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Abstract

:

This precise study performed a focalized investigation to examine the association of environmental effects, new product development performance, superior customers’ value, and corporate social responsibility (CSR) on sustainable performance. This research study aimed to investigate how social media marketing application moderates the association between corporate social responsibility and sustainable performance of the firms located in Multan Division, Pakistan. This study applied a simple random sampling approach to execute this research, and the authors sent a questionnaire with an invitation letter and informed consent form to 752 respondents. Based on 548 valid responses from the targeted population, the first step was to screen and analyze data through Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS-V25) and the Smart PLS V-3.2.8. The results indicated that corporate social responsibility presented a positive impact on firms’ sustainable performance. The findings also revealed that social media marketing tools moderated the relationship between CSR and sustainable production of business firms. As a final point, the study only included respondents from Multan Division, therefore, limiting the generalizability of the findings to other Pakistani business firms. The implications of this study may provide further directions for researchers and academicians to consider the larger sample size and the addition of new variables in other regions worldwide. The findings are useful for filling the gap between the relationship of environmental effects, CSR, and social media marketing application to calculate the sustainable performance of business firms.
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1. Introduction


In recent times, several scholars have emphasized corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices associated with business ground and have considered CSR as a useful research area for numerous businesses, practitioners, academicians, and managers. However, despite CSR applicability and multiple research surveys on this concept, there has not been a universal agreement on how we should conceptualize CSR [1]. The perception of CSR has been developed over the last 30 years to reside in positive and significant dynamic features in specific characteristics of organizational theory [2]. According to Famiyeh and Moir, CSR practices restrict firms from continuing the commitment of being socially responsible in contributing to communities and economic growth, which could, therefore, improve employees’ and their families’ life quality at large [2,3]. Measuring corporate social responsibility indicates how organizations and business firms connect with clienteles, suppliers, retailers, and other stakeholders. The environmental analysis shows how business activities emphasize the ideal habitat and identifies how their venture adds to the betterment of society by incorporating their business with social concerns [2,3]. Scholars found that there are numerous indications that CSR leads to customer loyalty and enhances corporate reputation. Branco and Rodrigues (2006) stated that corporate social responsibility signifies organizations’ and business firms’ commitment to contributing to economic growth and working on the well-being of employees, business managers, their families, the society in which they live, and the local community at large [4].



Typically, scholars categorize CSR practices into external, internal, and environmental responsibilities. Firms’ interior obligations consider responsible practices related to employees health, safety, and general welfare to improve their life quality. Examples include employees’ training, job participation, educational development programs, an appropriate environment at the workplace, work-life balance, corporate governance practices, and independent audits [5]. External responsibilities of business firms refer to the business assistance/aid offered to cultural and social activities in local communities and determining problems related to society and local community development [2]. The environmental responsibility of firms is comprised of business processes and practices, such as waste reduction, efficiency in energy and water use, recycling, monitoring, and re-using by-products; and making efforts to preserve the natural resources, all of which are pitched to diminish the adverse effects of the operations of firms [6,7]. Previous studies in developing countries have indicated how initiatives and practices of corporate social responsibility have contributed to resolving numerous problems, such as improving labor rights, combating child labor, tackling issues of unemployment, and successfully reducing environmental pollution [8,9]. Hence, it is time to establish institutions and structures which contribute to poverty eradication, social justice, community wellbeing, and environmental protection [10]. Firms can make it tremendously visible activities by building roads, hospitals, schools, or similar contributions [11]. Literature has evidenced gaps in social provision and corporate governance, and there is also a lack of organizations and intuitions which provide social goods. Under these circumstances, business firms are showing an inclination to do better by their communities to fill these literature gaps [12,13,14].



The emergence of social media technology has provided a platform for business firms to interact and communicate with customers, suppliers, retailers, and other stakeholders. This technology serves several purposes, including those related to communication and marketing activities. Social media marketing application typically facilitates information sharing, and the process of content generation by individuals and technological innovations has played an essential role in enhancing firms’ performance [15]. Social media marketing use via desktop computers and mobile phones provides numerous economic openings for business organizations. Smart mobile phones, tablets, and computers are useful for allowing users to access digital media while they are “on the go,” and they benefit business firms due to time-sensitive awareness and the location of their users [16,17]. Firms might benefit from social media applications through smartphones for marketing research activity, discounts, sales promotions, communication, informal employee learning, loyalty programs, relationship building, and organizational development [15,18,19]. Business firms can use social media marketing tools in two forms of communication. The first is company-to-customers, in which business firms may build a relationship to consumers based on its locations and offer reviews about the nearby neighborhoods. The second is the content generated by users [20]. Presently, in the age of technological advances and information technology evolution, internet use has changed the ways of communication and marketing activities. It has offered a platform to firms in maintaining commercial relationships with their consumers and other stakeholders. The invention of the internet has had a massive transformational power on human societies worldwide.



Technological advancements have helped build a platform which enables business firms to cash in on large populations and markets to sell their products and services. However, few studies have examined how social media marketing application interact with business-to-business (B2B), business-to-customer (B2C) marketing activities or strategies to improve firms’ performance. Thus, social media technologies throughout business firms permit the development of marketing capabilities, the improvement of consumers’ relationships, and the enhancement of customer satisfaction. The emergence of social customers who produce value-added contents through social media tools has challenged researchers, academicians, and practitioners of social media marketing to reconsider customer relationships. However, few studies have examined how social media marketing effects performance, thus, resource-based-view (RBV) studies have demonstrated that investments in social media marketing and technological advancement have typically created new capabilities which have ultimately enhanced business firm performance [21,22,23,24,25]. Past literature has shown that social media marketing capabilities [26], or “e-marketing capabilities” [25], and customers’ relationship management capabilities positively influence both customer relationships and firm performance [27].



The concept of taking advantage of social media applications has been the top agenda for many business managers and executives in recent years [28]. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p. 62, 63) found that decision-makers, executives, consultants, and practitioners emphasize the identification of numerous ways to make profits by using applications of social media technology such as Facebook, Twitter, Second Life, Wikipedia, and YouTube [29]. Business networks’ power and capacities may determine the survival or success of a firm’s business ventures. Business networks provide advantages, added credibility, latest information, awareness, and exchanges of relationships through social media marketing application. Business networks also enable firms and entrepreneurs to access to numerous opportunities and resources that are indispensable and contribute to a firm’s growth and sustainable performance [30]. Typically, social media tools help in creating and developing business contacts for the building of business networking, as well as participation in social events, social activities, conferences, and business meetings. Based on the past literature and the underlying assumptions linked with social media applications, it is recognized that firms use business networking relationships and contacts to stimulate and enhance economic openings for increasing profits in attaining sustainable performance [31,32].



Accordingly, the primary purpose of the study was to examine the effects of practices of corporate social responsibility and how social media marketing application helps firms in building new capabilities for marketing activity and the adoption of strategies to enhance a firm’s performance. This study offers a conceptual model/framework by utilizing dynamic capabilities (DC) and the resource-based-view (RBV) theory to debate whether the investment in social media marketing tools might work as support for resource inputs for developing marketing-related skills [33]. The findings suggest that CSR practices are critical when business firms merge social media applications into their marketing strategies to increase customers’ engagement and firm performance. This precise model also finds that social media applications play a significant determining the moderating role between corporate social responsibility practices and the sustainable production of business firms. These findings are insightful and provide numerous contributions to the literature on the relationship between CSR practices and firm performance, and they offer managerial insight into the efficiency of social media technology applications. This model also contributes to the existing CSR, social media marketing use, and firm performance literature by addressing the call to fill the gap and expand the generalizability of the association between CSR practices, social media marketing, and the sustainable performance of firms with cross-industry panel data sets. This study begins by presenting the conceptual background; then it describes its research procedure and the data set from the recruited respondents, then it shows the analysis and results, and, finally, it concludes with the study findings relating to theory and practices before clarifying the potential directions for future research.



Figure 1 presents an important economic region of south Punjab. We enriched the areas of this precise study by using the geographical identification of the study area of small business firms and small and medium enterprises (SMEs) locations by incorporating ArcGIS software (Esri, Redland, CA, USA), which is useful for presenting the study areas points on the map [34,35].




2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development


2.1. Applications of Social Media Marketing Tools and Firm Performance


Concerning firm performance, in recent years, social media marketing applications have become an integral part of our society, and the integration technological advances, web-technology, and cyberspace have become a common practice in several industries such as service firms, educational institutions, organizations, businesses and other stakeholders [36]. Organizations and business firms are empowered to communicate and interact with their customers, suppliers, retailers, and other stakeholders from anywhere by using social media via the internet at any time [16]. In the era of technological advances, several technological tools are available, and corporate trainers, academics, researchers, and other stakeholders can use these applications to obtain their goals. When firms use these tools efficiently, share knowledge, and create content, they are empowered to increase their profits significantly. These tools help to improve business firms’ processes, which, in turn, enhances firms’ performance [28]. Social media applications and business networking develop meaningful business ties for business firms, and these relationships and networks are significant sources of interaction for inaccessible and non-imitable business firms. Hence, social media marketing tools help developing businesses in networking, which might support firms in reducing the costs of a business transaction. By the support of above-cited literature, we recognize that business networks deliver a variety of benefits to firms that bring added-value to enhance sustainable performance, and they bolster the competitive business environment [37]. From the theoretical perspective, the resource-based view’s central impression is that business firms make progress and compete in the market on building blocks of firms’ resources and capabilities [37,38]. Likewise, business firms’ intangible resources, such as business networks, are advantageous in increasing sustainable performance in a competitive and turbulent environment in the business industry [39].




2.2. Organizational Performance


Past literature demonstrated that the positive impact of internet use also supports business firms in several ways, and organizations are using technological tools to enhance CSR practices [40]. Applications of social media marketing expertise help business firms in attaining sustainable performance through export marketing [41], cost reduction, managerial and decision-making efficiency, revenue generation [42], enhancing and improving innovative business processes [43], reducing marketing activities cost, improving business firm image, improving consumers relationships, and gaining a competitive position [44]. Swierczek and Thi Phuong Thao (2008) explained that business firms use social media marketing and other technological tools for international communication as well as global interactions with their suppliers, consumers, and retailers [45]. Moen, Aspelund, and Koed Madsen (2008) stated that firms enhance market performance, communication technologies (ICT), and attain information through social media tools, which help firms to improve global business-to-business marketing events and activities [46]. The application of ICT helps business firms to obtain information on marketing activities, and it supports firms in executing their international and local market events. Preliminary studies indicated that firms build relationships through internet use and social media applications, and they also use these applications to enhance firm performance, time management, revenue generation, cost reduction, and building relationships with consumers and suppliers [47]. In an earlier study, Shuai and Wu (2011) found that the activities of internet marketing might improve business firms’ operating processes performance, and they should implement more strategic methods of using the internet to enhance a firm’s profitability and growth [48]. Rare studies examined social media applications’ impact on sustainable organizational performance. Social media marketing strategies and technological advancements impact business firms performance as well as corporate social capital [47]. In the same way, Rodriguez, Peterson, and Ajjan (2015) identified that social media application used impacts consumers-oriented development and processes, which in turn enhances firms’ sustainable performance [49,50].




2.3. Commitment to Providing Superior Customer Value


Market-oriented firms have to significantly prioritize developing and delivering superior customer value [51]. At this phase of the operational process, business firms must disseminate, produce, and react to competitive marketing intelligence [52,53]. Usually, business firms contend that they possess an imperative market-orientation, and this is not merely enough to produce and offer superior value to customers. Thus, consumers do not buy a firm’s offering. Instead, firms might attract customers by gaining knowledge about them, and they need to serve better by providing more excellent value [54]. In this sense, the real judge of superior value is the customer. For this situation, firms’ understanding of the competitive market and found value refers to the critical point of firms’ strategic choices associated with gaining the positioning benefits from developing specific values categories [55]. A firm’s capacity for market sensing develops the structure of knowledge to enhance and recognize the actual market dynamism along with an information base for creating competencies to link the business firm more intensely with the business industry market and support firms in creating and delivering superior customer value [56]. As such, exclusive contributions offer a rare, valuable, excellent, and perfect information base, which is diminished with the absence of firms’ precise deployment competencies [57]. Thus, highly market-oriented firms are capable of recognizing and organizing unique skills more professionally than other firms who are not more market-oriented. Business firms use strategic instruments and technological tools for communication purposes, and this shows a firm’s commitment to offering superior customer values to their customers [58]. A firm’s responsibility for providing excellent customer values is a critical challenge in marketing concepts and strategies, and this sheds light on what firms must do to remain competitive in consumer-focused market-driven economies. Delivering superior value to customers is the highest and top priority principal of business firms, as it is the value creation process that enhances firm profitability and performance [58,59]. Past literature has indicated that B2B salespeople’ moral climate perceptions affect their perceived relationships with their sales supervisors and commitments to offering superior customer value [60,61]. Business firms want to understand and provide customer value to enhance a firm’s sales, profitability, and sustainable performance [62,63,64].




2.4. New Product Development


New product development (NPD) is one of the most critical challenging process business firms face today [65]. In business and engineering firms, new product development typically covers a comprehensive process of launching and bringing a new product to the marketplace. The critical features of NPD are product design, quality, and price, along with numerous business considerations. Scholars have broadly described the concept of new product development as a transformation of the opportunities at the marketplace to launch a product for sale. Thus, NPD helps business firms to overcome an expensive process and common weaknesses to review the lack of an adequate new product development process [66]. The product has two categories—that of the of tangible—or having a physical shape—or intangible—that of service, experience, or belief. However, services and other operations are distinguished from physical “products.” NPD requires a market survey and an understanding of consumers’ needs or wants, the competitive business environment, and the situation of the focused market [67]. Firms adopt the best practices to eliminate communication barriers, as these are the key concerns for managing the process of NPD [68]. The process consists of different phases such as the strategy of new products/services, screening, idea generation, concept testing, NPD business analysis, testing development, a thorough marketing mix and the commercializing of the final product to the public or marketplace [67]. Past literature has indicated that researchers have discussed product innovation widely regarding the concept of new product development [66,69,70,71,72]. Previous studies identified that various scholars published several dozen articles in innovation and marketing literature that focused on the product launch issues faced by business firms [73,74,75,76]. Typically, risk and product launching costs should be closely associated with decision-making processes. In a lean launch, the fundamental principle based on an efficient business strategy of delaying the product, which suggests waiting until the product’s latest probable point of marketing processing to reschedule changes in a product’s inventory [76,77,78,79]. Usually, manufacturers might leverage new product development activities to increase product profitability and market share. Dwyer and Mellor (1991) described the four indicators that evaluate new product development: The overall assessment and general success (or failure probability), the innovation in design and other aspects, marketability, sales opportunity, and the profitability [80]. Lv and Zhang (2015) identified their indicators to measure NPD performance: Investment to growth rate, the ratio of investments, the sales ratio; sales growth rate, share in the market, and the ratio of market growth [81].




2.5. Environmental Impact on Firm Performance


Environmental uncertainty influences business firms’ performance in the competitive business environment, and it concerns a lack of knowledge, which is a fundamental concept in management science research [82]. Firms facing an unstable business environment face challenges in predicting their external changes precisely because they lack updated business information in the competitive industry environment [83]. Various researchers defined the dimensions of environments on firms’ sustainable performance; for instance, [84], scholars suggested that a firm’s dynamics, kindness, and complexity influence the prevailing business environmental conditions. Daft (2004) acknowledged the unstable, turbulent, and intricate and pertinent factors for consideration on the business environment. Daft (2004) recognized complexity and volatility as relevant factors for review [83]. Complexity increases in large interactions between mechanisms of the environment, whereas a firm’s dynamics develop in response to the changing positions of environmental elements [84,85]. These two factors make it tough for business firms to make decisions linked to a firm’s required prompt action to grasp updated information to recover affected commercial openings [86]. Researchers debated and identified environmental uncertainty and instability in response to the degree of demand variation, product complexity, product variation, and the complexity of sourcing [87]. Some scholars identified the fact that environmental uncertainty has three indispensable sources: Tasks, processes of products, and organizational possibility [88]. Based on the literature, this research identified that environmental components such as the primary sources including demand, supply uncertainty, and product complexity also influence a firm’s performance. Firms should consider exploitative activities for refining the existing capabilities to attain enhanced performance to increase profitability. In an uncertain business environment, consumers’ demands, technological advancements, products, and materials derived from suppliers might change rapidly, and business firms need to respond quickly. Sharma (2011) identified that a proactive environmental strategy encourages and enhances financial outcomes by refining process efficiency [89]. An earlier study identified a significant association between a firm’s financial performance and its practices of managing its business environment [90]. Proactive business firms that practice environmental management indicate enhanced operational and financial performances [91]. Many researchers have investigated eco-innovation and proactive environmental strategy as sources of competitive benefit [92,93]; however, few studies have examined how eco-innovation and a proactive environmental approach encourage firms’ dynamic capabilities [94]. This research addresses the gap in the relationships between ecological impacts, social media marketing application, and firms’ sustainable performance.




2.6. Corporate Social Responsibility


The literature indicates numerous theoretical viewpoints and debates to explain the core concepts of corporate social responsibility [95]. Carroll (1991) proposed the first definition of CSR among the prevailing views as a concept which signifies the ethical, economic, discretionary, business and the legal anticipations for business firms by viewing CSR perspectives as not only adding its contribution for business purposes but the social welfare perspective at large. Wood (1991) conceptualized CSR as organizations committed to specific values, procedures, policies, and contributions toward being a responsibility to society [96]. A previous study of Mohr et al. (2001) also identified that CSR is the commitment of organizations and business firms to reduce and eliminate any unsafe business practices and to increase a firm’s contributions to human society [97]. The existence of CSR depends on organizations’ responsibility when they consider the welfare and beneficial contributions to the community through economic, ethical, and helpful business applications practices, which are useful for stakeholders, suppliers, consumers, workers, community groups, and the business environment [97]. The concept of CSR appears through the commitment of organizations and business firms to consider a beneficial contribution to society or any other person who can be affected by their social implements and activities [98,99]. Accordingly, it is imperative to consider being socially responsible by offering a contribution to communities instead of focusing on being profit-oriented. By practicing CSR policies to protect the environmental good, a firm can execute its ethics to resolve social issues, which are firms’ critical indicators being socially responsible. Organizations can express this through adhering to the policies and ethical standards by dealing with their different business stakeholders, retailers, suppliers, consumers, and employees. Past empirical and theoretical studies indicated that socially responsible firms perceive a positive image by its consumers and other stakeholders. Some studies identified that CSR practices revealed a significant influence on customer satisfaction [100]. Luo and Bhattacharya (2006) stated that practicing corporate social responsibility affects customer satisfaction directly [101]. Firms investing in CSR practices attain competitive advantages, which, in turn, enhance financial performance [102].




2.7. Applications of Social Media Marketing via Technology


Social media technology is a series of applications which are internet-based and built on the base of Web 2.0 technology that permits the development and exchange of content generated by users [103]. Several scholars defined social media applications in their ways [102]; however, Andreas Kaplan and Michael Heinlein developed an adequate description by distinguishing social media literature. Hansen et al. (2017) stated that social media technology (SMT) is a series of online tools which offer numerous communication and social interactions. Interestingly, applications of social media technology are attracting information seekers to attain updated information on available services and products; they intend to purchase, and this increases the buying intention of suppliers, retailers, and consumers [104]. Social media marketing helps business f and other stakeholders to accomplish various organizational objectives such as marketing, advertisements, customer service management, products branding activity, problem-solving, and human resources management [19,105]. The researchers of SMT consider it an efficient and advantageous platform for enterprises, organizations, individuals, and other stakeholders to connect, communicate, and interact with potential consumers, suppliers, and other stakeholders [106]. Online communities, including customers, retailers, suppliers, and other stakeholders, have extended the interconnectivity between business firms and empowered them in attaining speedy global communications [107]. Besides, social media marketing influences a firm’s brand positioning, brand awareness, customer loyalty, and consumers’ buying intentions and purchasing decisions [19,108]. The adaption of social media technology generates an extensive network among business organizations, customers, suppliers, retailers, and other stakeholders [109]. At present, business firms are integrating social media technology based on a business network approach by incorporating the benefits of business networking activities, and this has led to firms’ superior performance [110]. However, previous studies neglected the benefit of online networking for small firms’/SMEs’ performance [104,111,112], and these firms are the economic engines of several countries worldwide [36]. Few studies sought to examine social media marketing application effects on the performance of business firms [113]. Social media is a marvelous platform of free market research by focusing on consumers, retailers, and suppliers mutual interest evaluation, as well as the comments and posts on various social sites, and it offers conception to managers that can help in assessing the overall performance of a firm [114,115]. Thus, approaching and attracting customers, suppliers and other stakeholders globally will contribute to the concept of internationalization, and in turn, it will lead to a higher volume of sales, higher profitability, and improved firm performance. [17,116,117].



Objective and Hypotheses of the Study


Objective


In this study, the primary purpose was to examine a relationship between corporate social responsibility and sustainable performance of the small firms through the moderating role of the social media marketing application.



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

There is a significant positive association between corporate social responsibility and a firm’s sustainable performance.





Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Social media marketing application moderates the association between corporate social responsibility and a firm’s sustainable performance.





Hypothesis 3 (H3).

There is a significant positive impact on social media marketing application on a firm’s sustainable performance.








2.8. Model of the Proposed Study


This prospective study finds that social media marketing application plays a significant decisive role between corporate social responsibility and small business firms’ performance. The study results provide numerous contributions to the existing literature and managerial insights into the efficacy of social media marketing application. This study also contributes to the research of corporate social responsibility and firm performance by giving answers to the call to increase the generalizability of the relationship between CSR, social media marketing application, and firm performance. The model contributes that CSR events typically lead to the favorable perception of social media marketing application as moderators between CSR and firm performance. However, despite SMT importance, very little empirical research has investigated the linkage between CSR practices, SMT use, and firm performance. Therefore, the authors designed this model to fill the existing literature gap in the current literature about the associations between social media marketing application, corporate social responsibility, and firm performance. This study presents a conceptual background and describes the research methodology and the data set of the selected respondents. In the next phase, the study performs an analysis of the received data and results. This study concludes with the findings and practice, and then it shares the possible directions for future research.



Figure 2 presents a study model after the in-depth review of the literature as already argued above to describe the study framework exhibited below.



Figure 2 demonstrates the conceptual framework of the proposed study. NPD stands for new product development [118], OP stands for organizations/firm performance [119], Env-per stands for firms’ environmental performance [118], ICEP stands for information capital effective performance [118], and SCVP stands for superior customer value performance [118]. CSR stands for corporate social responsibility [119].





3. Methods


3.1. Research Instruments


The model of this precise research introduced three elements to the present framework. In this model, corporate social responsibility is the independent variable, a firm’s sustainable performance is a dependent variable, and the application of social media marketing application is the moderating variable. This model adopted items of the survey from previous literature, with appropriate adjustments in mandatory sections. This study evaluated the effects of corporate social responsibility endogenous construct with a 4 item scale developed by Hanaysha (2017), and it is a second-order endogenous construct of CSR [119]. This model assessed the effects of social media marketing with a 13 item scale developed by Parveen et al. [43]. Social media marketing application is a second-order construct, which consists of three complementary dimensions: (a) Social media marketing tools for marketing activity, (b) social media marketing use for customer relations/services, and (c) social media marketing application for information accessibility [43]. Parveen et al. (2016) confirmed the reliability of social media marketing application, and the Cronbach alpha value was more significant than 0.70 and provided a sound and reliable assessment of social media marketing application. Besides, the study adopted a 5 item scale from the review of Mia et al. (2012) to assess a firm’s environmental performance, a 7 item scale to evaluate the performance of new product development, and a four items scale to measure information capital effective performance. The model selected a 2 item scale for calculating customer value performance and a 9 item scale for assessing organizational performance, with there dimensions: Impact on cost reduction and enhanced information accessibility [119]. Spillan and Parnell (2006) stated that the assessment of a firm’s sustainable performance presented adequate validity and reliability [120]. The Cronbach alpha coefficient indicated reliability of 0.787 for a firm’s sustainable production, which is a substantial value. This study model incorporated a five-point Likert scale for the assessment of the performance of selected elements of the study, with “strongly disagree” representing one and “strongly agree” representing five.



Figure 3 displays the three steps of the data collection procedures. In the first phase, we selected the preliminary corporate social responsibility variable influencing the sustainable performance of the business firms. In the second phase, we designed a pilot study to test and obtain a clear understanding of questionnaire items’ “reliability” and modified it accordingly. In the third and final step, we executed the survey and received feedback from the respondents.



Figure 3 presents the process of data collection [121].




3.2. Designing a Questionnaire


We developed and distributed the revised version of the selected factors of the self-structured survey among the targeted population to receive the required data using a random sampling approach. We informed the respondents about the purpose of this research, and we assured the respondents that all the data elicited were strictly confidential. The questionnaire had two sections on the respondents’ perceptions of the practices of corporate social responsibility and how social media marketing application moderates the relationship between CSR and small firms’ performance. The survey also obtained the respondents’ general information, such as gender, age, education, profession, and location in the questionnaire’s first section. The survey’s second section addressed the critical and influencing religiosity factors. The study invited respondents from the selected universe of study areas to answer questions on practices of corporate social responsibility, small firms’ performance, and how social media marketing application. The questionnaire utilized a five-point Likert-scale requiring individuals to rate their agreement levels, with “strongly disagree” representing one and “strongly agree” representing five for assessing the performance of selected elements of the study.




3.3. Size of the Targeted Population Sample


The sample size of the population comprised of 548 complete/accurate responses and focused strictly on small business firms’ in the district of Multan Division, Pakistan. The respondents were required to be educated, at least to a degree level. The researchers omitted uneducated people, as they were hesitant to answer questions during the pilot test, and they were unaware of the survey’s importance. We educated the respondents about the survey’s purpose, and the researchers gave the respondents 14 days to understand and fill out the survey.




3.4. Data Processing of the Questionnaire’s Feedback


After receiving input from the targeted respondents, the researchers checked and screened all the questionnaires. Based on the completed and accurate responses, the researchers collected 508 adequately filled out surveys and scrutinized them to confirm data accuracy. This study processed the received data and analyzed them by applying the analytical tool smart-PLS 3.2.8. In the final step, the statistical analysis provided the interpreted results as a useful insight and valuable evidence for the evaluation of the underlying factors. Additionally, 15 experts on practices of corporate social responsibility, business firms’ performance and social media marketing application, who had already contributed to the pilot study during the screening of crucial elements, were invited again to offer their valuable expertise and provide their opinions on the results.




3.5. Sample and Procedures


The prime focus of this precise study was on scrutinizing the effects of corporate social responsibility on firms’ sustainable performance with the moderating impact of the social media marketing application. These SMEs/small firms operate in Multan division, Pakistan, with an employee strength of 15–35 [120,121]. This model adopted a cross-sectional research design for data collection to meet the study objective [122]. The proposed model of this study used a quantitative survey based on the self-administered questionnaires to assess the relationship between the study variables to attain the research objectives, and, eventually, this technique was deemed fit for the proposed model. The purpose of this survey was SMEs and small firms running their businesses in the adjacent districts of Multan Division of Pakistan, which is an important industrial area of the south region of the largest province of Punjab. Authors collected lists of SMEs/small firms registered with Multan Chamber of Commerce [123]. Authors distributed 752 questionnaires to respondents of SMEs/small firms to receive the required data. The response rate from the selected respondents was satisfactory (72.86%).





4. Results and Analysis


A demographic analysis of the respondents showed that male participants (277) were in the majority (50.55%), while the number of female respondents was 271 (49.45%). The majority of participants were bachelor’s (186:33.94%), and master’s degree holders (179:32.66%). The majority of respondents were in the age of brackets of 25–29, 30–34, and 35–40. However, 60 respondents were 20–24 years old, which showed the lowest participation, as shown in Table 1.



This study measured mean scores (M), standard deviations (SDs), excess kurtosis, and skewness values, and all items of these scales showed consistent “reliability” and satisfactory results, as shown in Table 2.



Table 1 presents a comprehensive description of the descriptive statistical analysis showing the mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) scores, as well as the skewness and kurtosis values. The values of Table 2 reveal that the data present satisfactory results and shows normal distribution.



4.1. PLS Analyses


Researchers typically use a smart-partial least squares-structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) technique for developing a theory in exploratory research [124]. Smart-PLS-SEM critical applications include confirmatory factor analysis, path coefficients analysis, multiple regression models, factor analysis, correlational structural models, and covariance’s structural models [125]. Additionally, SEM permits linear relationships analysis between manifest variables and latent constructs. The Smart PLS-SEM refers to a multivariate statistical technique for evaluating the measurement model simultaneously with a structural model to indicate relationships between the constructs with its conforming indicators [126]. It also can produce available parameter estimates to assess associations between unobserved variables. Typically, the SEM method allows many associations for calculating and testing at once in a single projected model that has many links instead of investigating each connection individually. This study analyzed the hypothesized structural model of Figure 4 by using a smart-PLS-SEM technique, and this method is advantageous over other regression-based methods for evaluating different latent constructs with several manifest variables [125]. See Figure 4 below;



The PLS-SEM research methodology is a robust, flexible, and superior tool to build an adequate statistical model, and the PLS-SEM feature helps in achieving the predicted objective [125,127]. Wan Afthanorhan [128] and Astrachan et al. [129] emphasized that a reliable and valid confirmatory factor analysis is achievable by using PLS-SEM path modeling. Consistent with the above arguments, PLS-SEM is a statistical tool that has been used by several researchers in various research areas in social sciences, including business research [130]. Moreover, PLS-SEM explicitly permits the testing of complex models which have multi-level effects; for instance, a moderating/mediating role and other complex models’ variables relationships [125]. This study applied smart-PLS -SEM V-3.2.8 for data analysis and for calculating loadings, path coefficients, and weights. The study incorporated the bootstrapping technique to determine significance levels [130].




4.2. Evaluation of Outer Measurement Model—Validity and “Reliability”


This study evaluated the quality and merit of measurement goodness to confirm the validity and “reliability” of the analysis process output by using the PLS-SEM technique. Based on Hair et al. [126,131], this study assessed an individual item’s “reliability,” discriminant validity, and concurrent validity before testing the hypotheses of the designed model. Before running the complete analysis, we measured the “reliability” and validity of the current model. In this model, the first-order constructs used were reflective, and we estimated the “reliability” of each item for internal consistency. In a reflective construct, the “reliability” of the individual indicator should be higher than 0.70, and loading was significant at the level of α = 0.05. This model revealed a composite “reliability” higher than 0.70, and the average variance extracted (AVE) derived over a threshold level of 0.5. Accordingly, results from the convergent validity level confirmed this model. This study used the smart-PLS algorithm to ascertain each item’s “reliability” and the model’s measurement assessment, as indicated in Figure 4. Hence, the indicator “reliability” examined the outer loadings of each measurement intended to measure a construct [126]. Composite “reliability” (CR) is the most common indicator to check the “reliability” of the internal consistency in the field of social sciences, and we applied this technique in this study [132]. Here, the composite “reliability” indicator showed that it was suitable to use PLS-SEM in this study [126].



Convergent validity presents the validity of constructs that measure how a specific measurement truly measures the construct that was intended to assess/calculate, and it displays a positive correlation with other alternative analyses of the same construct. Hence, it shows the degree of correlation among the identical construct measures [126]. Hair et al. [126] recommended a comprehensive research method of AVE for verifying the convergent validity for construct levels [126,131]. The loading values used were set to 0.4 according to the recommendations of Hair et al. The AVE value was set to 0.5, whereas the composite “reliability” displayed value of 0.7 [126]. Accordingly, in this study, we followed the recommended PLS-SEM method based on previous literature, which suggested the approach of using repeated indicators of the model. Table 3 below shows that the measurement model’s results exceeded the recommended values, which indicates that convergence validity is sufficient. First, we checked the cross-loadings of all the constructs. Second, we used the most common criterion method for the Fornell–Lacker criterion technique. The square root of all constructs of AVEs values must be within the highest correlational matrix with any other construct. The values in Table 2 confirm that, in our model, the discriminant validity had fallen. In spite of this fact, these two methodologies are convenient methods for measuring, assessing, and evaluating the discriminant-validity in variance-based structural-equations modeling (see Table 3).



For details, see Table 4 below.




4.3. Graphical Representation of Construct Validity and “Reliability”


Table 5 below shows outer loadings of corporate social responsibility (CSR), customer value performance (CVP), environmental performance (ENV), new product development (NPD), organizational performance (OP), and social media marketing application (see Table 5).



Table 6 below displays detailed information.



Table 7 presents a Multicollinearity assessment of SCVP, Env-per, ICEP, NPD, and OP. According to Hair et al., the variance influence factor must be less than 0.20, and it should not be higher than 0.5 [126,131]. In our model, we have both formative and reflective approaches; thus, in the formative constructs, we should check the outer variance inflation factor VIF values [126,131].




4.4. Inner Structural Model’s Evaluation through Smart-PLS.


In this study, we evaluated and confirmed the validity scores and reliability values of the measurement model. The next stage in the evaluation process describes how to calculate inner structural model outcomes.



Table 8 presents a Multicollinearity assessment between CSR = corporate social responsibility, SCVP = superior customer value performance, Env-per = environmental performance, ICEP = information capital effective performance, NPD = new product development, OP = organizational performance, and SMTU = social media marketing application.




4.5. Calculating (R2) Value


Coefficients of determination calculate the variance, and the overall effect size is illustrated in the endogenous constructs for the structural model by calculating the predictive accuracy of the model. The inner-path model’s value indicated is at 0.550 for the sustainable performance endogenous latent-construct. It also shows that these constructs of the model significantly explain 55.00% of the variance regarding corporate social responsibility. The results suggest that the model’s independent variables caused 55.00% of the change in the sustainable performance of a firm. In studies by Hair et al. [126,131], and Henseler et al. [131], R2 was considered to be substantial at a value of 0.75, moderate at 0.50, and weak at 0.26. In this study, a significant value of R2 of 0.55 was obtained.




4.6. Path Coefficients and t-Value Estimation


We tested the significance of the proposed hypothesis by calculating the standardized beta (β) value. The value of beta (β) describes a probable variation of the constructs of the dependent variable in a study for unit-variation in the constructs of the independent variable. We calculated the beta (β) value for each path in this hypothesized model. There will be higher and significant substantial effects on the constructs of endogenous-latent variable if the beta (β) values are also higher and significant. The t-test is a technique to verify the significance level of the beta (β) value. In this study, we used a bootstrapping method to evaluate and assess the significance of the proposed hypothesis [126].




4.7. Moderation Analysis


In moderation analysis, we used the two stages approach, as Hair et al., Ringle, and Sarstedt recommended this method for thoroughly measuring the exogenous construct (an informative way) [126,131]. We calculated the “reliability” and validity of social media marketing application as a moderator in this model. First, we examined its direct and significant effects without involving a moderator. Figure 5 indicates the immediate and considerable impact of corporate social responsibility as independent variable (IV), social media marketing application (Moderating variable), and small firms’ sustainable performance is the dependent variable (DV).



Table 9 presents the analysis of the structural model of the proposed framework of the study. The results of H1 indicate that corporate social responsibility reveals a significant positive influence on the sustainable performance of business firms/SMEs, and, statistically, it reveals significance at the 5% level (β = 0.602, t = 3.57, p = 0.000). Thus, the results support H1, which claimed, “There is a positive and significant relationship between corporate social responsibility and firms’ sustainable performance.” Hypothesis 2 stated, “Social media marketing application moderates the association between corporate social responsibility and firms’ sustainable performance.” Thus, the results of Table 9 endorse the significant positive relationships (β = 0.188, t = 6.175, p < 0.000) and affirm H2. As a final point, Hypothesis 3 stated, “There is a significant positive effect of social media marketing application on firms’ sustainable performance.” The applications of social media marketing tools significantly and positively influence the sustainable performance of a firm, and the findings of this study support H3, as indicated in Table 9 (β = 0.384, t = 9.802, p < 0.000). See Figure 6 and Table 9.



Measuring the Effect Size (ƒ2)


Concerning the effect sizes (ƒ2) of the selected variables of this model, Cohen (2013) stated that ƒ2 = 0.35 presents a strong, ƒ2 = 0.15 reflects a moderate, and ƒ2 = 0.02 shows a weak effect between the variables [133]. Table 10 presents the effect size (ƒ2) values measured by the smart-PLS-SEM approach. Table 10 shows that the findings of this study on (ƒ2) present a satisfactory connection between corporate social responsibility and the sustainable performance of firms (a moderate effect of 0.228) through the moderating effect of the social media marketing application, as indicated in Table 10 below (see Figure 7).





4.8. Model’s Predictive-Relevance (Q2)


The predictive-relevance method evaluates/assesses the smart-PLS path model’s quality, and is estimated by using the procedure of blindfolding [134]. In this proposed model, we performed cross-validated redundancy. The predictive relevance model (Q2) recommends that the projected model should predict the model’s endogenous latent constructs. The predictive-relevance (Q2) values calculated in smart-PLS-SEM (>0) must be higher than zero for the explicit endogenous-latent constructs (see Figure 8).



Figure 8 demonstrates the predictive relevance (Q2) for this particular model and shows its value as 0.274, which is higher than its threshold limit. These results support the predictive relevance of the path model, which is suitable for the endogenous constructs.




4.9. The Standardized-Root-Mean-Square-Residual (SRMR)


The standardized-root-mean-square-residual (SRMR) is an average index of the standardized-residuals between hypothesized and observed covariance-matrices [135]. It is the measurement of a projected and projected proposed model’s fit [136]. If the SRMR value is equal or less than 0.08, it indicates satisfactory performance, a good fit, and that the study model is acceptable. The results show an SRMR value of 0.071, which is a good fit for the model, as shown in Table 11. The chi-square (χ2) value is 2058.48, and Normed fit index (NFI) shows the value of 0.768, as shown in Table 11 [137].





5. Discussion


The conclusions of this precise study quantified the practices of corporate social responsibility and are useful for business firms in enhancing sales growth and social good, as customers prefer to purchase the products or services of the companies which are socially responsible; these customers critically contribute to firms’ enhanced performance. The results of this model show that there is a significant positive relationship between CSR practices and firms’ sustainable performance. This study focused on examining how social media marketing application moderates the relationship between the sustainable performance of business firms and corporate social responsibility practices. A key emphasis of this study exploring the effect of marketing factors, including social media marketing, new product development, superior customer value performance, information capital effective performance, superior-customer-value-performance, the international and environmental performance of business firms, and corporate social performance, to attain customer satisfaction. The adaption of social media generates an extensive network among business organizations, customers, suppliers, retailers, and other stakeholders [109], and it plays a critical role in building long-term business relationships with consumers, suppliers, retailers, and other stakeholders. It implies that business firms should consider using social media marketing networks to approach their consumers, suppliers, retailers, and other stakeholders for the determination of building long-term relationships in the competitive business environment, which, in response, could enhance sustainable performance. The findings indicate that social media marketing significantly influences customers’ satisfaction, which, in turn, increases a firm’s sales volumes, adds to its profitability, and develops sustainable performance [43,119,138,139,140]. At present, customers use social media application frequently in the digital age. Therefore, social media marketing offers a beneficial and useful platform for business firms to share information with clienteles, such as discounts that are more attractive, new offers, and exclusive coupons. Social media marketing application supports firms’ ability to keep in touch with their consumers, suppliers, and retailers for offering superior value-performance in comparison to other competitors. The findings of this specific study also indicate that strategies of social media marketing significantly affect customers’ satisfaction, and these results show consistency with past studies [43,138,141,142,143].



This precise study applied the smart-PLS-SEM technique by performing a comprehensive analysis for evaluating and assessing the structural and measurement models, and the study results approved the validity of these models. This model implemented the advanced tools of the smart-PLS-SEM software-3.2.8 and applied a multivariate analysis technique for assessing and evaluating models that have variance-based structural equations [49]. The predictive relevance (Q2) for this particular model was satisfactory and revealed a value of 0.274, which is higher than its threshold limit. These results support the path model’s validity through predictive-relevance, which is suitable for endogenous constructs. Therefore, these results approve the credibility of the path model of this particular survey, which presented a satisfactory outcome for the endogenous constructs. It also suggests that the model holds predictive-relevance (Q2). In direct relation to CSR practices and the sustainable performance of firms, the R-square (R2) was 0.55. When adding social media marketing application as the moderating variable, the sustainable performance of firms increased. Hair Jr. et al. (2016) stated that the R-square value (R2) value ranged between -1 and +1 When R2 is near 1—either positive or negative and achieving a significant level—it will show a strong relationship [126,131]. Table 9 presents the analysis of the structural model of this proposed framework of the study. The results of H1 indicate that CSR practices reveal a significant positive influence on the sustainable performance of business firms/SMEs, and, statistically, it reveals significance at the 5% level (β = 0.602, t = 3.57, p = 0.000). Thus, the results support H1, which claimed: “There is a significant positive relationship between corporate social responsibility and firms’ sustainable performance.” Hypothesis 2 stated that “Social media marketing application moderates the association between the practices of corporate social responsibility and business firms’ sustainable performance.” The results in Table 9 endorse the significant positive relationships (β = 0.188, t = 6.175, p < 0.000) and approve H2. As a final point, Hypothesis 3 stated that “There is a significant positive effect of social media marketing application on firms’ sustainable performance.” The applications of social media marketing application significantly and positively influence the sustainable performance of firms, and the findings of this study support H3, as indicated in Table 9 (β = 0.384, t = 9.802, p < 0.000).



Jensen and Jepsen (2006 stated that offering various marketing promotional campaigns creates primary sources of indirect or direct marketing activities, which develop excellent advantageous opportunities for consumers to select their desired products and services comfortably. Firms might use a social media marketing platform to offer a price promotion, as it is in the best interest of a business firm to attract customers and retailers to increase sales performance, which ultimately enhances their profitability and capacity for sustainable production. Previous studies revealed that existing consumers feel satisfied and rewarded, and they appreciate the superior-value offerings of receiving better price discounts. The advantages of special discounts, prominent offers, and price promotions enhance customer loyalty. It is a successful central strategy of a firm to maintain favorable long-term business relationships with clienteles, suppliers, retailers, and other stakeholders. Social media marketing application supports business firms in enhancing sustainable international marketing [41], reductions in processes costs, efficiency in decision-making, revenue generation [42], and the refining of innovative business processes [43]. They also help to reduce the cost of marketing campaigns, enhance customers relationships, and create a competitive position [44]. Moen, Aspelund, and Koed Madsen (2008) specified that a business firm typically utilizes social media marketing platforms to improve market performance. Information and communication technologies (ICT) assist a business firm in enhancing global business-to-business marketing activities [46]. Shuai and Wu (2011) identified the ideas that internet marketing activity might influence a firm’s operating performance, and utilizing the internet can be a more strategic technique to increase profitability and growth [48]. Many researchers have investigated eco-innovation and proactive environmental strategy as sources of competitive benefit [92,93]; however, few studies have examined how eco-innovation and a proactive environmental approach encourage a firm’s dynamic capabilities [94]. This research addresses the gap between the relationship between environmental effects and firms’ sustainable performance. Market-oriented business firms highly prioritize clienteles by offering them superior customer value [51]. Usually, business firms contend that possessing a market-orientation is imperative and that it is not enough to merely produce and offer customers superior value. As an alternative, business firms can attract clienteles by building knowledge about their consumers, and these firms should serve their consumers better by providing more excellent value [54].



Past literature has indicated that B2B salespeople’s moral climate perceptions affect their perceived relationships with their sales supervisors and commitments to offering superior customer value [60,61]. Business firms emphasize the understanding and provision of customer value under the impression that this focus helps enhance firm sales, profitability, and sustainable performance [62,63,64]. Manufacturers could leverage new product development activities to increase product profitability and market share. Dwyer and Mellor (1991) stated that five indicators typically evaluate new product development: An overall assessment of a global success or failure probability, innovation in design and other aspects, marketability, sales opportunity, and profitability [80]. Lv and Zhang (2015) gave their indicators to evaluate NPD performance: The investment for growth rate, the ratio of investments, the sales ratio, the sales growth rate, the market share, and the ratio of market growth [81]. The findings are insightful and provide valuable information on how business firms develop new products and how they measure the performance of NPD in the context of their anticipated profits and competitiveness with other products in the market [144]. When business firms implement the practices of CSR, they create a significant positive effect on customer satisfaction; our results confirmed that the practices of CSR play a central role in enhancing and establishing consumer comfort, which in turn enhances firms’ sales volumes, profitability, and sustainable performance. Earlier studies identified the positive effects of internet use and technological tools to improve CSR practices [40]. Previous studies have indicated more excellent support on this concept and have reported that practicing CSR had a significant effect on customer satisfaction [12,49,139,141,144]. In general, CSR practices appear through business firms’ commitment to considering the welfare of society by contributing to the culture and other social systems [98,99]. It is imperative to consider being socially responsible by offering a contribution to communities rather than being just profit-oriented; examples include protecting the environment and helping to resolve social problems. Firms might express these beneficial activities by adhering to ethical standards and policies. Previously, theoretical and empirical studies identified that firms being socially responsible are perceived positively by customers, and their behavior directly or indirectly influences buying decisions.



The practices of CSR significantly affect customers’ satisfaction [100]. Luo and Bhattacharya (2006) identified that the practices of CSR and its implementation directly impacts customer satisfaction [101]. Additionally, investing in the methods of CSR is a foundation of competitive benefit because it enhances financial performance [102]. The findings of this survey revealed that practicing CSR is critical to succeeding in a very challenging and competitive business environment, and firms should put a higher emphasis on implementing the programs of social responsibility in favor of employees, customers, and suppliers. Also, such implementations should contribute to society at large. The findings of this study add to the existing body of literature about both CSR and social media marketing application as a platform to attract customers to increase sales volumes, which, in turn, enhances sustainable performance. According to the best of our knowledge, it is the first study with this model in a Pakistani context. This study concludes with the findings, practice, and shared potential directions for future research.




6. Conclusions


Corporate social responsibility practices create a substantial influence on firms’ performance. This study explored how social media marketing application moderated the relationship between CSR and firms’ sustainable performance. This precise study applied the smart-PLS-SEM technique by performing a comprehensive analysis of a structural model and a measurement model, and the study results approve the validity of these models. This model implemented the advanced tools of the smart-PLS-SEM software-3.2.8, a commonly applied multivariate analysis technique for assessing and evaluating models that have variance-based structural equations [49]. It is a useful approach for simultaneously testing the relationships of a proposed model’s latent variable and manifest variables. This study applied this method because of the measurement and evaluation ability of the psychometric properties of the study’s latent constructs. It determined which the most significant construct was and how this construct influences the sustainable performance of business firms. In direct relation to CSR practices and sustainable performance of firms, the R-square (R2) was 0.55. When adding social media marketing application as the moderating variable, the sustainable performance of firms increased. Hair Jr et al. (2016) stated that the R-square value (R2) value should range between –1 and 1. When the R2 value is near 1—either positive or negative and achieving a significant level—it will show a healthy relationship [127,132].



Results of the structural model of H1 indicated that CSR practices reveal a significant positive influence on the sustainable performance of business firms and SMEs. Statistically, it indicates significance at the 5% level (β = 0.602, t = 3.57, p = 0.000), and our results support H1, which claimed that “There is a significant positive relationship between CSR practices and firms’ sustainable performance.” Hypothesis 2 stated that “Social media marketing application moderates the relationship between the practices of CSR and firms’ sustainable performance.” The results in Table 9 also endorse the significant positive relationships (β = 0.188, t = 6.175, p < 0.000). Hypothesis 3 stated that “There is a significant positive effect of social media marketing application on firms’ sustainable performance.” The applications of social media marketing application significantly and positively affect the sustainable performance of firms, and the findings support H3, as indicated in Table 9 (β = 0.384, t = 9.802, p < 0.000).



In recent years, business firms have had an excellent and incredible channel via the application of social media marketing in communicating with their consumers. Other communication and correspondence channels frequently surround social media, and supervisors are not attentive to how to utilize the interactive applications of social media marketing [145]. Social media marketing is particularly suitable and appropriate for reciprocal or two-way communication, correspondence, and the enabling and assistance of the interaction or dealings between customers and consumers. For organizations and business firms, this may mean that customer and other stakeholder interaction and communication might be carried out via social media marketing [146]. The use of social media marketing could be vital, and not only for business firms, to halt a decline in customer, stakeholder, company, and community trust [147]. Social media marketing has rapidly emerged and increased during the past decade, and, in response, various scholars of social media marketing (SMM) and organizations have increased their interest in SMM worldwide [148]. The findings of this study confirm all the hypothesized statements, and its results approve its proposed hypotheses. This precise research study offers an original method to determine and analyze the incorporated key constructs of the sustainable performance of business firms and the practices of CSR. The critical contribution of this research study, from a theoretical viewpoint, is the analysis of the respondents and their understanding of the practices of CSR, which, in turn, could help business firms to attain sustainable performance. The predictive relevance (Q2) for this particular model of the study was satisfactory and revealed a value of 0.274, which is higher than its threshold limit [149]. These results support the path model’s credibility through predictive-relevance results, which are suitable for the endogenous-constructs. Therefore, the path model’s reliability of this particular survey was approved, which presents a satisfactory outcome of the endogenous constructs and suggests that the model holds predictive-relevance (Q2). This prospective study finds that the use of social media applications plays a significant positive moderation between CSR and firm performance [150]. The study results provide numerous contributions to the existing literature, as well as managerial insights into the efficacy of social media marketing application. This study also contributes to the research of CSR practices and business firms’ performance by giving answers to the call to increase the generalizability of the relationships between the practicing CSR, applications of a social media marketing application, and business firms’ sustainable performance. The model contributes to the idea that CSR events typically lead to a favorable perception of social media marketing application as moderators between CSR and firm performance.



6.1. Limitations and Recommendations


Despite the remarkable contributions presented in this specific research study regarding the causal impacts of social media marketing, superior customer value, new product development, organizational performance, firms’ internal and external environmental effects, and corporate social responsibility for sustainable production, this study also has some limits. Researchers might address these limitations in future studies to achieve different results. This study incorporated three factors: CSR, social media marketing application, and the sustainable performance of a firm. This study examined the effects of this proposed model by incorporating these three elements. Therefore, future studies might focus on other critical factors such as social norms, cultural factors, the dynamic capabilities of a firm, and an improved CSR strategy with larger sample size. The data received in this study were a cross-sectional survey in nature from telecom and manufacturing firms listed with the Multan Chamber of Commerce and Industries, Pakistan. It is recommended that future researchers adopt qualitative methodologies and that they expand the sample of their study to other areas and countries to enhance the generalizability of their findings.




6.2. Implications


The results of this research have enhanced the theoretical basis of explaining the interplay of corporate social responsibility and social media marketing application, both of which impact the sustainable performance of firms. These results have contributed to the existing body of scientific knowledge through the developing, testing, and refining of CSR and a sustainable performance model. This model explained 55% of the variance in a social media marketing application for improved performance. Overall, this research expands the existing body of scientific knowledge from a CSR point of view to include the perspective of social media marketing as a factor supporting/generating sustainable performance. The proposed CSR and sustainable-performance model, constructs, and measurement approach might be applicable in different regions of Pakistan and other areas—especially other countries. The implications of these findings may provide significant advantages to more than just academic researchers, including other industries such as service practitioners, business planners, and managers.



Sharma (2011) recognized that proactive-environmental-strategies (PES) encourage and improve financial outcomes by refining processes efficiency [89]. Álvarez-Gil et al. (2001) identified the significant positive relationships between business firms’ environmental management practices and their economic performance [90]. In an earlier study, Molina-Azorín (2009) identified highly proactive business firms which practice environmental strategies and, therefore, attained and improved operational and financial performances [91]. Thus, environmental activities encourage firms to identify new business opportunities so that they can increase business, growth, profitability, and sustainable production. In short, exploration activities will benefit business firms in unstable environments. The existing literature on the activities of environmental management practices recognizes that firms’ strategies on proactive ecological management and eco-innovation are known as business firms’ dynamic capabilities which stimulate firms’ competitive and challenging advantages; however, other organizational capabilities are also critical [151,152].



The outcomes of the study contribute to the existing body of the literature related to the practices of CSR and business firms’ performance research in numerous ways. Unlike most of the previous studies that explained the impact of CSR practices and their relationships with enhanced performance of firms, this study primarily investigates the effect of CSR practices as an independent variable and its effects on the sustainable production of business firms (the dependent variable) [153,154]. This study introduces three variables—namely CSR, the sustainable-performance of business firms, and the application of social media marketing (the mediating variable). The CSR practices provide an alternative explanation for the deviating outcomes gained from past studies [155]. Corporate social responsibility improves the interaction relationship between business competitors, relationship resources, the power of firm resource control, cohesion, and trust coming from the communication and interaction between business industries and other members in the business network. Members of business networks can exchange knowledge, share resources, and complement capabilities through business networks [156,157]. This outcome is also in line with the explanations of Tseng and Lee (2014), Mahmood (2015), and Lin and Wu (2014), as these studies stated that dynamic capabilities positively influenced the relationship between firms’ valuable resources and their enhanced performance [158,159,160,161].



Figure 2 indicates that corporate social responsibility has a direct effect on firms’ sustainable performance, which provides feedback on CSR activities choices. However, Figure 2 also shows a more complex set of connections among available business opportunities, learning processes, relationship building, developing capabilities, and organizational outcomes. The main feature of this research model is to examine the effects of CSR practices on the sustainable performance of business firms through the moderating role of a social media marketing application. This model indicates that the nature and quality of social media marketing application refine business firms’ enhanced performance. A firm’s knowledge stems from available organizational resources and the learning process the venture implements early on. When it comes to developing and exploiting available capabilities, new product development, environmental effects, and superior customer vales performances aid existing firms, and new ventures might have various types of advantages [162]. However, previous literature has poorly cataloged these differences. Future studies can enrich our highlighted understanding of these problems. These understandings might assist us in forming multiple prescriptions for the established relationship between the practices of CSR and the sustainable performance of business firms [163,164].
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Figure 1. Study area showing Multan Division in Pakistan. The study covered small firms & small and medium enterprises (SMEs). 
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Figure 2. Conceptual framework. 
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Figure 3. The procedure of data collection. 
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Figure 4. Shows the moderating role of a social media marketing application. 
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Figure 5. Describes the effects of moderation analysis for hypotheses resting (See Table 9). 
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Figure 6. The moderating effect of social media marketing application on sustainable performance. 
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Figure 7. Shows Effect Size (ƒ2) Measurement. 
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Figure 8. The predictive-relevance (Q2) of the study model. 
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Table 1. Demographic analysis of the respondents.
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Demographic Analysis




	
Gender of Respondents

	
No. of Respondents

	
Percentage






	
Male

	
277

	
50.5%




	
Female

	
271

	
49.5%




	
Age of Respondents




	
20–24

	
60

	
10.9%




	
25–29

	
149

	
27.2%




	
30–34

	
134

	
24.5%




	
35–40

>41

	
137

68

	
25.0%

12.4%




	
Educational Background




	
Intermediate

	
90

	
16.4%




	
Bachelor

	
186

	
33.9%




	
Masters

MPhil

	
179

93

	
32.7%

17.0%











[image: Table]





Table 2. Mean (M), standard deviation (SD), kurtosis, and skewness values.
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	Items
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	Excess Kurtosis
	Skewness





	CSR-1
	4.403
	0.905
	−1.567
	1.952



	CSR-2
	4.398
	0.920
	−1.576
	1.894



	CSR-3
	4.356
	0.863
	−1.166
	0.566



	CSR-4
	4.250
	0.937
	−1.305
	1.278



	SM-1
	4.144
	1.085
	−1.267
	0.710



	SM-2
	4.100
	1.113
	−1.217
	0.558



	SM-3
	4.083
	1.147
	−1.352
	0.987



	SM-4
	4.073
	1.204
	−1.277
	0.539



	SM-5
	4.104
	1.201
	−1.263
	0.458



	SM-6
	4.136
	1.108
	−1.446
	1.418



	SM-7
	4.055
	1.224
	−1.286
	0.519



	SM-8
	4.114
	1.103
	−1.183
	0.416



	SM-9
	4.118
	1.106
	−1.285
	0.797



	SM-10
	3.968
	1.163
	−1.107
	0.300



	SM-11
	3.985
	1.156
	−0.976
	−0.133



	SM-12
	3.939
	1.196
	−0.939
	−0.214



	SM-13
	3.933
	1.207
	−1.102
	0.234



	NDPD-1
	4.257
	0.998
	−1.342
	0.999



	NDPD-2
	4.254
	0.999
	−1.321
	0.934



	NDPD-3
	4.190
	1.090
	−1.512
	1.608



	NDPD-4
	4.230
	1.098
	−1.539
	1.534



	NDPD-5
	4.204
	1.145
	−1.462
	1.140



	NDPD-6
	4.266
	1.036
	−1.669
	2.335



	NDPD-7
	4.210
	1.142
	−1.572
	1.539



	EnvPer-1
	4.343
	0.926
	−1.577
	2.083



	EnvPer-2
	4.334
	0.923
	−1.522
	1.874



	EnvPer-3
	4.325
	0.996
	−1.780
	2.820



	EnvPer-4
	4.325
	0.999
	−1.723
	2.466



	EnvPer-5
	4.279
	1.053
	−1.681
	2.195



	OP-1
	4.347
	0.927
	−1.584
	2.095



	OP-2
	4.334
	0.923
	−1.522
	1.874



	OP-3
	4.321
	0.995
	−1.773
	2.808



	OP-4
	4.330