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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Although previous research establishes customer reactions to companies’ Received 11 November 2019
corporate social responsibility (CSR) actions, little is known about the Accepted 28 August 2020
effect of CSR on customers’ affective commitment and their positive elec-
tronic word of mouth (eWOM). This study examines i) which perceptions
of the three CSI’? activijcies (envirqnment, society,.z.and stakeholders)“inﬂu— responsibility; eWOM;
ence customers’ affective commitment and positive eWOM, and ii) the affective commitment:
mediating effects of affective commitment on the relationships between hotel industry

CSR activities and eWOM. A self- administered survey was conducted on

hotel customers in Malaysia and the data was analysed using structural

equation modelling (CB-SEM). The results revealed that environment-

related CSR and stakeholder related CSR have significant and direct

impacts on customers’ eWOM, and demonstrated the mediating role of

affective commitment between the three activities of CSR and eWOM.

The findings can be interpreted using social exchange theory, and pro-

vide valuable insights regarding how CSR dimensions and affective com-

mitment are related to customers’ positive eWOM in the hotel industry.

Hoteliers shall benefit from understanding how specific CSR activities can

enhance customers’ affective commitment, leading to positive e WOM.

KEYWORDS
Corporate social

Introduction

Environmental issues such as climate change and natural disasters have begun to make individuals
more aware of the issues related to the earth (Gonzalez-Rodriguez et al.,, 2020; Martinez et al.,, 2014),
with growing concern for its resources and inhabitants (Ghaderi et al., 2019; Ghosh et al., 2018). In the
tourism industry, customers may have a positive attitude toward the environment without recognising
the tension between environmental protection and their vacation behaviour (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014).
To reduce this cognitive distance and increase environmentally sustainable behaviour, service providers
in the tourism industry can develop environmental initiatives, providing information about their eco-
friendly practices. Juvan and Dolnicar (2017), for example, conclude that customers wish to behave in
ways that can reduce tourism’s negative environmental impact by staying in hotels that implement sus-
tainable environmental practices. Environmental tourist self-identity is emerging as the strongest driver
of specific sustainable tourist behaviour, needing more research into effective initiatives.
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The growing awareness of this issue has led hoteliers to develop and promote social and
environmental initiatives to attract travellers who are aware of their interest, manifest through
CSR activities (Ghaderi et al., 2019; Martinez et al, 2018; Mohammed & Al-Swidi, 2019;
Mohammed & Rashid, 2018; Palacios-Florencio et al., 2018). CSR concerns a firm's activities and
attitude in relation to its obligations towards the environment, stakeholders and the society in
which it operates (Liu et al., 2014b). Online reviews can be used to assess customers’ level of
CSR consciousness, expressed in their opinions about a hotel’s attention to CSR issues (D’Acunto
et al,, 2020). With the advent of social media, eWOM is regarded as a major driver of customers’
purchasing decisions in the hotel industry (Chen et al, 2015; Leong et al, 2019). It refers to
either positive or negative comments on the products and services written and posted online by
previous consumers, and is identified as a distinct aspect of behavioural intention (Abubakar &
llkan, 2014; Huang, Weiler, and Assaker 2015). The current study focuses on positive eWOM as an
aspect of behavioural intention, because understanding the motivation for positive eWOM is
especially important for business owners. It is the most significant indicator of a product’s repu-
tation, especially influencing consumers’ purchase decisions in the hospitality industry (Jeong &
Jang, 2011; Xie et al.,, 2016).

While previous studies indicate that CSR initiatives have a direct influence on customers’
eWOM (e.g., D'Acunto et al., 2020; Jalilvand et al., 2017; Romani et al, 2013; Su et al., 2015),
including in tourism and hospitality (Serra-Cantallops et al, 2018), few have investigated the
influence of CSR as a multidimensional construct affecting customers’ eWOM (Bigné et al., 2020;
Gil-Soto et al,, 2019; Serra-Cantallops et al., 2018), and little is known about the underlying psy-
chological mechanism of customer reactions (Markovic et al., 2018; Romani et al., 2013). In
response to the need for such research, customers’ commitment has been suggested as a key
mediator in the relationship between their perception and behavioural intention (Gil-Soto et al.,
2019; Su et al, 2014; Xie et al, 2015). Affective commitment reflects the consumer’s sense of
belonging and involvement with a service provider (Fullerton, 2003), and affectively committed
customers spread their positive feelings about service providers to others (Harrison-Walker,
2001). In this case, Romani et al. (2013) pointed out that customers’ affective commitment to a
company'’s CSR initiatives seems to be an important mechanism in understanding how and why
CSR affects customers’ reactions. In this vein, key authors, such as Markovic et al. (2018), Su et al.
(2017), Kim et al. (2017), Jalilvand et al. (2017) and Liu et al. (2014a) have called for research to
understand the influence of customers’ affective commitment to the CSR perceptions and their
behavioural intention reflected in positive eWOM.

Therefore, the objectives of this study are twofold. The first is to examine how the environ-
ment, society, and stakeholder dimensions of CSR influence customers’ positive eWOM in
the hotel sector. The second is to analyse the mediating influence of affective commitment on
the relationship between the CSR dimensions and positive eWOM. Thus, the study contributes
to the literature in the following ways. First, it adds to previous findings about customers’ per-
ception of CSR and their online reviews (e€WOM) by investigating the influence of the three CSR
dimensions (environment, society and stakeholders) on customers’ positive eWOM. Although pre-
vious studies have discussed the link between CSR and customers’ online reviews, the influence
of CSR dimensions on eWOM remains neglected (Gil-Soto et al, 2019; Serra-Cantallops et al.,
2018). Second, this study examines the mediating role of customers’ affective commitment on
the relationship between CSR dimensions and positive eWOM as advocated by previous studies,
such as Jalilvand et al. (2017), Markovic et al. (2018) and Su et al. (2017). From a managerial per-
spective, the results give hoteliers opportunities to develop their marketing strategies by under-
standing their customers’ attention to environmental, social and stakeholder issues, consequently
increasing their commitment and spreading positive eWOM about the hotel services provided.

The following sections present the literature review and hypothesis development, the research
method used, the data analysis, discussion and implications, and finally, the conclusion with sug-
gestions for future research.
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Literature review and development of hypotheses
CSR activities and positive eWOM

eWOM is represented by online reviews offering consumers’ opinions about products, services or
companies; they are a source of information independent of commercial influence between con-
sumers and producers (Cantallops & Salvi, 2014; Leong et al., 2019). In this case, eWOM plays a
particularly vital role in consumer purchasing decisions about hotel services, as intangibility
makes the pre-purchase trial of services impossible (Jalilvand et al, 2017; Serra-Cantallops
et al, 2018).

From the theoretical standpoint, this study uses the social exchange theory (SET) to explain
the relationship between CSR activities and eWOM. A basic principle of SET is the exchange of
benefits between two parties (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Specifically, one party voluntarily
offers a benefit to another, and the other feels obliged to return that benefit (Whitener et al.,
1998). In the hotel context, a social exchange-based mechanism suggests that CSR actions send
signals to customers that hotels support their well-being; the customers feel obliged to recipro-
cate with positive attitudes and behaviours. Thus, as hotels provide benefits beyond their legal
and financial obligations, customers translate their obligations towards these hotels in terms of
positive WOM (Jalilvand et al., 2017).

Several major CSR categories have been considered in the literature, but most research
focuses on environmental, societal, and stakeholder perspectives (Liu et al., 2014a; Torres et al,,
2012); this study follows this categorization. Environmental CSR includes activities that are con-
cerned with preventing environmental pollution, conserving energy and offering green produc-
tion/services (Dahlsrud, 2008; Liu et al., 2014a). In considering the social perspective, Pinney
(2001) contends that CSR is looked at as a company’s management practices that aim to reduce
negative operational impacts on society and maximize the company’s positive impacts. Societal
activities include cultural promotion, philanthropy, sustainable development and public welfare
contributions (Liu et al., 2014a). Woodward (1999) considered CSR from the stakeholder perspec-
tive, seeing it as a ‘contract’ between organizations and society through which organizations
conduct the business by accepting some obligations and behaving acceptably. Stakeholder activ-
ities include returns to investors, community development, treatment of employees, and control
and monitoring of suppliers’ behaviour (Dahlsrud, 2008).

Previous studies on CSR and customers’ online reviews/eWOM highlight the role of CSR activ-
ities (see Table 1). For example, Su, Swanson, and Chen (2015) investigated the influence of CSR
as a unidimensional construct and found that it has a positive direct influence on word of mouth
and an indirect influence through customer satisfaction. Jalilvand et al. (2017) examined the
influence of CSR on WOM in the hotel industry in Iran, and concluded that it is positively signifi-
cant; WOM also has a mediating influence on the relationship between CSR and corporate repu-
tation. With regard to the significant role of the environmental dimension of CSR, Bigné et al.
(2020) concluded from online reviews that it has a stronger influence on perceptions of helpful-
ness, influence and destination brand equity than the other dimensions.

Martinez et al. (2018) also found that the higher the environmental consciousness of consum-
ers, the greater their intention to spread positive WOM for environmentally certified hotels.
Brazyte et al. (2017) focused on a small sample of Costa Rican hotels with a sustainability certifi-
cate to explore how guests responded to sustainability efforts in their online reviews. They found
that customers who explicitly recognized the sustainability measures implemented by a hotel
tended to provide higher ratings in their reviews. Likwise, Ettinger et al. (2018) analyzed guests’
comments on hotels’” CSR engagement in a small sample of Austrian hotels, showing that envir-
onmental issues and supplier relations attracted the most comments in customer reviews.
Regarding the effect of social CSR activities on customers’ online reviews, Herrero and Martinez
(2020) found that social consciousness was a direct determinant of attitudes towards
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commenting on CSR news on Facebook and also positively influenced customers’ perception of
information usefulness.

Other researchers investigated factors that would explain eWOM comments on Facebook with
regard to negative CSR information, that is offering information about potentially irresponsible
environmental behaviour. Herrero and Martinez (2020), for example, found that environmental
consciousness, like social consciousness, exerted a direct and positive infuence on attitudes
towards sharing comments about CSR on Facebook, but that in this case not on perceived infor-
mation usefulness. Grappi et al. (2013) investigated consumer response to irresponsible corporate
behaviour, and found that the more serious moral transgression, the more strongly users
expressed negative WOM through contempt and outrage.

One longitudinal study, conducted by D’Acunto et al. (2020) on the six top European destina-
tions, found that hotel customers have gradually begun to pay more attention to CSR factors in
their online reviews, particularly to social and environmental ones. When a hotel behaves in a
manner that is perceived as philanthropic and ethical, guests are likely to conclude that it has
certain desirable traits that resonate with their sense of self.

Regarding the link between stakeholders’ CSR activites and customers’ positive eWOM, Liu
et al. (2014b) found this to be more relevant, and therefore more valuable, to hoteliers. Vlachos
et al. (2009) similarly stated that CSR activities related to stakeholders could improve customer
trust and reduce any scepticism about the organization, leading to stronger positive recommen-
dations. Markovic et al. (2018) found that corporate behaviours related to stakeholders were fav-
oured by customers and considered as an important factor when making a purchase decision, as
well as influencing their positive eWOM.

Overall, with respect to social exchange mechanisms, hotels implementing CSR initiatives
send signals to customers that they are supporting their well-being; customers reciprocate with
positive eWOM. We have applied the conclusions of major studies (Ettinger et al., 2018; Jalilvand
et al.,, 2017; Markovic et al., 2018; Martinez et al., 2018; Su et al., 2014, 2015) in focusing on the
influence of CSR on customers’ online reviews. In sum, there is strong evidence of a positive rela-
tionship between CSR dimensions and positive e-WOM. Therefore, the following hypotheses
are postulated:

H,. Customers’ perception of the hotel environmental CSR has a positive influence on their positive eWOM.
H,. Customers’ perception of the hotel social CSR has a positive influence on their positive e WOM.

Hs. Customers’ perception of the hotel stakeholder CSR has a positive influence on their positive eWOM.

CSR activities and customers’ affective commitment

Affective commitment is defined as the customer’'s emotional attachment to service providers
that strengthens a sense of belonging and involvement with a brand or organization (Allen &
Meyer, 1990; Fullerton, 2003; Su et al., 2017). In the hotel industry in South Korea, Kim et al.
(2017) found that employees’ CSR perception toward the organization and its activities positively
affects their affective commitment. Su et al. (2017) came to the same conclusion in China. Thus,
hotel customers are likely to exhibit a high level of commitment toward a company when they
have a positive perception of its CSR. Park and Levy (2014) add that employees’ CSR perception
in the hotel sector influences their organizational identification, which may be an antecedent of
employee affective commitment, in turn predicting turnover intentions.

Moreover, Benavides-Velasco et al. (2014) suggest that customers may show considerable
commitment and supporting behaviours towards hotels that are socially responsible. Previous
studies indicate that CSR activities can enhance customers’ affective commitment toward the
organization (Bartikowski & Walsh, 2011; Servera-Francés & Arteaga-Moreno, 2015). Thus,
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customers’ CSR perception guides their affective commitment because CSR practices can reflect
their relational and psychological needs (Hur et al., 2018). Sen and Bhattacharya (2001) early indi-
cated that positive perception of the CSR activities, environmental, social and stakeholders, is
necessary to obtain a high level of commitment. Singh et al. (2012) confirmed that customers
are more likely to have affective commitment toward an organization which acts ethically
towards its stakeholders. More recently, Markovic et al. (2018), Hur et al. (2018) and Engizek and
Yasin (2017) found that CSR activities positively influence customers’ affective commitment
toward the organization. Thus, based on these arguments, the current study proposes the follow-
ing hypotheses:

Hs. Customers’ perception of the hotel environmental CSR has a positive influence on their
affective commitment.

Hs. Customers’ perception of the hotel social CSR has a positive influence on their affective commitment.

Hs. Customers’ perception of the hotel stakeholder CSR has a positive influence on their
affective commitment.

Affective commitment and positive eWOM

Customers with greater commitment toward service providers are more likely to tell people
about the positive aspects of an organization (Bettencourt, 1997). Liu and Mattila (2015) revealed
that customers with high levels of affective commitment have strong intention to support the
firm in improving its performance. Hence, hotel customers with a strong CSR commitment are
more willing to share their positive perceptions with friends and family members (Su et al,
2014). This corroborates Tsao and Hsieh (2012) conclusions that affectively committed customers
intend to refer to an organization through positive eWOM communication. Nusair et al. (2011)
similarly found that affective commitment is positively linked to WOM communication. Thus, cus-
tomers’ commitment towards a firm’s products and services has a significant impact on their
subsequent behaviours (e.g. positive WOM) (Morales, 2005). We therefore hypothesize that:

H;. Customers’ affective commitment has a positive influence on their positive eWOM.

Mediating role of affective commitment

Generally, highly satisfied and affectively committed customers tend to promote the positive
aspects of an organization with which they identify, and to spread positive WOM (Nusair et al.,
2011; Tsao & Hsieh, 2012). Nusair et al. (2011) argue that once generation Y, in particular, is affec-
tively committed to web vendors as a result of their favourable attitude, they spread positive
WOM. This is consistent with many previous studies that have argued that customers’ commitment
to firms’ products and services leads to positive eWOM (Morales, 2005; Tsao & Hsieh, 2012).

After examining consumer responses to irresponsible corporate behaviour, Grappi et al. (2013)
found that favourable CSR activities enhance consumers’ gratitude and emotions, that is their
affective commitment, leading to intention outcomes such as WOM. Romani et al. (2013) similarly
found that CSR positively affects consumers’ gratitude and positive WOM. Accordingly, it can be
said that CSR activities can improve affective commitment because they strengthen customers’
favourable emotions and feelings toward that organization.

Previous studies have demonstrated that customers’ emotions can have a mediating role
between their perception and behaviour (Gracia et al.,, 2011; Su et al.,, 2017). Recently, Hur et al.
(2018) found that customers’ affective commitment mediates the relationship between custom-
ers’ perception of CSR and their social behaviour towards firms. Moreover, based on the
Stimulus-Organism-Response framework, Su et al. (2017) argue that the CSR-related record of a
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Figure 1. Proposed research framework.

company is seen as a social psychological stimulus that could help in directing customers’ emo-
tions towards pro-environmental consumer behaviours. Other studies have proposed that a posi-
tive assessment of a firm’s CSR activities reinforces both internal and external commitment to it
(Turban & Greening, 1997); subsequently, this behaviour is transformed into positive WOM and
repeat purchase behaviour (Stanaland et al., 2011). For this reason, researchers such as John
et al. (2017) and Su et al. (2017) have stated that an individual's emotion (e.g. commitment)
could act as a mediating factor between perception of CSR activities and behavioural attitudes
and actions. Su et al. (2017) also found that commitment has a partial mediating role between
perceived CSR activities and customers’ green behaviour in the hotel sector, while Bartikowski
and Walsh (2011) found that CSR practices directly influence consumers’ commitment to the
firm. Thus, customers with a strong affective commitment toward a hotel consider it not only as
their first choice but also become more committed to promoting it among their friends and
peers. In general, customers give positive references as a way of showing greater commitment
to a company. When customers are committed, they tend to take the initiative in recommending
it to others and talking positively about their experience (Tsao & Hsieh, 2012). This study there-
fore proposes the following hypotheses:

Hg. Customers’ affective commitment plays a mediating role between their perception of the hotel
environmental CSR and their positive eWOM.

Ho. Customers’ affective commitment plays a mediating role between their perception of the hotel social
CSR and their positive e WOM.

Hqo. Customers’ affective commitment plays a mediating role between their perception of the hotel
stakeholder CSR and their positive eWOM.

Based on the hypothesis development, the proposed research framework is presented in
Figure 1.

Methodology
Measurements

To measure the constructs of the study, valid and reliable methods have been adapted from the
literature: CSR dimensions from Liu et al. (2014a); affective commitment from Allen and Meyer
(1990) and Engizek and Yasin (2017); and positive eWOM from Tsao and Hsieh (2012). All the
constructs are reflective of their concept.

The study employs a standardized survey questionnaire to gather the data. The demographic
section comprises the variables gender, age, duration of stay, demographic origin, occupation,
and educational level. The second section contains the questions to measure affective commit-
ment, the three CSR activities, and positive e-WOM. The responses were based on a seven-point
Likert scale where 1 represents “strongly disagree” and 7 represents “strongly agree”. To ensure
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content validity, three faculty members and ten graduate students on a hospitality management
programme reviewed the preliminary questionnaire and provided comments and suggestions.

Population and sampling

Visitors to hotels in the most attractive islands of Malaysia, Penang and Langkawi, were the
population of the current study. With the time and budget constraints, 3- to 5-star hotels in
these two popular tourist destinations were identified from the Malaysian Association of Hotels
website. These hotels were then checked by browsing their websites and inquiring by phone to
learn if they had a formal CSR programme in place, such as the implementation of the 3 Rs prac-
tice of reduce, reuse and recycle; energy conservation; and contribution to the development of
local communities.

Rejecting those with no formal CSR programme, 78 hotels were qualified for inclusion; 49 of
these were visited. Employing the convenience sampling method, individual respondents were
selected based on their willingness to participate and their familiarity with the hotel’s activities.
In other words, every adult tourist waiting to check out was approached and asked if they would
be willing to participate in the survey. To ensure respondents’ awareness of the hotel’s activities,
the study also selected respondents who had stayed in that hotel previously. The survey was
conducted during April and September 2017, periods in which several holidays including school,
university and public holidays occur. Out of 450 questionnaires distributed, 389 were used for
further analysis.

Data analysis and results
Statistical methodology

Structural equation modelling (SEM) has become popular in many fields (Hair et al., 2017); it has
two approaches, CB-SEM, and PLS-SEM or VB-SEM. While PLS-SEM is a prediction-oriented
approach primarily used for exploratory research, CB-SEM is preferred in cases confirming estab-
lished theory (i.e., explanation). Hair et al. (2017) suggest that PLS-SEM performs better in the
structural model where the relative deviations in small sample sizes are comparable to those pro-
duced by CB-SEM for sample sizes of 250 to 500 when estimating factor model-based data. In
earlier work, Hair et al. (2010) suggested that CB-SEM can be used for a large sample size (more
than 200) and (Hair et al., 2014) that it requires 5-10 observations per indicator. This makes the
sample size requirements large even for relatively simple models. As our study uses only 24 indi-
cators and the sample size is 389, the ratio of observations to indicators is 16 to 1, which
exceeds the rule of thumb of 5-10 observations for each indicator. This study therefore adopts
CB-SEM.

Sample profile

Table 2 reports the profiles of the respondents. 71% were male, over half (57.6%) were aged
between 26 and 40years, 79.4% were foreigners and 56.1% stayed 3 to 4 nights in their hotel;
60.9% were in employment and 79% had college or undergraduate degrees. Based on these
results, it can be seen that the majority of respondents were young and were therefore expected
to use the Internet to search for data, and to be familiar with social media as a way of communi-
cating with others. Given their stay of at least three nights, they were able to assess the CSR
activities of their hotels.
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Table 2. Sample distribution.

Variable Category Frequencies %
Gender Male 276 71
Female 113 29
Total 389 100%
Age 25 and under 42 10.8
26-40 224 57.6
41-55 85 21.8
56 and above 38 9.8
Total 389 100%
Nationality Malaysian 80 20.6
Foreigners 309 79.4
Total 389 100%
Duration of stay 2 night 56 14.4
3- 4 nights 218 56.1
5-7 nights 104 26.7
Over 7 nights 1 2.8
Total 389 100%
Occupation Student 19 49
Self-employed 44 1.3
Worker 237 60.9
Retained 77 19.8
Housework 7 1.8
Unemployed 5 13
Total 389 100%
Educational level High school or below 17 44
College or undergraduate 307 789
Postgraduate 65 16.7
Total 389 100%
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Figure 2. The measurement model results.
Notes: Fit values 2 =471.409 ;ratio = 2.369; p — value = 0.000; GFI = 0.902; CF/ = 0.958; TLI = 951; RMSEA = 0.059

Measurement model analysis

To test the proposed model, SEM was applied using AMOS 21, the norm as suggested by
Anderson and Gerbing (1988). The first step was to confirm the adequacy of the measurement
model, and the second was to examine the proposed hypotheses.



582 A. MOHAMMED AND A. AL-SWIDI

Construct validity of the measurement model was first established by confirmatory factor ana-
lysis (CFA), using factor loadings, composite reliability (CR) and the average variance extracted
(AVE). Discriminant validity was tested according to Fornell and Larcker (1981) criterion. Figure 2
shows the measurement model results.

Goodness of fit

To assess the model’s goodness of fit, different indicators were deployed. The standardized % of
the measurement model was 2.369, which is less than the 3.0 recommended by Bagozzi and Yi
(2012). The comparative fit index (CFl) was found to be 0.958, which exceeds the 0.95 suggested
by Bagozzi and Yi (2012). The non-normed fit index (NNFI or TLI), which was 0.951, confirmed
that the model fits well the data. Furthermore, the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) was 0.059, which is lower than the 0.08 proposed by Browne and Cudeck (1993).
Overall, these indicators established the goodness of fit of the measurement model. Next, the
study established its content validity.

Content validity

In addition to the review of the preliminary questionnaire by three faculty members and ten
graduate students on a hospitality management programme, the factor loadings were assessed
to ensure content validity. As shown in the results in Table 3, the loadings of the variables were
higher on their own constructs than on other constructs, supporting the content validity of the
measurement model (Hair et al., 2010).

Construct validity

Construct validity is defined as the extent to which a set of items used to measure a construct
appropriately measures that construct (Hair et al,, 2010). It can be assessed by confirmation of
convergent and discriminant validity, as follows:

Convergent validity analysis

Convergent validity is defined as the degree to which a set of items converges in reflecting the
concept of the construct (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012; Hair et al., 2010). As the results in Table 3 show,
the factor loadings for all the items exceeded the value of 0.7 recommended in the SEM litera-
ture. Moreover, the values of composite reliability as shown in Table 3 range between 0.858 and
0.933 which are all higher than the 0.7 suggested by Fornell and Larcker (1981) and Hair et al.
(2010). Furthermore, to assess the shared variance among the sets of items designed to measure
the constructs, the values of the average variances extracted (AVE) were assessed against the
threshold value of 0.5 suggested by Barclay et al. (1995). Table 4 illustrates that the AVE values
ranged between 0.606 and 0.711, confirming the convergent validity of the measurement model.

Discriminant validity analysis

Discriminant validity is defined as the extent to which a group of variables meant to measure a
construct can differentiate the construct from others in the model. To confirm the discriminant
validity of the measures, the study followed the method suggested by Fornell and Larcker
(1981). As reported in Table 4, the diagonal elements representing the square root of AVE were
higher than the other elements in the row and column in which they are located. This finding,
therefore, confirmed the discriminant validity.
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Table 4. Discriminant validity analysis.

Construct (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) Min Max Mean SD

(1) Positive e-WOM 0.819 1.000 7.000 5.427 1.160
(2) Affective Commitment 0.677 0.778 2.000 7.000 5.325 0.904
(3) CSR to Society 0.638 0.615 0.798 2.000 7.000 5.209 0.882
(4) CSR to Stakeholder 0.540 0.590 0.596 0.838 1.000 7.000 4.872 1.102
(4) CSR to Environment 0.692 0.625 0.728 0.485 0.843 2.000 7.000 5.290 1.002
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Figure 3. Structural model results.
Notes: Fit values 2 =471.409 ;ratio = 2.369; p — value = 0.000; GF/ = 0.902; CF/ = 0.958; TL/ = 0.951; RMSEA = 0.059

By confirming its convergent and discriminant validity, the measurement model was con-
firmed to have an adequate level of construct validity and reliability, thus guaranteeing that the
results of the hypothesis testing will be valid and reliable.

Hypothesis testing results

In assessing the structural model’s goodness of fit, all the indicators showed a good fit when
compared to the cutoff values suggested by the SEM reporting standards. For example, the
scaled y? was 2.369, which is less than 3.0; GFl was 0.902, higher than the cutoff value of 0.90;
TLI was 0.951 and CFI 0.958, higher than 0.95; RMSEA was 0.059, lower than 0.08. Therefore, the
model had adequate goodness of fit according to Bagozzi and Yi (2012) and Kline (2011).

The next step examined the hypothesized relationships, as illustrated in Figure 3.

The statistical results confirmed that the environment and stakeholder dimensions of CSR,
and affective commitment, have positive and significant impacts on positive eWOM (B = 0.416,
LB= 0.242, UB= 0.576), (B = 0.107, LB= 0.002, UB= 0.216) and (B = 0.405, LB= 0.25, UB=
0.584) respectively. Thus, hypotheses H;, Hs and H, are supported. Similarly, the results con-
firmed that all three CSR dimensions have positive and significant effects on affective commit-
ment (B = 0.320, LB= 0.179, UB= 0.495), (B = 0.185, LB= 0.004, UB= 0.351) and (B = 0.247,
LB= 0.147, UB= 0.341). These results support hypotheses H, to He.
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Table 5. Structural relationship results.

Hyp Hypothesis B Std Error t value Decision

H, CSR related to Environment —> eWOM 0.416%** 0.082 5.065 Supported

H, CSR related to Society —> eWOM 0.16 0.098 1.628 Not Supported
Hs CSR related to stakeholders -> eWOM 0.107* 0.054 1976 Supported

H, CSR related to Environment —> Affective Commitment 0.32%** 0.067 4.807 Supported

Hs CSR related to Society —> Affective Commitment 0.185* 0.083 2.22 Supported

He CSR related to stakeholders —> Affective Commitment 0.247%%* 0.045 5.532 Supported

H, Affective Commitment —> eWOM 0.405*** 0.084 4.82 Supported

*p < 0.05

*p < 0.01

The mediating role of affective commitment

One of the main objectives of the study was to investigate the mediating role of affective com-
mitment between CSR dimensions and positive eWOM. The mediation analysis was examined by
the bootstrapping methodology, as suggested by Hayes and Preacher (2014) for results gener-
ated from 5,000 samples. As Table 6 illustrates, the indirect effects were estimated and the confi-
dence intervals calculated. Specifically, the indirect effects on the relationship between CSR
related to the environment, society and stakeholders and positive eWOM were significant as zero
was not included in any of the confidence intervals (a*b=0.130, LB= 0.062, UB=0.255),
(@*b=0.075, LB= 0.057, UB=0.166) and (a*b=0.100, LB= 0.01, UB=0.172) respectively.
Following the methodology suggested by Nitzl et al. (2016), it was confirmed that affective com-
mitment acts as a partial mediator between CSR related to the environment and stakeholders
and positive eWOM, with VAF 24% and 48% respectively. However, affective commitment fully
mediates only the relationship between CSR related to society and positive eWOM (VAF 32%).
These results, therefore, suggest that affective commitment has a mediating role between CSR
dimensions and positive eWOM, supporting hypotheses Hg to H;,.

CSR related to environment and stakeholders has a direct significant effect on positive eWOM,
although CSR related to society does not (see Table 5). Notable is also that CSR related to envir-
onment has a greater direct effect on positive eWOM (0.416) than CSR related to stakeholders
(0.107). CSR related to environment, stakeholders and society has a direct effect on affective
commitment. CSR related to environment has a greater direct effect on affective commitment (0.
320) than CSR related to stakeholders (0.2470) and CSR related to society (0.185). Affective com-
mitment also has a direct significant effect on positive eWOM. Further, CSR activities related to
environment, stakeholders and society have an indirect effect on eWOM through effective com-
mitment. Affective commitment has a full mediation effect on the relationship between CSR
related to society and positive eWOM, as compared to the partial mediation effect of affective
commitment on the relationship between the environment and stakeholder CSR activities and
positive eWOM. Overall, CSR dimensions and affective commitment were able to predict 59.5%
(R?) of the variance in positive eWOM. The implications of these findings are discussed in the fol-
lowing section.

Discussion

The present study extends current research on customers’ online behaviour toward CSR activities
in the hotel industry in two main ways. First, we sought to clarify how CSR dimensions (i.e.,
environment, society, and stakeholders) and customers’ positive eWOM are related. Second, the
current study investigated the mediating role of affective commitment on the relationship
between CSR dimensions and positive eWOM. The present study reported that CSR dimensions
have direct and indirect influences on positive eWOM, and CSR related to society has only an
indirect influence on positive eWOM. Our findings are best understood in the context of social
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exchange; according to Blau (1964), in a social exchange, when a party voluntarily supplies a
benefit to the other, it creates a feeling in the second party to reciprocate these voluntary
actions. Therefore, CSR can stimulate social exchange processes between an organization and its
customers (Glaveli, 2020). In particular, the findings indicate that CSR actions toward a customer
incorporate the voluntary actions of a hotel that support their customers’ welfare and consider
the environment and society; it is thus possible to motivate customers to feel obliged to pay
back these voluntary investments in terms of affective commitment and positive eWOM.

As shown in Table 5, this study reveals that customers’ perception of the hotel’s environmen-
tal CSR has a positive influence on their positive eWOM. This evidence is consistent with previous
contributions that have shown a link between CSR related to the environmental dimension and
customers’ behavioural outcomes (Bigné et al., 2020; Ghaderi et al., 2019). In this case, because
of increasing awareness of environmental issues in the global hotel industry, consumers display
strong purchase intention and positive behaviour towards organizations that adopt environmen-
tally friendly practices (Kasim, 2004). Also, the significant positive link between customers’ per-
ception of the hotel stakeholder CSR and their positive eWOM confirms previous research that
revealed how stakeholders’ CSR activities affect customers’ WOM (Liu et al., 2014b; Markovic
et al,, 2018). The explanation might be that customers, as hotel stakeholders, see CSR stakeholder
activities relevant to themselves and therefore as more valuable (Liu et al.,, 2014b). On the other
hand, the finding in the current study regarding the influence of customers’ perception of the
hotel social CSR and their eWOM is inconsistent with previous studies such as D’Acunto et al.
(2020) and Herrero and Martinez (2020). The non-significant link between society-related CSR
and eWOM might be due to difficulty in evaluating this dimension because of its complexity and
the lack of information available to hotel customers (Liu et al., 2014b). Thus, the hotels’ societal
CSR practices (e.g. financial contributions to local cultural and social events) may not be readily
perceived by customers in the Malaysian context; limited knowledge about CSR society activities
may result in a lower level of sensitivity to the society-related dimension of CSR (Singh
et al., 2008).

According to our findings there is a significant and positive influence of CSR dimensions on
customers’ affective commitment. The results are in line with previous work by Hur et al. (2018),
Kim et al. (2017) and Servera-Francés and Arteaga-Moreno (2015), which concluded that custom-
ers show strong commitment to organizations when they perceive their CSR activities positively.
That is to say, CSR dimensions are consolidated as an essential tool for developing customers’
commitment to the hotel sector. Since CSR activities build up the customer’s commitment to the
organization, the customer feels more involved in the company and becomes a supporter, rec-
ommending it to other consumers. Furthermore, the findings of this study lend some supports
to Tsao and Hsieh (2012) and Nusair et al. (2011) finding that affective commitment has a posi-
tive significant influence on spreading customers’ eWOM.

The findings revealed that customers’ affective commitment can play a mediating role
between CSR activities and positive eWOM. This highlights the need to invest in developing
affective customer commitment towards the firm (Singh et al., 2012) if hotels are aiming to lever-
age their investment in CSR activities, especially those activities related to society. The results
also indicate that when consumers perceive their hotel as a positive CSR identity, they develop a
strong affective commitment, and consequently will spread positive online comments about that
hotel. Further, social exchange theory could explain the mediating influence of customers’ affect-
ive commitment in the relationship between CSR activities and their positive eWOM. The findings
prove that customers who are affectively committed to a hotel through perceptions of its CSR
activities tend to maintain mutually beneficial relationships, based on this theory.

Although this study provides valuable insight into the link between CSR dimensions, affective
commitment and customers’ positive eWOM in the hospitality industry, there are some limita-
tions. The first is the small number of hotels selected for the study sample, located in specific
geographic areas of Malaysia (Penang and Langkawi). Due to the lack of a sampling frame, the
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study followed convenience sampling techniques to collect data from respondents, making it dif-
ficult to make generalizations based on the results. Future research should survey a broader sam-
ple of Malaysian accommodation and guest houses of different hospitality types, and could also
be conducted across countries to validate the findings. Second, while the empirical model and
theoretical framework have been carefully established, this study may still have ignored variables
such as hotel size, level of service quality, perceived value and hotel brand image. Future studies
could explore the impact of these variables on CSR activities to extend the empirical framework.

Conclusion

This study contributes to the literature both theoretically and empirically, since the aim of our
research was to shed new light on the relationship between CSR dimensions, customers’ affective
commitment and their positive eWOM, analyzing the mediating role of affective commitment.
Additionally, it suggests a series of actions that hotel managers should follow in order to
increase the positive effects of these variables. The current study makes several contributions to
the literature on CSR and hotel customers’ eWOM.

From a theoretical perspective, first, there has been little research on the effects of CSR
dimensions on customers’ eWOM (Gil-Soto et al., 2019; Markovic et al, 2018; Serra-Cantallops
et al,, 2018). Bigné et al. (2020) commented that previous studies had linked CSR activities and
customers’ online reviews when considering CSR as a unidimensional construct, highlighting the
lack of studies investigating the different dimensions of CSR on travellers’ behaviour, with most
focusing only on the environmental dimension. Therefore, the current study extends earlier find-
ings by investigating CSR as a mutidimensional construct. Second, this study contributes to the
current debate suggesting that not all CSR dimensions carry the same weight (Ettinger et al,,
2018). We provide evidence that two of the CSR dimensions (stakeholder and environment) have
significant direct and indirect impacts on positive eWOM. The findings also demonstrate that
CSR related to society has no direct significant influence on customers’ positive eWOM, although
it has an indirect influence through affective commitment.

Third, this study contributes to the field of CSR by providing empirical evidence for the indir-
ect impact of CSR on eWOM, considering the mediating variable of customer affective commit-
ment as recommended by previous studies (e.g. Su et al, 2014, 2017; Xie et al.,, 2015). As for
indirect effects of CSR on customer behavioural intention, the literature suggests customers’
emotional variables as appropriate mediators. For example, prior research in the hospitality/serv-
ices context found positive and indirect effects of ethical/CSR initiatives on customer loyalty,
mediated by affective commitment (Markovic et al., 2018); and CSR indirectly influenced cus-
tomer citizenship behaviour through affective commitment (Hur et al., 2018). In the same vein,
CSR indirectly influences WOM, mediated by gratitude (Romani et al., 2013) and other emotions
(Su et al.,, 2014). The results of our hypothesized model extend this list of relevant mediators by
empirically showing that the impact of customer-perceived CSR activities on eWOM is mediated
by customers’ affective commitment. This highlights the need to invest in developing customer
affective commitment toward the hotel (Gil-Soto et al., 2019; Xie et al., 2015) if corporate services
aim at leveraging their investments in CSR dimensions. In addition, by using the tenets of social
exchange theory, this study fills a gap in the CSR literature by providing data indicating that the
social exchange framework is appropriate for studying the link between CSR activities and cus-
tomers’ eWOM behaviour in the hotel context. It explains why customers are willing to share
positive eWOM about hotels and highlights the significant impact of drivers such as CSR activ-
ities and affective commitment that can be linked to the social exchange framework.

From the practical perspective, our findings have two important implications for hotel manag-
ers aiming to improve their customers’ affective commitment and gain positive eWOM. First, the
results show that environmental and stakeholder CSR activities play a positive and significant
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role in customers’ positive eWOM. Hotel managers should invest more in socially responsible ini-
tiatives, especially environmental and stakeholder, to obtain higher levels of positive eWOM, as
customers tend to reward socially responsible companies. In their communication campaigns,
hoteliers should point out the advantages and values their hotels provide to customers and the
environment. It is therefore important for hotel management to take appropriate actions and be
more responsible in dealing with the consumption of energy and water, and changing their
chemical-based cleaning products to more eco-friendly alternatives to minimize environmental
impacts. Second, given that CSR activities have a stronger effect on customers’ positive eWOM
through affective commitment, hotel businesses should allocate more resources to improving
that commitment. They should put more effort into building a feeling of affective commitment
among customers. To increase the level of commitment, hoteliers can provide adequate informa-
tion about why they have focused on certain CSR activities (e.g., reducing waste, saving energy
and water, donations to local projects, showing commitment to improving the community, and
engaging in poverty alleviation campaigns). They need to advertise their activities and contribu-
tions to the public through all effective communication channels including social media, e.g.
Facebook, Instagram, micro-blogs, Twitter, WeChat, and travel websites. These practices and poli-
cies consolidate the link between the customer and the hotel; thus, improvement in customers’
perception of the CSR practices developed by hoteliers should increase their commitment and
motivate them to spread positive WOM about the hotel.
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