From Vision to Value:
Implementing CSR for Market Success in Developing
Markets

J. B. Mountford, Independent Researcher, Brighton BN1 4SG, UK

Abstract: Society in general, and marketsin particular, are increasingly sensitive to principles linked to corporate social
responsibility (CSR) and sustainability. The literature is prolific in this vein— providing a broad range of research
covering the terms’ meaning, implementation processes, drivers and brakes and the impact on variables of interest for
business management. Far fewer studies, however, address these phenomena in the context of emerging economies. In
response to the growing interest in developing countries in terms of the population and market, this study aims to deepen
the vision of large-firm managers in an emerging LATAM economy—namely, Peru—while providing insights into the
potential impact of a number of different cross-cultural traits. To this end, we opted for a grounded theory-based
approach. Data were collected by way of nine semi-structured interviews with managers at the same number of Peruvian
firms. Our findings both coincidewith and differ from the extant CSR literature in terms of signification, implementation
and intensity, perceived benefits and consumer behavior. Key theoretical and practical implications of our research are
discussed in the final section.
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I ntroduction

orporate social responsibility (CSR) has become a fundamental concept in today’s business
ecosystems, explaining company positioning, among other key factors (e.g., Araljo et al.

2023; Lopez-Péez e a. 2017b). Various studies confirm that CSR contributes to brand
differentiation(e.g., Eisingerich et al. 2023; Lopez-Pérez e al. 2017a) —positively reinforcing both
brand image and company reputation (Abugre and Anlesinya 2020; Lépez-Pérez et a. 2017a). In
fact, much of theresearch being carried out in the context of developed Western economies
demonstratesthat there is a growing segment of consumers willing to pay a higher price for socialy
responsibleproducts (Fraj-Andrés et al. 2012; Torres et al. 2012). All of this contributesto boosting
company financial value (Bahadori et al. 2021; Nair and Bhattacharyya 2019; Lépez-Pérez ¢ al.
2017Db), creating a virtuous circle linking CSR, brand image, reputation and company value—with
important implications for commercial and business strategy (Lépez-Pérez et a. 2017a, 2017b).
Moreover, the three-pronged perspective that CSR affords—economic, social and
environmental—aligns perfectly with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and
penetratesprogressively among the different stakeholders (e.g., consumers, workers, shareholders,
society in general) (Fonseca et a. 2023; Kharabsheh et al. 2023; Costa et al. 2021).

That said, as noted earlier, most CSR research to date takes highly developed economiesas its
reference—only rarely placing the spotlight on emerging markets. The work by Bhattacharyya (2019)
and Nair and Bhattacharyya (2019) on India, Damoah et al. (2019) on Ghana and Kobrossy et al.
(2022) on Lebanon are notable exceptions. The extant literature (e.g., Arditto et al. 2020; Herstein et
a. 2017) clearly indicates that developed Western economy business strategies in general, and
marketing campaigns in particular, are not necessarily effective in other socio-economiccontexts. In
fact, in a conceptua study, Voyer et al. (2017) highlight the need to collect more empirical evidence
on the potential crosscultural effect, as this factor could potentially lead to different outcomes
depending on the context in question. We aim to respond to the call in this paper.

Reality recognizesthe diversity of consumer profilesaround the world, reducing the potential of a
single‘one-size-fits-all commercial strategy for al markets (Athanasopoulou 2009, p. 583).

Moreover, the relevance of emerging economies in international trade is a reality that cannot be
ignored. In real terms, emerging countries display lower levelsof incomeper capitaand HDI. In terms
of potential market, however, we must take into account population growth in many of these
countries—and, in many cases, theevolution of GNP and per capita income fi )
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attract the attention of companies. In addition, cross-cultural data suggest potential behavioral
differences linked to higher/lower degrees of individualism, long-term orientation, power distance
and/or uncertainty avoidance, among other factors. Hence, as Arditto et al. (2020, p. 2) explicitly
recognize, “in an increasingly globalized economic context, therefore, it seems necessary to continue
taking potential

context-boundspecificities into account—even more so in emerging economies, where lower
levelsof economicand technol ogical developmentcan impact both consumer purchasing behavior and
customer-companyinteraction.” In addition, the marketing literature suggests that consumer priorities
differ and impact customer perceptions and purchasing behavior (Guissoni et al. 2018; Sharmaet al.
2018). It seemscrucial, therefore, to better understand the commercial dynamicsin emergingcontexts
and analyze how managers perceive customers and how customers perceive firms in terms of
branding. To this end, the present study focuses on the specific context of Peru. In the literature, Peru
has only been taken as a reference in a limited number of studies (e.g., German-Céceres et al. 2023;
Saenz 2023; Loza Adaui 2020). All of these authorsrecognize the specificities of the Peruvian
context.

Morgan Stanley Capital International (MSCI) considers Peru to be akey emerging economy.
Moreover, global competitivenessdata from the Institute for Management Devel opment (2020) for the
period just prior tothe COVID-19 pandemic indicate Peru as being one of Latin America’s fastest
growingeconomies in recent years—ranked third, behind Chile and Mexico. In little more than 15
years, Peru’s GNI per capita has nearly tripled, from USD 2010 in the early 2000s to USD 5970 in
2019 (The World Bank 2020). In terms of cross-culturalism, however, Peru is a collectivist,
short-term oriented culture that ranks very high on the Uncertainty Avoidance Index (Hofstede 2023).

All of these characteristics are likely to impact consumer behavior. In such a context, our interest
in carrying out our research in Peru—an emergingLATAM economy—is justified. The current study
explores marketing manager perceptions at a group of largerepresentative firms regarding the
potential impact of CSR on Peruvian consumer purchasing behaviors. Our specific research objectives
includeunderstanding (i) how Peruvian firms conceptualize CSR; (ii) how Peruvian consumers
perceiveand respond to CSR strategies/actions; and (iii) how CSR impacts brand image and company
reputation. Our findingswill make it possibleto harness specific manager perceptionsand experiences
to fine-tune overall company CSR and communication strategies.

With aview to reaching these objectives, the following section presents our main concepts of
reference: CSR, brand image and reputation. Section 3 providesthe methodol ogical framework for our
empirical study. Section 4 presents our principal findings, based on aseries of in-depth interviews
carried out by our research team. Our final section provides key implicationsfor theory and business
practice.

Literature Review: CSR, Brand Image and Cor por ate Reputation

CSR: A Brief Outline

CSR, as aconcept, hasevolved considerably from its birth to thepresent day. Inconstant
adaptation to the historic and cultural milieu, the conceptualization and operationalization of the term
have been diverse. Perhaps the first academic definition appears in Bowen (1953), referring to the
‘social responsibilities’ of business executives as the obligations of businessmen to assume palicies,
makedecisions and follow desirable lines of action interms of the objectivesand values of society.
This conception recognizes a company’s potential—hence, responsibility—to contribute to general
societal well-being. Nearly a decade later, Friedman (1962) essentially linked CSR to business profit;
i.e, firms are obliged to contribute to societal well-being by guaranteeing wesalth creation and
employment.Drucker (1984) proposes arelationship linking CSR and opportunities in terms of the
market, productivity, human resources and competitiveness—reaching a phase which we could call
‘relative maturity’. At the end of the 20th century, CSR remained a key construct inbusiness
management,gradually givingway to alternativetheoretical frameworks. The seminal work by Carroll
(1999) and Porter and Kramer (2006, 2011) have becomea key reference, recognizingthe obligations
of economic prosperity, social cohesion and environmental sustainability—to which a fourth
dimension, philanthropy, would be added. ‘Philanthropy’ in this context assumes that actions are
voluntary, directly linked to business ethics and go above and beyond the existing legislation.
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This last approach is till in use today (L 6pez-Pérez et a. 2018; Bernal-Conesa et al.

2017)—leaningtowards a holistic vision of CSR, highlighting the sustainability component
linkedto any actions carried out by the organization; in other words, guaranteeing the responsible use
of resources that does not limit the activity of future generations. In parallel, the study of the concept
is expanded to explore CSR’s potential impact on other variables relevant to organizational success,
including brand image, consumer behavior and the financial value of the company.

From Branding to Cor porate Reputation

Brand image, as aconcept, isbased on pioneering work by Aaker (1991) and Keller (1993).
Theseauthors highlight the need for developing a brand identity—a unique set of brand associations
that represent the brand values and provide customers with an aspiring brand image. In this sense,
brand image reflects “associations to the brand held in consumer memory” (Flores-Herndndez et al.
2020, p. 937), comprising a level of utility, or added value, that the brand brings to a product (Hur et
al. 2014). Brand image has an impact on customer perceptions regarding company operations (Kang
and James 2004) and can create different levels of connection between consumers and the brand
(Cambra-Fierro et al. 2021; Harrigan et al. 2018; Tan et al. 2018). The literature (e.g., Park et al.
2010) indicates that this connection is key to understanding successful brand positioning given the way
consumerstend to establish a unique relationship with brands, forming a unique bond. From a purely
practical perspective, when connections like this occur, we canassume very favorable customer
attitudestowards the brand in terms of differentiation, satisfaction, loyalty and strength. From a more
scholarly standpoint (e.g., Cambra-Fierro et al. 2021; Ali et al. 2020; Roy and Rabbanee 2015), it has
been demonstrated that brand strength of this sort has a significant, positive impact on consumer
behavior; namely, positive attitudes towards the brand, brand preference, greater motivation to buy
brand products, satisfaction and loyalty, among other aspects.

Moreover, authors of reference (eg., Lai 2019; Veloutsou and Moutinho 2009) indicate that
reputation is aconsequence of brand image. Though both constructs areconsidered intangible
assets—difficult to imitate and impacting stakeholder perceptions regarding individuals and
organizations—brand image is more immediatein nature, whilereputation is a construct that must be
earned over time (Veloutsou and Moutinho 2009; Cretu and Brodie 2007). Reputation is built,
therefore, from a set of past and present actions, an assemblage of signals (De Leaniz and del Bosque
Rodriguez 2016; Fombrun 2001; Fombrun and Shanley 1990)—becoming a solid construct which
allows us to anticipate future behavior (Janney and Gove 2011; Roberts and Dowling 2002). In this
way, reputation becomes arobust guarantor of the long-term trust that can be placed in abrand or
organization. For firms, reputation represents a higher aspiration than brand image alone.

In thecontext of our study, and based on salient ideas in the literature, we posit that CSR
contributes to positive brand image-building, hence fostering favorable attitudes towards company
products and services (Torres et al. 2012; Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). Moreover, a solid reputation
rooted in a consistent brand image and coherent CSR actions over time can become a key source of
sustainable advantage (Orlitzky et al. 2011).

M ethodology

Our methodol ogical framework is grounded in an adaptation of the strategy proposed by Centeno
et al. (2019) for a branding study involving managers in Mexico. Our aim isto deliver fresh insights
regarding the phenomena of CSR and branding—well-documentedin devel oped Western economies
but still under-researched in emerging markets. To this end, we use agrounded theory approach
(Strauss and Corbin 1990) to explore how managers understand CSR—and how they perceive
customer valuations of CSR, interms of branding, inthe context of Peru. Rooted in the interpretive
process, grounded theory isconsidered a practical method for conducting research by way of
analyzingthe production of meaningsand concepts used by social actors in real-life settings (Gephart
2004; Glaser and Strauss 1967). Grounded theory processes are designedto developa well-integrated
set of concepts, providing acomprehensive theoretical framework for understanding social
phenomena; explaining, describing and fostering some degree of predictability, but only with regard to
specific conditions (Strauss and Corbin 1990).
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In line with therecommendations by Gibson and Hartman (2014), our empirical analysis is
guidedby a set of research questionswhich remain open throughout, with a view to shedding new light
on the phenomenon of reference rather than merely justifying pre-existing notions. Our research
process is responsive and iterative—including both data-coding and interpretative stages. The data for
our study were drawn, principally, from 9 semi-structured interviews with managers at the same
number of large Peruvian firms (Appendix A providesfirm descriptors). We sel ected these companies
to obtain acomprehensiveview from different industries/sectors. Additionally, at this stage of the
research, as an inclusion criterion, we looked for companies with acertain understanding of the
concept of CSR and its implementation. In subsequent phases of the study, we aim to include smaller
and less experienced companies, even in cases where the meaning of the concept is unknown.

Interviews averaged between 45 and 70 min. Being semi-structured, they provide a framework for
keepingthe discussion on topic while affording the flexibility to incorporate appropriate deviations
and explore the phenomena further (Centeno et al. 2019; Miles and Huberman 1994).

Rich data from theinterviews were complemented with evidence from supplementary sources
(e.g., print material, websites, press releases). By matching interview information with supplementary
sources of this sort, we were able to enhance our research quality. As Strauss and Corbin (1998)
suggest, the interview and data collection phases ended when theoretical saturation was reached.

Once the data collection concluded, a comprehensivedatabase was created. All interviewswere
transcribed and systematically open-coded, in line with authors like Boyatzis (1998) and Eriksson and
Kovalainen(2016). Following data filtering and reduction, our findings began to yield early insights.
Through an iterative process, the data were analyzed by groups of firms—comparing perceptionsand
insightsbetween in-group firms and out-group findings. Thisapproach permitted structuring the
individual results gained through the interview together with the overall results and patterns derived
fromthetotal set of 9 interviews—allowingus to verify our findingsand draw conclusions(Milesand
Huberman 1994). The main writing tools included research memos created for each of the transcripts
and in/out-group comparison. The database and memosguided the emergence and devel opmentof key
themesidentified in theresearch (Gummesson 1995). After analyzing just 6 interviews, we found
theoretical saturation had been reached—whennew insights and key category properties no longer
emerge viathe theory-development process (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Nevertheless, we decided to
completethe analysis of the entiredatabase in order to guarantee the soundness, validity and reliability
of the findings. Section 4 presents the principal insights from our fieldwork and data analysis.

Results

Our data analysis is organized around large conceptual blocks, with a view to better
understanding both CSR and the expected consumer responses in the context of Peru’s complex
business ecosystem. These blocks are based in theoretical assumptions and data analysis processes.

Conceptualization of CSR

Thevast mgjority of our respondents come from large companies; hence, are trained in strategic
businessmanagement and aware of CSR’s theoretical underpinnings. All interviewees (100%)
coincide in recognizing thethree-dimensional nature of the construct: economic, social and
environmental . Likewise, all respondentsemphasizethat most Peruvian SMEs have yet to fully grasp
CSR as aconcept. From asocia standpoint, for instance, there is still a longway to go toreach a
degree of conceptual maturity—a holistic vision of CSR, beyond mere respect for the environment.In
relation to thislast dimension, progress is generally gauged in terms of good environmental practices
in sectors linked to natural resource management and retailing; however, the promotion of amore
equitabledistribution of opportunitiesfor all still ssemsa longway off. Here is what one manager had
to say on the subject:

“Taking about how to guarantee in-firm valuecreation for all stakeholders is going a little
further. . .taking into account the three dimensions: economic, social and environmental. We can talk
about philanthropy later because. . .while I’'maware | cangenerate a positive brand image for
Peruvian consumers through philanthropic initiatives, for me theessence of CSR lies in this
three-pronged perspective. Philanthropy isanice plus, but its still just a plus”.
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Themanagers weinterviewed are also unanimous (100%) in highlighting the central role
governmentsand institutions must play—underscoringthe importance of solid institutions capable of
facilitating ethical/moral benchmarks and limits which are accepted by the majority of stakeholders
and society ingeneral. From this standpoint, the government would beresponsible for providing a
cohesivevision of sustainability and management, an effective monitoring framework and the kind of
backingneeded for real, effective CSR implementation. This is a tall order, however, given the
recurrent political tensions Peru tends toexperience and theweakness of many Peruvian
institutions—hobbled by complex problems like corruption. Our intervieweesnote that all too often
regulations do not respond to the real needs of firms or society, that regulatory measures are
insufficientand sporadic. In such a context, these managers suggest that the support, supervisionand
monitoring of sustainable ethical conduct should not be left solely to government institutions but be
shored up by market forces and the private sector. Moreover, they assign someresponsibility to larger
companies, which must act as driversfor their entire supply chain.

“The state has not always regulated well, but | believethere have to be policiesthat address and
givecontinuity to this whole sustainability issue because Peruvians are creative enough to find ways
around the law. So, if we all really believe in social responsibility and sustainability, we are all
responsible, or co-responsible or are companies the only ones who have to comply? Let’s establish
reference minimums and see where the market takes us

“Inlife we all play arole, but the authorities are who must ensure compliancewith the rules who
must go a step further even, to guide and educaté.

Thisrelatively liberal intervieweeprofileis noteworthy—both in terms of the apparently objective
critique his’lher commentsafford of Peru’sinstitutional reality, and in terms of the genuineconfidence
these managers seem to place in the market’s ability to serve as a competitivecounterweight, capable
of consolidating robust, comprehensive CSR. Again, the latter seems a tall order; as we mentioned
earlier, theenvironmental dimension outweighs the other two—perhaps due to the historically
indigenoussociety’s closetiesto nature. Short-term orientation across vast swaths of the population, a
largely subsistence based economy and the deep economic and sociocultural fault lines dividing
Peruvian society may explain a lot as well. Whatever the case, the upshot is that economicand social
dimensions are relegated to the back seat or ignored completely.

Lastly, we wish tounderscore that not all of themanagers weinterviewed recognize an
equivalencebetween CSR and sustainability. Whileconsensus does exist regarding the triple
dimension of CSR, a third (3; 33%) of our intervieweesfocused almost exclusively on short-term
objectives—versustwo-thirds (6; 66%) who explicitly expressed along-term vision and concern for
future generations:

“l see sustainability as this more strategic approach, with along-term systemic vision linked to
the core of the business while | recognize concrete actions related to the triple bottom line. And | do
make alot of this differencé.

“Theimportance of thinking about the community and recognizing generational responsibility
stands out to me”.

This finding is likey due to theshort-term orientation so prevalent inPeruvian society, as
Hofstede (2023) would argue. Moreover, we sense that as the company size and managerial training
level decrease, the short-term vision may prove to be more widespread.

Implementation and Utility of CSR in Companies

Implementation of a CSR-oriented vision does not happen automatically, but progressively.
Manager training—and managers who bring back novel management approaches from their places of
training—are fundamental to theprocess. In other cases, foreign capital received from company
shareholderscan be decisiveas well. To a lesser extent, market pressures from a number of segments
may also play a role. It isworth noting that all of theinterviewees (100%) agree that CSR is a
management model that facilitates company orientation towards value creation.

“In my case, | studied in Europe. . .and my company is mixed ownership with national and
international capital. Our shareholders have gotten behind committingto a sustainable business model
and | was chosen to implement the initiative across our organization
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“Y es, we have perceivedinterest from some consumersfor sometime now. They’ve reached out
to us via our suggestions box, website and social networks to ask about where our raw materials
originate, the conditions our employeeswork under, etc.  at first just a minority, but little by little
the number isgrowing we’re not talking about the whole Peruvian market or anything but we do see
atrend. And when operating in other countries where the average consumer is more mature, more
informed, we are in the face of atrend we carit ignore’.

However, yet again, the environmental dimension seems to acquire the greatest prominence:

“Interms of our business model, we have akey role to play with respect to water the specific
goal being to collect and replenish the water we us2.

“Many raw materials we use aren’t purchased inPeru for a smplereason: many Peruvian
suppliershavea very hard time providing 100% legal. . .much less, sustainable  products, even
thoughwe are a country rich in natural resources. So, we don’t take any risks we are committed
to the image of being a serious, sustainable firm with a solid reputation. We do not sell products made
with Peruvian wood, for example, even though we could do so because we have giant forests

Moreover, our respondents recognize that when firms have implemented specific CSR actions,
managers have observed tangibleimprovements in a number of production and management
processes—reducing input consumption, enhancing performance and boosting empl oyee satisfaction;
in short, improving company image and reputation. In their words:

“We were skeptical at first. . .but by placing our bets on cleaner processes we’ve realized we can
do the same with less energy and fewer raw materials. We now reuse, we’veinstalled solar panelsto
produce our own energy. . .and the numbers tell us wére on the right track”.

“We’re more efficient and a portion of the market givesus higher marks. . .what more can we ask
for?’

The Expected Consumer Response

Philanthropy is an additional factor to be considered, though it is not always directly linked to
corecompany activity. In many cases, such efforts are not sustained over time, but are limited to
sporadic—often fruitless—actions aimed exclusively at generating a positive brand image. That said,
as discussed earlier in this paper, the Peruvian market has yet to reach maturity (Arditto et al. 2020).
Hence, many consumers are still somewhat receptive to isolated communication efforts of this sort.
One manager tells us:

“A few months ago, we carried out a food donation drive coupled with a very powerful
communicationcampaign. Throughout the duration of the communication campaign and in the ten
daysfollowing it, sales rose by roughly 12-15%”.

Our interviewees agree, given theheterogeneous nature of the Peruvian market, that
understandingthe full spectrum of consumer profiles and expectations is essential to evaluating the
impact of CSR—and perhaps to justifying an investment in philanthropic initiatives:

“Firms must becomeaware of the need to listen and dialoguewith stakeholders. . .especially with
customers. . .to understand what they value most. Perhaps the environment? This really has to be
figured out”.

By way of their experience, most of these managers (77.7%) confirm the existence of Peruvian
consumersprone to buying brands from firms that demonstrate their commitment to CSR—in some
cases, who are even willing to pay higher prices for such products. This mostly occurs in certain
districts of metropolitan Lima and segmentswith a higher socioeconomicstatus. Outside the capital,
the number of consumers with this profiledecreases and aways corresponds to wealthier
SOCi0-economic segments.

Hence, our interviewees implicitly and explicitly recognize the degrees of consumer awareness
and that the number of aware, informedconsumersisrelatively small. Moreover, thereis no consensus
regarding who should be responsible for raising this awareness (88.8% highlight the key role of the
government,while 66.6% recognize the responsibility of firms in thisfield). The authors are of the
opinion, as we mentioned in Section 4.1, that a considerable part of thisresponsibility should fall to
governmentsand other public institutions. That said, it is also widely agreed that companies should
share responsibility for communicating differential features to themarket via brand value and a
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corporate reputation grounded in CSR principles—the idea being that firms must be capable of
generating shared value through their business activity.

“Very few consumers actually seek out the informatiof.

“Peruvian consumers are still not soinvolved in seeking out information, they continue to be
moremotivated by low prices. . .choosing products by price. We haven’t seen a level of sophistication
yet where consumers seek out and would pay more for [socially responsible] products

Communicationis often bidirectional—both towards the market and towards the company itself.
Thefirms we interviewed, for instance, not only communicatetheir CSR initiativesto consumersand
society at large but to employees and shareholders as well.

At the same time, many managers (77.7%) agreethat building upon what they already have and
exploitingnew communicationchannels are both essential; not only via conventional mass media but
leveraging socia networks and other novel communication platforms as well. As one manager putsit:

“We've supported using all tools at our disposal to assess, value and spread the word about what
we do. . .because many companiesin Peru still don’t talk about what they do so much, and whenthey
do, they don’t often do it well. We need to talk to consumers, of course, but also within our firms and
to other interest groups. . .or is the plan to bring our A-game and not tell anyone about it? This
shouldn’t be thecase. . .and I’m not thinking about expensive, large-scale actions. . .there are
currently many effective, low-cost communicationtools. But you have to want to do it and know how
todoit well.

“We also haveto be creative and spread the word in new ways. . .because at this point the press,
television, mass emails alone arerit enough anymore. | mean, we carit keep doing business as usual”.

Alsorelevant isanother point our interviewees make: communication plays a vital role inthe
short term but, in the long term, transmitting good practices hasdirect implications for corporate
reputation. Given the relevanceof this finding, we dedicate a separate subsection to the subject a little
later in the paper.

“Regardingimage and reputation . . .| believethe best strategy is to clearly communicate what
you’re doing to your firmis principal audiences’.

“We share this information directly with our clients through personalized communication,
meetings, events. . .we’re consideringdoing so via a public relations department as well to gain media
coverage. . .in thisway enhancing our corporate reputatiori.

From CSR to Corporate Reputation

Effectively communicating specific CSR actions clearly contributes to building a positive brand
image. Our interviewees all agree (100%) that they haveseen a surge in saleswhen they have
connected with consumers and successfully transmitted socially responsible initiatives. Their
perceptionsare based both on the sales figures themselvesand on a series of positioning and brand
valuestudies carried out by way of consumer surveys. However, in only some cases (66.6%) they
havereally analyzed consumer opinionson social networks, websitesand specialized search enginesas
well.

That said, managers have occasionally observed that consumer responsesto CSR communication
were not so evident, especially when the communication was spotty and/or CSR actions were not
directly oriented towards the environmental dimension. This suggests that for an effective
company-consumer brand connection to exist, company values must be aligned with consumer
expectations. As one manager recalls:

“l remember a campaign we did afew years back with our sights on the Amazon region. . .the
reactionfrom many of our clients was far from favorable. We are geographically distant and have
similar problems much closer to home. . .and we quite starkly realized that isolated actions, far from
our core activity and market, do not make any sense. Now we think things over more, aligning better
with our clients. . .acoordinated, long-term strategy involving less costly, more sustainable, much
higher-return actions. | guess we learned the hard way'.

Whileall nineinterviewees(100%) confirmthat CSR has beenimplementedin their core activity,
only five (55.5%) consider their firms toconsistently carry out ongoing CSR communication.
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Moreover, these managers are aware that most consumers associate CSR with good environmental
practices, and hence have adjusted company messaging to better align with ther clients—although
they also note agrowing segment of customers who are beginning to value social aspects aswell.
Lastly, all of these five firms have developed a philanthropy plan indirect relation to their field of
businessand learned to leverage it to shore up company communication campaigns. For these firms,
there is no doubt that

“consumersknow who we are, what we are doingtoday and are likely to do in the future. . .they
can be confident about our performance, both what they see and behind the scenes. We have avery
solid reputation and this inspires us to take responsibility for all areas of our business. . .with a robust
commitment to our client8. Other managers express similar sentiments:

“After many hard years working to differentiate ourselves and transmit the cornerstones of our
business culture to al stakeholders, we’re not going to fail now. . .we’redifferent, we do things
differently,we want to be perceived as different, and that iswhy we do not neglect any aspect that
couldimpact our reputation. Betting, years ago, on a holistic vision of CSR has made us better, more
efficient.. .allowingusto reap the fruits of being—and being seen as—different. Our clientsvaluethis
and we're not going to let them dowr.

“This reputation as aresponsible, sustainable firm generates trust, helps us build customer
loyalty. . .and, ultimately, becomea more profitable company. But it has not been an easy road. . .the
journey has been long and isfar from over. . .we must keep improving, communicating, educating, so
consumersplace more value onthe principles of social responsibility and sustainability. Being the
large company we are, we consider ourselves co-responsible. . .not only for our firm’simage and
reputation, but for our common futurée’.

As aresult of the grounded theory process, after analyzing all of the data, the results can be
summarized in four main codes. the meaning of CSR, implementation of CSR incompanies,
associated benefits and brand image and corporate reputation reinforcement. Tablel provides a
summary of the main insights resulting from our study.

Discussion, Implications and Conclusions

Initially, our study aimed to explore the extent to which corporate social responsibility has been
implemented in the businessecosystem of an emerging economy —namely, Peru—and whether
consumers in such contexts perceive and appreciate CSR, and more specifically, the degree to which
CSR efforts may impact consumer behavior. In our introduction, we indicated that the CSR literature
addressing devel oped Western economiesis currently in a mature phase. Yet, more research exploring
CSR in emergingmarkets is needed (Flores-Herndndez et a. 2020). Clearly, the findingsfrom studies
taking developedeconomiesas their reference—whichtend to be generalized—do not always hold true
in other socio-economic/cultural contexts (Germén-Céceres et al. 2023). In this vein, Athanasopoul ou
(2009) makes a very interesting point: the importance of including potential cross-cultural differences
in the equation.

Insuch acontext—takingthe case of Peru as arepresentative LATAM economy—our initial
goal was to make athree-pronged contribution to the literature and business practice: namely, to (i)
understand the significanceof CSR for large companiesoperating in Peru; (ii) explorethe experience
of managers at these firms regarding how Peruvian consumersrespond to CSR strategies and actions;
and (iii) determinehow CSR impacts brand image and company reputation in emerging markets. Our
study’s flexible, open, qualitative approach, however, has alowed us to contribute in two ways that
we had not expected: (iv) highlighting the key role governmentsand other institutions should play in
promoting agreater presence of CSR inPeruvian society and (v) identifying potential additional
benefits of implementing CSR in business environments.

Firstly, regarding the theoretical significanceof CSR, we indicated earlier that, in all cases, the
triple economi c-social—environmental perspective proposed in the classic work by Carroll (1999) and
Porter and Kramer (2006, 2011) is recognized. From a practical standpoint, however, the dominance
of the environmental dimensionis notable. This finding may be explained, in part, by the cultural link
that indigenoussocieties maintainswith nature. Another key factor is the lower market maturity in the
Peruvian context—tendingto associate sustainability and CSR with the environment, exclusively, and
forget about economic/social responsibility. An obvious recommendation is to dedicate resources to
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manager training and consumer education in order to raise awareness of theimportance of these
underappreciated dimensions. However, such measures face theconsiderable hurdle of problems
rooted in social inequalities, segment size and aggregate purchasing power, short-term vision and the
basic subsistence challenges faced by part of the Peruvian population.

Moreover, whilethe literature (e.g., Ye and Dela 2023; Helfayaand Moussa 2017) indicatesthat
CSR and sustainability are closely linked—both terms imply long-term strategic orientation and are
even used as synonyms—it is striking that not all of the managers in our study share thisvision. A
minority group sees sustainability as long-term oriented, in contrast with CSR, which these managers
see as being focused on short-term objectives. We believethat it would be interesting to clarify this
imprecisionthrough specialized training across the Peruvian managerial sector, especially in light of
thefact that as the firm size decreases, confusion and general lack of knowledgeconcerning CSR and
sustainability seem to increase.

Secondly, regarding the implementation of CSR in the business ecosystem, we perceive
differencesbetween public and private sectors. Large Peruvian companies have been operating under
the prism of CSR and sustainability for some time—in many cases due to drivers like managerial
training, international shareholder capital and/or the interest these conceptsarouse in certain consumer
segments. Such drivers have been identifiedprevioudy in the specializedliterature, both for developed
economies (eg., Lopez-Pérez et al. 2017b; Torres & a. 2012) and emerging markets (eg.,
Cambra-Fierro et al. 2020; Flores-Herndndez et al. 2020); hence, they do not imply context-bound
differences.We can confirm that thegeneral assumptions in the literature regarding drivers for
implementing CSR in the business ecosystem are valid for the Peruvian context.

That said, where we do perceive differences interms of CSR implementation in Peru is in the
roles that government and other public/private institutions must assume vis-a-vis the business
community. Regulatory/legal frameworks determine the minimum threshold of economic, social and
environmental policies from which we can assess voluntary CSR actions above and beyond what is
required by law. The notion of voluntariness—in other words, willingness to go beyond the legal
requirements—is a cornerstone of the broader definitionof CSR (Porter and Kramer 2006, 2011). In
the case of Peru, however, both the managerswe interviewedand newsreports regarding the country’s
political situation speak of general instability, legal security concernsand rampant corruption—all of
whichgreatly hinder efforts to educate the broader public in CSR and sustainability and, hence, to
evolve towards a more favorable context.

Moreover, increased CSR prominence isimpeded by therelative immaturity of the Peruvian
market. The limited literature on emergingmarkets has advanced thisidea (e.g., German-Céceres et al.
2023; Saenz 2023; Bhattacharyya 2019; Damoah et al. 2019; Kobrossy et al. 2022). This isfurther
augmented by the deficient information many consumers receive—and near zero interest they
perceive—regarding CSR, typical of highly segmentedsocietieswith deep rifts between social classes,
what Hofstede (2023) defines as “high power distance”. Tothe extent that large swaths of Peru’s
populationlack longterm goals and remain oriented towards a near-subsi stencevision of immediacy, it
will bevery difficult for Peruvian consumers to value elements linked to CSR. More economically
well-off segments, on the contrary—with a size and purchase volume of interest to companies—wiill
have a positive impact on CSR. This seems to be the case in Peru, where medium/high purchasing
power populations, principally inseveral districts of Metropolitan Lima and other large Peruvian
cities, are developing a growing appreciation for certain CSR/sustainability initiatives.

From a practical standpoint, the immediate recommendation would be to invest in CSR
communication and consumer education; however, given the ongoing socio-economic schism and
political instability in Peru today, this strategy seems dauntingly complex. Perhaps thereal hopeliesin
allowingmarket forces towork; if little by little more and more consumers demand CSR-oriented
managementapproaches, firms will have little choice but to implement them. Obviously, companies
which have had an early start will be in a clear position of competitive advantage interms of
know-how and market.

Thirdly, in light of the benefits associated with CSR, our study points to a series of production
strategies—i.e., input reduction and reuse, energy conservation and worker motivation—which have
also been identified in theclassic scholarly literature (Lopez-Pérez et al. 2018; Fraj-Andrés e al.
2012). From a commercial perspective, a surge in sales and, surprisingly, consumer segmentswilling
to pay a dlightly higher price in exchangefor certain guarantees can be expected. This dynamic has
previously been observed by Torres e al. (2012); inthe case of Peru, however, it only appears to
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occur insegments with high purchasing power —versus developed markets, where the literature
confirms that middle-class consumers also display CSR-friendly behaviors. Again, differential
features linked to idiosyncrasies in Perds socio-demographic profile emerge.

Theimportance of the relationship linking CSR, brand image and corporate reputation is also
evidentin the Peruvian context. In this sense, our findingsare in linewith earlier work on brand image
and reputation, respectively: Fra-Andrés et a. (2012), Abugre and Anlesinya (2020) and
Flores-Herndndez et al. (2020), for instance. The managers we interviewed recognize that they can
effectivelycreate a connection between their brand and consumersvia CSR, in linewith Harrigan et
al. (2018) and Tan et al. (2018). This nexus is fundamental to understanding brand positioning (Park
et a. 2010) and favorable attitudes

in the shape of differentiation, customer satisfaction and loyalty (Ali et al. 2020). Moreover, in
terms of consumer behavior, the CSR-image-reputation relationship shows the potential to drive
clearly positive attitudes towards the brand—e.g., a preferencefor, and willingnessto purchase, brand
products.

Hence, our recommendation for managers is that—following proper implementation of
CSR—they carry out ongoing communicationcampaigns and actions aimed at publicizing what they
do, how they differ from the competition and the positive externalitiesthey generate in society. Such
efforts are even more essential given that many of themanagers weinterviewed recognize
communicationdeficiencies at their firms. Clearly, CSR communication must beconsistent and
sincere, aligned with consumer needs, not appear opportunistic and be unequivocally linked to the
overall company strategy; on the contrary, it will very likely have undesired effects—likethose which
someof our intervieweesmentioninvolvingfruitless philanthropicinitiatives. Sporadic actionsthat are
unrelated to the core company activity are of nointerest—and may very well be counterproductive.
Moreover, an effective CSR communicationstrategy must take both internal and external stakeholder
objectives into account, with a view to generating shared value. Lastly, again, effective manager
training is fundamental, both for practical purposes and to foster a dialoguewith stakeholders—likely
through mechanismsand channels other than conventional mass media. In this sense, new information
technologies can greatly empower and facilitate the work of large, medium and small companies alike.

Inclosing, thisstudy has allowed us to confirm that some of the ideas generally accepted in the
specializedliterature are valid for the context studied. That said, we must always be cautious when
extrapolating conclusions to contexts with a different cross-cultural profile. In this sense, our paper
makes a contribution to both the CSR and cross-cultural studies literature.

Despite therelevance of our findings and ther implications, we must recognize several
limitations. First, we take the case of large Peruvian companies—representing the LATAM
context—as our reference. Other contexts may yield different results due to inherent sociodemographic
and political idiosyncrasies. Likewise, the findingsmight vary if we wereto extend our scope of study
to emergingeconomiesin Africaor Asia, for instance, where factors likereligionincrease the potential
for cross-cultural variation. Second, the fact that we have limited our analysis to a set of ninelarge,
centrally located, representative companies means that we cannot generalize theresults across the
entirePeruvian business ecosystem. Smaller firms—or firms operating in/from remote areas—may
have fewer resources and/or manager training, generating additional differences. Third, the qualitative
nature of our study could potentially lead to some degree of data interpretation bias. In thisregard, we
wish to note that we have modeled it off of Centeno et al. (2019) in their study on Mexico, based on
thegeneral guiddines in Miles and Huberman (1994). All of the information was stored in a
comprehensivedatabase and the interviewswere sorted for analysis by groups of firms—comparing
the perceptions and insights across the in-group and out-group findingsto identify commonideas and
patterns. Finally, all of the data weretriangulated by our research team with a view to shoring up the
soundness, validity and reliability of our study.

Interms of proposals for further research, we suggest expanding the scope of study toinclude
Peruvian SMEs, with aview toobserving the potential variation linked to size. We also propose
analyzing this phenomenon in contexts displaying different cross-cultural profiles in order to provide
insightsregarding similar behavior patterns—as well as potential differences—that serve as aguide
for context-appropriate managerial decisions.
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