research model and describes the employed methodology. Section 4 explores the results of the structural equation model. Finally, Section 5 concludes with a summary of the major findings and implications, while limitations and directions for further research are presented in Section 6.



2. Literature Review and Hypotheses


2.1. Corporate Social Responsibility

The concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has emerged as a societal obligation in business during the last decades and has been the subject of many studies conducted in various academic fields with regard to different perspectives and aspects [17,18]. From the viewpoint of corporate sustainable management, the sustainable development of CSR activities is an especially-important issue as a new paradigm of strategic management.

In general, many researchers have investigated the benefits of CSR on customer behavior [2,3,19,20], and identified how the CSR initiatives or programs of firms lead various factors of customer impact or responses, including loyalty, word of mouth, and intention [21,22,23]. Handleman and Arnold [22] and Szymanski and Jenard [24] found a direct positive relationship between CSR and word of mouth, while Bolton and Drew [25] and Maignan and Ferrell [1] indicated that CSR is a direct determinant of customer loyalty.

Moreover, CS has been recognized as an important factor of corporate profitability and market value [26,27], and a few scholars have focused on the research relevant to the association between CSR and CS [11,28,29]. CRS initiatives have a direct positive impact on CS [13,28], while CS has mediated between CSR and firm market value [28]. According to Senthikumar and colleagues [11], CSR is the most influential determinant of CS.

This study concentrates on CSR as one of the important determinants of CS in the airline industry and CSR is divided into the three dimensions of the “tripe-bottom-line” concept: economic, environmental, and social capital [30,31]. In addition, we suggest that dissatisfaction is the major reason that customers change airlines and believe that the three different types of CSR initiatives (economic, environmental, and social) will lead to improved customer satisfaction in airline services. Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses:


	H1. Economic responsibility is positively associated with consumer satisfaction.


	H2. Social responsibility is positively associated with consumer satisfaction.


	H3. Environmental responsibility is positively associated with consumer satisfaction.






2.2. Service Quality

Service quality (SQ) has been recognized as an important factor that leads to the differentiation of services and products and the achievement of competitive advantages [32,33]; in particular, it is closely related to firm profitability and performance in the service sector [16]. SQ is defined as the perceived quality of services that customers have received and can be evaluated by customers’ experiences of services compared to their expectations [34,35,36].

Many studies have investigated the effects of SQ on consumer behaviors, such as CS, customer loyalty, and behavioral intentions, as well as on firm performance, in various service industries [14,37,38,39] and found it to have a positive impact [37,40]. Lee and Cunningham [37] indicated that service quality perceptions have a positive impact on service loyalty in banks and travel agencies, while Santos [12] found that high E-service quality provides long-term benefits to companies in the E-commerce industry. Moreover, Cronin and Taylor [41] investigated the relationships among SQ, CS, and purchase intentions and found that SQ is an antecedent of CS and that CS has a positive impact on purchase intentions in four service industries: banking, pest control, dry cleaning, and fast food. Based on the findings of prior studies on service quality, service quality is considered as one of the critical antecedents in improving service competitiveness [15].

In addition, many previous studies have identified the different factors of SQ that influence consumer behavior in the airline industry. The results of Saha and Theingi [39] indicated that schedule-related SQ has the greatest influence on CS among Thai low-cost carriers, whereas An and Noh [14] point out that different factors of SQ affect CS according to customer seat class. Park and colleagues [42] found that three factors of SQ (service value, passenger satisfaction, and airline image) have a significant effect on the BI of passengers. Moreover, Namukasa [38] emphasized that SQ, including pre-flight, in-flight, and post-flight services, has a positive influence on CS.

Due to the fact that customers’ expectations of airline service quality vary at different phases of the service chain process, this study classified SQ into two distinct dimensions: in-flight and ground airport [43]. We expect that the two different types of SQ will have effects on improving customer satisfaction in airline services. Thus, we propose the following hypotheses:


	H4. In-flight service quality is positively associated with customer satisfaction.


	H5. Service quality at airports is positively associated with customer satisfaction.






2.3. Customer Satisfaction and Behavioral Intention to Use

In corporate strategy, customer satisfaction (CS) is an important determinant of business success. Many studies have found that CS leads to improved customer loyalty as well as greater company profitability and performance [44,45,46,47,48,49,50,51,52,53]. Reichheld and Sasser [7] indicated that retaining customers with higher CS has a greater impact on firm profitability than obtaining new customers.

Moreover, CS is the most important determinant of BI, which is an indicator of customers’ subjective behaviors and how they make consumption decisions. BI is measured through several factors such as word-of mouth communications, repurchase intentions, price sensitivity, loyalty, complaints, and willingness to pay [33]. Zeithaml and colleagues [33] divided BI into two dimensions: favorable (word-of mouth communications, purchase intentions, and price sensitivity) and unfavorable (complaints).

In this study, BI is composed of three dimensions: intention to re-visit [41], word of mouth [39], and willingness to pay [54,55]. Many studies have found that there is a positive relationship between CS and repurchase intention [56,57]. Other studies have found a direct positive relationship between CS and word of mouth [58,59,60,61] and indicated that CS also has a positive effect on firm profitability by virtue of new recommendations through positive word of mouth [62]. Moreover, satisfied customers tend to accept and be willing to pay premium prices [63].

Based on previous literature, we believe that CS will lead to improvements in the three different types of BI (intention to re-visit, word of mouth, and willingness to pay) in airline services. Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses:


	H6. Customer satisfaction is positively associated with intention to re-visit.


	H7. Customer satisfaction is positively associated with word of mouth.


	H8. Customer satisfaction is positively associated with willingness to pay.






2.4. The Research Model

The research model, based on the provided hypotheses, is introduced in Figure 1.

Figure 1. The proposed research model.
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3. Study Method


Survey Design

A quantitative method was used to test the introduced hypotheses. A total of 1311 questionnaires were distributed in three South Korean international airports: the Gimpo, Gimhae, and Incheon airports. A convenience sampling method showed that 1189 samples were usable, with a 90.7% validated response rate. All respondents were South Koreans who had used the same airlines more than three times. The survey was organized into three sections. The first section, covering the first two pages, asked demographic-related questions including age, gender, and level of education. The second section contained questionnaire items on the service experiences of the respondents, including their primary airline service provider and the number of flying experiences with the currently used airline. The third section of the survey consisted of measurement items on eight employed factors. In this section, all questionnaire items were validated by previous studies, while three professors and two researchers in the communications and service industries reviewed and revised the 32 items collected initially. After conducting two-round pretests with 25 respondents, the final survey contained 23 questionnaire items (Table 1). Two professional statistical tools, SPSS 20 and AMOS 18.0, were used in testing the research model.

Table 1. Questionnaire items in the survey.


	Factors
	Descriptions





	Economic responsibility [1,64,65]
	ECR1: This airline makes an effort to contribute to society and the economy by investing and generating profits.

ECR2: This airline makes an effort to create new jobs.

ECR3: This airline makes an effort to contribute to national economic development by creating more value.



	Social responsibility [1,64,65]
	SR1: This airline makes an effort to raise funds for social causes.

SR2: This airline encourages its employees to participate in volunteer activities in local communities.

SR3: This airline supports sporting and cultural events.



	Environmental responsibility [1,64,65]
	ENR1: This airline makes an effort to participate in environmental campaigns.

ENR2: This airline makes an effort to reduce waste and use environmentally friendly products.

ENR3: This airline uses energy and resources efficiently.



	In-flight service quality [66,67]
	ISQ1: Employees provide prompt service in the airplane.

ISQ2: Employees are always willing to help in the airplane.

ISQ3: Employees are friendly and courteous in the airplane.



	Service quality at airports [66,67]
	SQA1: Employees of this airline provide prompt service at airports.

SQA2: Employees of this airline are always willing to help at airports.

SQA3: Employees of this airline are friendly and courteous at airports.



	Customer satisfaction [68]
	CS1: I feel happy after flying with this airline.

CS2: My choice to fly with this airline is a wise one.

CS3: I feel satisfied after using this airline.



	Intention to re-visit [67,69,70]
	IR1: I am willing to use this airline.

IR2: I will consider reusing this airline in the future.

IR3: If I need to fly in the future, I will choose the current airline.



	Word of mouth [69]
	WM1: I encourage my friends and relatives to use this airline.



	Willing to pay [71,72]
	WP1: If I have the choice, I will continue to use the current airline even if it is more expensive.













4. Results

The measurement and structural models used two-step structural equation modeling methods to examine the reliability of the constructs and explore the structural connections between them. In addition, the maximum likelihood method was used to determine the validity of the constructs.

The demographic information of the survey respondents is shown in Table 2. More than 50% of the respondents had a bachelor degree or above, while 50.8% were male.


Table 2. Demographic information of survey participants.



	
Factors

	
Values

	
Factors

	
Values






	
Gender

	
Male

Female

	
604 (50.8%)

585 (49.2%)

	
Education

	
High school

	
317 (26.7%)




	
Undergraduate

	
669 (56.3%)




	
Graduate or above

	
203 (16.3%)




	
Age

	
18–25

	
109 (9.2%)

	
Monthly income

	
Below 10,000 USD

	
322 (27.1%)




	
26–35

	
497 (41.8%)

	
10,000~20,000 USD

	
495 (41.6%)




	
36–45

	
332 (27.9%)

	
20,000~30,000 USD

	
203 (17.1%)




	
Above 46

	
251 (21.1%)

	
Above 30,000 USD

	
194 (16.3%)




	

	

	

	
Flying experience of the current airline

	
3~5 times

	
186 (15.6%)




	
5~10 times

	
642 (54.0%)




	
10~15 times

	
224 (18.8%)




	
Over 15 times

	
137 (11.5%)












4.1. Descriptive Analyses and Measurement Validity

Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics of the constructs. In general, customers exhibited positive responses to the constructs (over 4.0; Table 3). The tests of the internal reliability, convergent reliability (Table 4), and discriminant validity (Table 5) of the constructs were conducted. Considering the recommended standards, which are Cronbach’s alpha and factor loading values greater than 0.7 and composite reliability and average variance extracted values greater than 0.5, the current data showed great internal and convergent validity.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics.










	Factors
	Mean
	Standard Deviation
	Factors
	Mean
	Standard Deviation





	Economic responsibility
	4.94
	1.14
	Customer satisfaction
	5.11
	1.12



	Social responsibility
	4.98
	1.20
	Intention to re-visit
	5.10
	1.04



	Environmental responsibility
	4.89
	1.22
	Word of mouth
	4.71
	1.04



	In-flight service quality
	5.38
	1.12
	Willingness to pay
	5.01
	1.06



	Service quality at airports
	5.09
	1.08
	
	
	









Table 4. The internal and convergent validity.



	
Factors

	
Internal Reliability

	
Convergent Reliability




	
Cronbach’s Alpha

	
Item-Total Correlation

	
Factor Loading

	
Composite Reliability

	
Average Variance Extracted






	
Economic responsibility

	
0.759

	
0.729

0.736

0.799

	
0.724

0.914

0.835

	
0.866

	
0.686




	
Social responsibility

	
0.810

	
0.816

0.798

0.791

	
0.914

0.912

0.742

	
0.894

	
0.739




	
Environmental responsibility

	
0.882

	
0.794

0.775

0.785

	
0.916

0.919

0.868

	
0.928

	
0.812




	
In-flight service quality

	
0.902

	
0.765

0.718

0.782

	
0.904

0.911

0.929

	
0.939

	
0.837




	
Service quality at airports

	
0.882

	
0.767

0.774

0.779

	
0.862

0.917

0.919

	
0.927

	
0.810




	
Customer satisfaction

	
0.889

	
0.704

0.739

0.846

	
0.855

0.943

0.919

	
0.932

	
0.822




	
Intention to re-visit

	
0.950

	
0.880

0.844

0.865

	
0.853

0.860

0.847

	
0.889

	
0.728




	
Word of mouth

	
–

	
–

	
–

	
–

	
–




	
Willingness to pay

	
–

	
–

	
–

	
–

	
–









Table 5. Discriminant reliability.














	Factors
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9





	1. Economic responsibility
	0.83
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	2. Social responsibility
	0.43
	0.86
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	3. Environmental responsibility
	0.32
	0.41
	0.90
	
	
	
	
	
	



	4. In-flight service quality
	0.22
	0.47
	0.53
	0.91
	
	
	
	
	



	5. Service quality at airports
	0.23
	0.32
	0.33
	0.26
	0.90
	
	
	
	



	6. Customer satisfaction
	0.30
	0.36
	0.26
	0.19
	0.27
	0.91
	
	
	



	7. Intention to re-visit
	0.20
	0.30
	0.33
	0.20
	0.38
	0.42
	0.85
	
	



	8. Word of mouth
	0.42
	0.14
	0.43
	0.26
	0.25
	0.26
	0.41
	–
	



	9. Willingness to pay
	0.36
	0.44
	0.38
	0.24
	0.37
	0.14
	0.23
	0.40
	–





Note: The square root values of average variance extracted are presented in diagonal positions.










Moreover, the square root values of the average variance extracted should be higher than the shared correlation values between the constructs. As shown in Table 5, the current study also met the guidelines for discriminant validity.



4.2. Fit Indices of the Measurement Model

Table 6 presents the fit indices of the measurement model; the indices were generally accepted by satisfying the recommended values suggested by previous studies.

Table 6. Fit indices of the measurement model [73,74,75,76,77].


	Fit Indices
	The Measurement Model
	Recommended Level





	Chi-square/d.f.
	4.77
	<5.00



	Goodness of Fit Index (GFI)
	0.826
	>0.800



	Parsimony Goodness of fit index (PGFI)
	0.541
	>0.500



	Normed Fit Index (NFI)
	0.844
	>0.800



	Relative Fit Index (RFI)
	0.864
	>0.800



	Incremental Fit Index (IFI)
	0.913
	>0.900



	Comparative Fit Index (CFI)
	0.950
	>0.900



	Parsimony Comparative Fit Index (PCFI)
	0.756
	>0.500



	Parsimony Normed Fit Index (PNFI)
	0.720
	>0.500



	Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA)
	0.075
	<0.080












4.3. Hypotheses Tests

The structural connections were evaluated and examined by using the structural equation modeling method and showing the fit indices and coefficient estimations. The research model exhibited good fit (Table 7).

Table 7. Fit indices of the research model [73,74,75,76,77].


	Fit Indices
	The Research Model
	Recommended Level





	Chi-square/d.f.
	4.94
	<5.00



	Goodness of Fit Index (GFI)
	0.852
	>0.800



	Parsimony Goodness of fit index (PGFI)
	0.583
	>0.500



	Normed Fit Index (NFI)
	0.885
	>0.800



	Relative Fit Index (RFI)
	0.805
	>0.800



	Incremental Fit Index (IFI)
	0.902
	>0.900



	Comparative Fit Index (CFI)
	0.942
	>0.900



	Parsimony Comparative Fit Index (PCFI)
	0.712
	>0.500



	Parsimony Normed Fit Index (PNFI)
	0.706
	>0.500



	Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA)
	0.073
	<0.080










Figure 2 and Table 8 summarize the results of the structural model by showing the extent of the direct relationships between the constructs. Interestingly, service quality at airports was not significantly associated with customer loyalty (β = 0.055, p > 0.05), suggesting that H5 was not supported. However, in-flight service quality was found to be one of the notable determinants of customer satisfaction (β = 0.286, p < 0.001), supporting H4. Among the three subjective types of CSR, economic responsibility had the strongest effect on customer satisfaction (H1, β = 0.378, p < 0.001), while the social (H2, β = 0.171, p < 0.001) and environmental responsibilities (H3, β = 0.188, p < 0.001) also significantly affected customer satisfaction. With the validation of these hypotheses, 88.2% of the variance in customer satisfaction was elucidated by the three types of corporate social responsibility and in-flight service quality. All of the hypotheses on the influence of customer satisfaction on behavioral intention to use were supported (H6, H7, and H8). Customer satisfaction had notable effects on intention to re-visit (H6, β = 0.829, p < 0.001), word of mouth (H7, β = 0.709, p < 0.001), and willingness to pay (H8, β = 0.794, p < 0.001). Moreover, 68.8% of the variance in intention to re-visit was explained by customer satisfaction.

Figure 2. The results of the research model (* p < 0.001).
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Table 8. Summary of the research model (* p < 0.001).


	Hypotheses
	Standardized Coefficient
	SE
	CR
	Results





	H1. Economic responsibility

➔Customer satisfaction
	0.378*
	0.052
	8.482
	Supported



	H2. Social responsibility

➔Customer satisfaction
	0.171*
	0.030
	5.745
	Supported



	H3. Environmental responsibility

➔Customer satisfaction
	0.188*
	0.026
	5.339
	Supported



	H4. In-flight service quality

➔Customer satisfaction
	0.286*
	0.030
	8.422
	Supported



	H5. Service quality at airports

➔Customer satisfaction
	0.055
	0.035
	1.392
	Not Supported



	H6. Customer satisfaction

➔Intention to re-visit
	0.829*
	0.052
	26.003
	Supported



	H7. Customer satisfaction

➔Word of mouth
	0.709*
	0.041
	23.527
	Supported



	H8. Customer satisfaction

➔Willingness to pay
	0.794*
	0.051
	26.639
	Supported












With regard to the standardized total effects of the two types of service quality and three subjective types of corporate social responsibility on intention to re-visit, economic responsibility showed the greatest impact on this intention (0.313).



4.4. Supplemental Analysis

The present study performed additional SEM analyses based on gender, age, monthly income, flying experience of the current airline, and education level, in order to investigate whether the structural connections of the research model were similar or different across the subjective features of the survey participants. Results showed that the majority of subjective groups presented similar patterns of the results of the research model, compared to the results of the whole group.




5. Discussion and Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether and how service quality and CSR significantly affect behavioral intention to use through customer satisfaction among South Korean airline service providers by exploring an integrated research model. The results of structural equation modeling supported seven hypotheses, while H5, regarding the relationship between service quality at airports and customer satisfaction, was not supported. As shown in the great degree of the variance in customer satisfaction (0.882), customer satisfaction serves as the bridge between CSR, service quality, and behavioral intention to use.

The results also showed that CSR has a significant effect on behavioral intention to use and satisfaction. Moreover, the great degrees of model fit strongly supported the research model. The bridge role played by customer satisfaction suggests that CSR and service quality activities could lead to improved customer satisfaction, leading customers to exhibit greater behavioral intention to use.

Among the three types of CSR, economic responsibility is the greatest antecedent of customer satisfaction. This may be related to the industrial and market conditions faced by South Korean airlines. Because the current South Korean airline service industry is regarded as one of the most mature and competitive markets and is mainly dominated by two large conglomerates, academic and industry researchers have consistently focused their efforts on how to attract more customers [78,79].

The insignificant relationship between service quality at airports and customer satisfaction (H5) could be explained by the specific characteristics of airline services. Although each airline service provider has its hub airport, many airlines share airports. For example, there are 94 airlines at Incheon international airport, 15 at Gimpo international airport, and 22 at Gimhae international airport. Therefore, the respondents did not consider the service quality of their current airlines to be related to service quality at airports, and rather determined their perceived service quality based on their in-flight experiences.

This study provides a better understanding of behavioral intention to use and customer satisfaction by examining the subjective dimensions of CSR and service quality among airline service providers. The findings also provide several theoretical and practical insights for airline marketers, managers, and researchers who want to understand how to increase customer behavioral intention to use. This study extends the basic knowledge of and insights into CSR, service quality, and behavioral intention to use by introducing the research model and using the structural equation modeling method.

The current study has several key findings. First, customer satisfaction is an important mediating construct affecting behavioral intention to use, and this should be considered in the provision of airline services. Second, the findings of the current study show that the in-flight service quality and CSR efforts of airline service providers are positively and directly related to customer satisfaction [14,80]. These findings are consistent with the results of previous studies on CSR and service quality [28,81,82,83,84]. Third, although four potential antecedents of customer satisfaction significantly affect customer satisfaction and indirectly influence behavioral intention to use, economic responsibility has the greatest effect on behavioral intention to use. This means that airline service providers should aim to contribute economically to society by creating new jobs and generating value [85].



6. Limitations and Future Studies

Despite the great fit of the introduced research model including CSR, SQ, CS, and BI, this study has some notable limitations. First, the data used in this study were collected in just one nation (South Korea). This means that the generalizability of the findings could potentially be questioned [86,87,88,89]. Second, this study did not consider low-cost airlines in South Korea, because the low-cost airline industry has a complex structure [90]. Therefore, future studies should examine other nations and more comprehensively explore the airline industry, including low-cost airlines.
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