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Abstract

:

Numerous organizational researchers have acknowledged that COVID-19 reduced the profit in the tourism industry. Some tourism firms decreased the cost by reducing the investment of CSR in order to increase the profit. However, the relevant literature remains scarce. The main purpose of this study is to explore the effect of COVID-19 on CSR investment in the tourism industry. This study fills the gap between stakeholder and cost stickiness theories. Based on a quasi-experiment of listed Chinese tourism companies from 2017 to 2021, the study finds that COVID-19 caused tourism firms to increase strategic CSR and decrease a responsive one. In addition, tourism firms that adopted cost leadership strategies trimmed responsive CSR more than strategic CSR. Tourism firms with differentiation leadership strategies increased strategic and decreased responsive CSR. Tourism firms with higher levels of political connections increased responsive CSR, while tourism firms with higher organizational resilience increased strategic CSR. At the theoretical level, this study reveals the theoretical mechanism of COVID-19 on tourism firms’ adjustment of CSR from the perspective of cost stickiness. On a practical level, it helps inform tourism firms’ decision-making regarding CSR adjustments for sustainable development when they face widespread crisis scenarios.
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1. Introduction


Tourism relies on the mobility of tourists, with their consumption behavior typically occurring at their destination rather than their place of residence. Consequently, the tourism industry reacts strongly to crisis events and is very sensitive to changes in the external environment [1]. According to the “2021 Literature and Tourism Industry Dynamic Report”, China’s civil aviation passenger traffic experienced a significant decline, plummeting by 84.3% year-on-year in February 2020, primarily due to travel restrictions and other policies implemented following the outbreak of the COVID-19 epidemic in December 2019 [2].



Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a costly investment for companies. Does COVID-19 have a negative impact on travel companies’ CSR investments? The answer is not clear. CSR activities involve diverse corporate stakeholders, including environmental, legal, economic, and human resources [3]. According to relevant crisis management theories, long-term CSR investment has both cumulative and insurance effects, which improve enterprises’ reputations and anti-risk abilities [4]. Compared to other industries, tourism presents higher risks, greater costs, and increased competition while typically offering lower profit margins [5]. Existing studies have shown that, from the perspective of corporate strategy, investing in CSR enhances a company’s goodwill, brand image, proportion of intangible assets, resource sustainability, and sustainable operation [6,7]. In contrast, other previous studies based on over-investment theory have shown that investing in CSR can be seen as showboating behavior, resulting in a serious waste of resources [8,9]. Since tourism behavior is not a human imperative, it is unlikely that certain investments by tourism firms, such as CSR, will yield sufficient returns [5]. Previous research has demonstrated that, unlike other industries, the adjustment costs—referred to as stickiness—of various categories of CSRs in the tourism industry vary widely [10].



The main purpose of this study is to investigate how tourism companies adjusted their CSR practices in response to the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic. It compares Chinese listed companies in the tourism sector with those in other industries from 2017 to 2021, utilizing stakeholder and cost stickiness theories. Furthermore, it systematically analyzes the moderating effects of the COVID-19 epidemic shock on CSR in the tourism industry, considering various corporate strategies, including differentiation leadership, cost leadership, political connections, and organizational resilience. The findings of the study are as follows: First, the COVID-19 shock led to an increase in strategic CSR activities among tourism firms, while responsive CSR activities decreased. Second, tourism firms that adopted cost leadership strategies exhibited a greater reduction in responsive CSR compared to strategic CSR. Those implementing differentiation strategies saw an increase in strategic CSR and a decrease in responsive CSR. Third, tourism firms with higher political connections tended to increase their responsive CSR activities. Lastly, tourism companies with higher organizational resilience tended to increase their strategic CSR activities.



Compared with previous studies, this study makes several significant contributions. First, by employing a quasi-experiment in China, it elucidates the theoretical mechanism by which CSR investments of listed tourism companies were adjusted amidst the COVID-19. Second, to account for the variance in cost stickiness levels among different types of CSR, the study categorizes CSR into strategic and responsive CSR. It demonstrates that strategic CSR exhibits a higher degree of cost stickiness than responsive CSR, providing a more nuanced understanding of the CSR adjustment preferences of tourism companies. Third, the study delves into the moderating effects of various strategic orientations on adjustments in CSR investments in tourism enterprises. It systematically analyzes the impact of corporate strategies (cost leadership strategy vs. differentiation leadership strategy) on the CSR adjustments of tourism enterprises. Fourth, this study investigates the moderating role of political connections in adjustments to responsive CSR investment among tourism enterprises. It scientifically examines the impact of political connections on the CSR adjustments of tourism enterprises. Finally, the study explores the moderating role of organizational resilience in the strategic CSR investment adjustments of tourism firms, methodically analyzing how organizational resilience influences the strategic CSR investment adjustments of tourism companies.



The findings of the study will assist policymakers in tailoring policies for tourism enterprises amidst the COVID-19 pandemic or other crisis events, aligning with tourism development principles and aiding tourism enterprises in weathering challenging times. Simultaneously, it offers a decision-making framework for tourism firm managers to adapt their CSR investments for sustainable development during crises.




2. Theoretical Analysis and Hypotheses Development


2.1. Strategic vs. Responsive CSR


According to institutional theory, tourism firms need to align their CSR behaviors with institutional pressures, ensuring compliance with laws, industry regulations, and stakeholder expectations in order to establish legitimacy and secure resource support [11]. Moreover, according to strategy theory, CSR initiatives must align with a firm’s strategic objectives to maintain competitive advantage by leveraging valuable, scarce, and unique resources [12].



Given the impact of COVID-19, did tourism companies reduce or maintain their CSR investments? The answer requires more specificity than what current research offers. According to Porter and Kramer’s social responsibility decision-making framework (2006), CSRs are categorized into two types: responsive and strategic CSR. Responsive CSR aims to enhance short-term relationships with stakeholders [13] and has often been regarded as a superficial impression management activity or a short-term investment distinct from an organization’s core business [14,15]. Strategic CSR, on the contrary, constitutes a long-term investment with limited short-term returns [16,17]. It necessitates long-term planning, substantial resource allocation, and significant adjustments to an organization’s structure [14]. Therefore, in the face of COVID-19, firms must evaluate the costs associated with adjusting responsive and strategic CSR, encompassing economic losses and intangible, difficult-to-directly-observe costs, such as social relationship, contractual, psychological, and reputational costs [16,18].




2.2. CSR Adjustments Based on Cost Stickiness


The cost stickiness theory posits that certain costs exhibit asymmetric behavior in response to changes in activity [18,19]. When a company’s business volume improves, sticky costs increase much more than they decrease when business volume declines [18,19]. From a cost stickiness perspective, the cost stickiness of strategic and responsive CSR differs significantly [16]. Strategic CSR focuses more on the convergence of corporate and social interests, integrating social responsibility into corporate strategy, resources, capabilities, processes, business models, and interactions with stakeholders [20]. In particular, strategic CSR, such as product and employee responsibility, requires long-term strategic planning, a significant investment of resources, and substantial organizational restructuring [14]. Consequently, the costs of strategic CSR tend to be stickier. If firms respond to the impact of COVID-19 by reducing strategic CSR, they face serious simultaneous losses, including diminished stakeholder confidence, economic setbacks, strained social relationships, contractual risks, and reputational damage [16,18]. In other words, making strategic adjustments to cope with the impact of COVID-19 by reducing strategic CSR investments does not yield favorable outcomes.



Responsive CSR aims to enhance relationships with certain stakeholders, fulfill immediate stakeholder requirements, and adhere to laws, industry regulations, and principles to establish legitimacy and secure resource support. It is characterized as a symbolic and ostentatious management activity, representing a short-term investment divergent from the organization’s core business [14,15]. Responsive CSR initiatives, such as community involvement (charitable donations) and environmental responsibility (investment in environmental protection), serve as fundamental strategies utilized to navigate the institutional environment, gain legitimacy, comply with governmental expectations, or address economic crises [21]. Moreover, based on agency theory’s over-investment hypothesis, CSR is considered an agency behavior reflecting management’s self-interest; CEOs tend to over-invest in CSR at the expense of shareholders, negatively impacting firm value and potentially becoming a substantial cost constraining firm development [8,9]. In comparison to strategic CSR, responsive CSR represents a short-term, reversible investment requiring fewer resources and lower adjustment costs and exhibiting a lower level of cost stickiness.



Based on this analysis, we propose the following hypothesis:



H1a. 

Due to its high level of cost stickiness, tourism firms increase strategic CSR in the face of the COVID-19 shock.





H1b. 

Due to its low level of cost stickiness, tourism firms decrease responsive CSR in the face of the COVID-19 shock.






2.3. The Moderating Role of Cost or Differentiation Leadership Strategies


Moderating role of cost leadership strategy: Companies implementing cost leadership strategies strive to minimize costs in order to offer the most competitively priced products and services. For instance, they optimize production processes for efficiency, scale up operations, adopt new technologies alongside production activities, and minimize expenses related to research and development, advertising, marketing, and services [22]. Implementing cost leadership strategies often leads to superior financial performance compared to other leadership strategies, leveraging comparative advantages from lower labor and production costs [23]. Lower prices are particularly appealing to consumers with limited disposable income [23]. Enterprises employing cost leadership strategies typically maintain lower adjustment costs and possess more adaptable cost structures [24,25]. CSR initiatives of firms following cost leadership strategies exhibit lower levels of cost stickiness, enabling them to swiftly adjust their CSR efforts in response to external shocks [26].



Moderating role of differentiation leadership strategy: Previous research suggests that CSR can serve as a tool for differentiation strategy. For example, Flammer’s (2015) study shows that, in the face of increasing import competition, US firms will choose to invest in social responsibility to differentiate themselves from competing foreign firms [27]. Companies implementing differentiation leadership strategies tend to prioritize cultivating positive relationships with core stakeholders, thereby accessing strategic resources, such as reputation or moral capital [28]. Additionally, the CSR costs of firms employing differentiation leadership strategies exhibit higher levels of cost stickiness; such firms prefer to sustain strategic CSR while reducing responsive CSR in the face of shocks [29,30].



Based on this analysis, we propose the following hypothesis:



H2a. 

Tourism companies that implement cost leadership strategies decrease strategic or responsive CSR.





H2b. 

Tourism companies that implement differentiated leadership strategies decrease responsive CSR and increase strategic CSR.






2.4. The Moderating Role of Political Connections on Responsive CSR


In a transition economy, governments play a crucial role in developing and implementing institutions, policies, and norms, serving as a vital source of resources and legitimacy. The relationship between businesses and governments is pivotal for business survival and growth [31]. Fehrler and Przepiorka argue that responsive social CSR signals firms’ pursuit of external legitimacy, suggesting that firms should strategically manage legitimacy costs when balancing legitimacy and profitability in response to external evaluations [32].



Political connections are generally understood as special informal relationships between businesses and governments, where ties are established between the business and governmental departments or individuals. These connections may involve top management (CEOs, chairpersons), may involve significant shareholders with government service experience, or may be made through public service and the cultivation of networks and government relationships [33,34]. However, it is important to note that political connections differ from political bribery, as they are legal [35]. Individuals with government experience possess unique insights into governmental operations, making them more likely to establish links with government officials, potentially leading to increased government support for businesses [33].



Political connections serve as a signal of legitimacy to stakeholders, including governments, fostering support and close ties with governmental entities and other stakeholders [35]. This diminishes the reversibility of responsive CSR, thereby increasing the level of cost stickiness associated with responsive CSR initiatives [36,37]. Therefore, when confronted with the shock of COVID-19, firms with more political connections may mitigate reductions in responsive CSR activities.



Based on this analysis, we propose the following hypothesis:



H3. 

Higher political connections mitigate tourism firm reductions in responsive CSR.






2.5. The Moderating Role of Organizational Resilience on Strategic CSR


Existing studies have demonstrated that organizational resilience encompasses several processes through which organizations resist impacts, absorb adverse effects, and achieve rapid recovery [38,39]. When engaging in strategic CSR activities, tourism firms strengthen their interactions with strategic stakeholders to gain a competitive advantage and foster sustainable development [13].



Investment in strategic CSR fosters a stronger connection between tourism firms and strategic stakeholders, enabling them to acquire scarce resources closely aligned with their core business. This, in turn, supports their defense mechanisms in the face of crisis events and enhances their stability and absorptive capacity [38,40,41]. According to signal theory, firms can communicate positive information about their stable and favorable state to stakeholders through CSR investments, thereby enhancing stakeholders’ support and investment confidence and bolstering their ability to withstand changes in the external environment [38,42,43].



Based on this analysis, we propose the following hypothesis:



H4. 

High organizational resilience enhances tourism firms’ increase in strategic CSR.







3. Data and Methodology


3.1. Sample Selection and Data Source


In this paper, listed companies in mainland China from 2017 to 2021 were selected to test the impact of COVID-19 epidemic shocks on the CSR of tourism companies. The sample size of this study was 13,747 after excluding samples with outliers and missing values. CSR data were obtained from the social responsibility data disclosed by Hexun.com (www.hexun.com. accessed on 31 December 2021). The financial data of control variables were from the China Stock Market Accounting Research (CSMAR) database. To reduce the influence of outliers, all continuous variables were winsorized at the 1% and 99% levels.




3.2. Measures


The independent variable in this study was the impact of the COVID-19 outbreak on tourism businesses (DID) [44]. The COVID-19 outbreak occurred in December 2019, so this paper assigned a value of 1 to the 41 listed tourism companies in mainland China in 2019 and after and 0 to the rest of the samples, noting this variable as DID. It should be noted that although the outbreaks recurred in various places after 2019, the recurrence of the subsequent episodes does not have the exact mechanism as that of the initial attacks. Initial seizures are more sudden and crisis-oriented than subsequent outbreaks, which is more in line with the assumptions of the double-difference model.



The dependent variables of this study were strategic CSR (SCSR) and responsive CSR (RCSR). Drawing on the methodology of previous researchers, strategic CSR is the sum of employee responsibility and product responsibility, and responsive CSR is the sum of environmental responsibility and community responsibility, which is derived from the social responsibility data of listed companies disclosed by Hexun.com [13,45].



The moderating variables: cost leadership VS differentiation leadership strategies. The measurement of cost leadership (Cost_leadership) and differentiation leadership (Diff_leadership) strategies in this paper drew on the research design of Gao et al. (2010) and Duanmu et al. (2018) [22,23], where cost leadership strategies are measured by the ratio of the difference between sales and production costs to sales, with larger values indicating that a firm’s cost leadership is more pronounced. The differentiation strategy is measured using the firm’s advertising costs ratio to total sales. The data in this section came from the CSMAR database.



The moderating variable: political connections. The political connection and ownership data in this paper came from the manual collation of the CSMAR database [46]. A firm’s degree of political connection was denoted as GOV_level. Suppose the chairman or general manager of the firm has or currently holds posts in the government, the Party Committee (Commission for Discipline Inspection), the standing organs of the National People’s Congress or CPPCC, the procuratorate, and the court. In that case, the political association GOV_level is assigned to four levels. To be specific, the political connection level of section-level cadres is set as 1, the political connection level of section-level cadres is set as 2, the political connection level of department-level cadres is set as 3, the political connection level of ministerial-level and national-level cadres is set as 4, and the political connection level of no political connection is set as 0. Suppose the chairman or general manager of the firm used to or currently served as a party representative, a representative of the National People’s Congress, or a member of the CPPCC. In that case, the political connection GOV_level is also assigned to four levels. Specifically, the GOV_level of the political connection at the county level and below is 1, the GOV_level of the political connection at the municipal level is 2, the GOV_level of the political connection at the provincial level is 3, the GOV_level of the political connection at the national level is 4, and the GOV_level of the political connection without the political connection is 0. Suppose there are data for both political connection GOV_level and political connection GOV_level definitions. In that case, the maximum value of the two is taken as the value of the political connection level of the firm.



The moderating variable: organizational resilience. In this paper, organizational resilience was considered a two-dimensional structural variable with high-performance growth (Revenue_Growth) and low financial volatility (Finance_Volatility), referring to the methodology proposed by Ortiz to measure these two dependent variables [47]. The indicator used in this paper to measure high-performance growth was the amount of cumulative sales revenue growth over three years, as incremental growth was more indicative of the long term than year-to-year growth, and consistent with the research of many scholars, three years was chosen as the period to measure the long-term growth of a firm. In this paper, financial volatility was measured by the volatility of stock returns, measured as the standard deviation of stock returns for each month of the year. In particular, the lower the value of Finance_Volatility, the lower the financial volatility and the more resilient the organization.



In order to control the influence of other factors, this paper started from the firm level and drew on previous studies to select firm size (Size), firm growth capacity (Growth), leverage level (Leverage), and cash flow (Cashflow) as the control variables [48,49].




3.3. Hypotheses and Proofs


This study proposed the following six hypotheses: (1) H1a. Due to its high level of cost stickiness, tourism firms increase strategic CSR in the face of the COVID-19 shock. (2) H1b. Due to its low level of cost stickiness, tourism firms decrease responsive CSR in the face of the COVID-19 shock. (3) H2a. Tourism companies that implement cost leadership strategies decrease strategic or responsive CSR. (4) H2b. Tourism companies that implement differentiated leadership strategies decrease responsive CSR and increase strategic CSR. (5) H3. Higher political connections mitigate tourism firm reductions in responsive CSR. (6) H4. High organizational resilience enhances tourism firms’ increase in strategic CSR.



Referring to previous studies [44], this study used a double difference model for regression analysis, as shown in Equations (1) and (2). If     β   1     is significantly positive in Equation (1), then H1a is confirmed. If     β   1     is significantly negative in Equation (2), then H1b is confirmed.



In the moderated effects test in further research, H2a is confirmed if the coefficient of Cost_leadership × DID is significantly negative in models with either SCSR or RCSR as the dependent variable. H2b is confirmed if the coefficient of Diff_leadership × DID is significantly negative in the model with SCSR as the dependent variable, and at the same time, the coefficient of Diff_leadership × DID is significantly positive in the modesl with RCSR as the dependent variable. If the coefficient of GOV_Level × DID is significantly positive, then H3 is confirmed. If the coefficient of Revenue_Growth × DID is significantly positive and the coefficient of Finance_Volatility × DID is significantly negative, then H4 is confirmed.


    SCSR   it   =   β   0   +   β   1    DID +    ∑   j =  1   n      β    j +  1     Controls   it   +   u   i   +   year   t   +   ε   it      



(1)






    RCSR   it   =   β   0   +   β   1   DID +   ∑   j =  1   n      β    j +  1     Controls   it   +   u   i   +   year   t   +   ε   it      



(2)









4. Results


4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis


Table 1 showed descriptive statistics of variables.



In order to test whether there is a strong correlation between the variables, we report and observe the matrix of correlation coefficients between two-by-two variables. It is easy to find that, in Table 2, the absolute value of correlation coefficients between the variables is less than 0.7, so a strong correlation between the variables is excluded, indicating that there is no serious correlation between the variables [50].




4.2. Parallel Trend Tests


Before carrying out the regression of the difference-in-difference (DID) model, this study needs to verify the parallel trend of the double difference model, as shown in Table 3. In the test results given in Table 3, strategic CSR is the dependent variable, and the regression coefficients for period one before the epidemic shock ~ period zero are not significant, indicating that there is a parallel trend in the strategic CSR investment between the control group and the treatment group [51]. With the responsive CSR as the dependent variable, the regression coefficients for period one before the epidemic shock ~ period zero are not significant, indicating that there is a parallel trend in the responsive CSR between the control group and the treatment group [51]. More intuitive results of this study are shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2.




4.3. Impact of the COVID-19 Epidemic on CSR in the Tourism Industry


The effects of the COVID-19 epidemic shock on strategic and responsive CSR are given in Table 4, where this study controls for firm-fixed effects, time-fixed effects, and control variables affecting CSR investment in the test. Model (1) and model (2) both use panel regression. In model (1), with strategic CSR as the dependent variable, the regression coefficient of DID is significantly positive, which indicates that the COVID-19 epidemic shock makes tourism enterprises increase investment in strategic CSR; H1a is proven. In model (2), with responsive CSR as the dependent variable, the regression coefficient of DID is significantly negative, which indicates that, under the COVID-19 epidemic shock, tourism enterprises reduce the investment in responsive CSR, and H1b is proven.




4.4. Robustness Tests


4.4.1. Tests of DID with a One-Period Lag


In this study, to verify the longer-term impact of the COVID-19 epidemic shock on tourism firms’ investment in CSR, a robustness test was conducted using strategic and responsive CSR measures of socially responsible investment with a lag of one year, and the results of the test are shown in Table 5 [52]. The results in column (1) show that, although one period of strategic CSR investment lags, the COVID-19 shock still positively contributes to it. Similarly, the column (2) results show that, although responsive CSR has faded by one period, it is still negatively weakened by the COVID-19 shock. In the above regressions, the positive and negative coefficients of DID are consistent with the benchmark regression, and H1a and H1b are confirmed, which proves that the results we obtain are robust.




4.4.2. Tests for Changing the Timing of COVID-19


To further test the robustness of the results, this study conducts a counterfactual test by varying the timing of the dummy epidemic shocks, which excludes the effects of policy or stochastic factors other than the epidemic [53]. By advancing the timing of the epidemic shock by one year, if the regression coefficients of the variables representing the effect of the epidemic shock are not significant at this point, the additional impact of other policy factors can be excluded. As shown in Table 6, the results of the counterfactual test indicate that, if the epidemic shock is assumed to have occurred one year earlier, neither strategic nor responsive CSR is significantly affected, which suggests that other factors do not cause the adjustments in strategic and responsive CSR but instead come from the COVID-19 epidemic shock.






5. Further Research


5.1. Moderating Effects of Corporate Strategies on CSR


As shown in Table 7, firms implementing cost leadership strategies decrease both strategic and responsive CSR; H2a is confirmed. Firms implementing differentiation strategies increase strategic CSR and decrease responsive CSR; H2b is confirmed.




5.2. Moderating Effects of Political Connections on Responsive CSR


As shown in Table 8, tourism with a higher degree of political affiliation mitigated the reduction in responsive CSR; H3 is confirmed.




5.3. Moderating Effect of Organizational Resilience on Strategic CSR


As shown in Table 9, both high levels of performance growth and low levels of financial volatility reinforce the increase in strategic CSR of tourism firms; H4 is confirmed.





6. Conclusions and Discussion


6.1. Main Conclusions


The main findings of this study are outlined as follows. First, leveraging the quasi-experiment of COVID-19, we contrast the responses of the tourism industry with those of other sectors. Our analysis reveals that the shock of COVID-19 leads tourism firms to markedly increase strategic CSR while significantly decreasing responsive CSR. Second, we observe that tourism firms adopting cost leadership strategies reduce both strategic and responsive CSR, albeit with a greater reduction in responsive CSR. Conversely, tourism firms implementing differentiation leadership strategies witness an increase in strategic CSR coupled with a decrease in responsive CSR. Furthermore, we find that tourism firms with higher levels of political connection tend to mitigate reductions in responsive CSR. Lastly, our study highlights that tourism firms exhibiting higher organizational resilience reinforce an increase in strategic CSR.




6.2. Theoretical Contributions


First, this study introduces the cost stickiness theory as a framework for understanding how tourism firms adjust their strategic and responsive CSR investments, thereby enriching the application scenarios of cost stickiness theory. Conforming to the system and maintaining strategy are two critical theoretical perspectives in the literature on corporate strategy and firm behavior. However, the existing literature has explored fewer motivations for why firms adapt their strategies, particularly CSR strategies. This study draws upon the social responsibility decision-making framework developed by Porter and Kramer (2006), which categorizes CSR into responsive and strategic CSR [13]. Previous studies have indicated that the cost stickiness theory suggests certain costs are sticky, and these costs increase more asymmetrically when a firm’s business volume rises than they decrease when business volume falls [18,19]. The findings of this study validate the differentiation hypothesis of cost stickiness concerning different dimensions of social responsibility. This study demonstrates that when confronted with COVID-19 shocks, tourism firms maintain or even increase strategic CSR investments due to high-cost stickiness. Conversely, due to low-cost stickiness, tourism firms tend to reduce responsive CSR investments. The findings of this study contribute to a clearer understanding of the controversy surrounding the motivation of Chinese tourism firms to fulfill their social responsibility from the perspective of cost stickiness.



Second, this study integrates corporate strategy into a model of the impact of COVID-19 on the CSR of tourism firms, thereby further elucidating the boundary mechanisms of the effects of COVID-19 on the CSR of tourism firms. Similar to previous studies on corporate strategy [23,27], this study analyzes the moderating mechanisms of cost leadership and differentiation leadership strategies on the relationship between COVID-19 and tourism CSR. Previous studies have demonstrated that firms implementing a differentiation leadership strategy exhibit higher competitiveness because they concentrate on developing their core competencies and investing in long-term strategic resources [29,30]. Conversely, firms implementing cost leadership strategies tend to be short-sighted and primarily focus on cost reduction for profit maximization. This tendency makes them hesitant to invest in long-term resources and prompts them to resort to austerity policies to preserve profits at the first sign of a shock [24,25]. Consistent with prior research, this study reveals that firms implementing differentiated leadership strategies tend to promote strategic CSR, while firms employing cost leadership strategies tend to reduce either strategic or responsive CSR. Our findings provide further insights into the moderating mechanisms by which tourism firms adjust their social responsibility in the context of the COVID-19.



Third, by incorporating political connections into the model of the relationship between COVID-19 and tourism CSR, we further unveil the moderating mechanism of this relationship. Previous studies have defined political connections as the closeness of a firm’s relationship with the government [37]. While previous research on political connections has primarily focused on areas such as firm performance and behavior [36,37], there has been limited exploration of political connections in relation to CSR, especially responsive CSR. Given that political connections somewhat alter the stickiness of CSR costs, it becomes imperative to investigate their moderating role. Similar to previous studies on political connection [36,37], this paper finds that political connections make it challenging to reduce responsive CSR, thereby increasing the cost stickiness of responsive CSR. Consequently, we observe that a high level of political connection enhances the responsive CSR of tourism firms. Hence, this study further enriches and broadens the explanatory scope of cost stickiness theory from the perspective of political connections.



Finally, organizational resilience is integrated into the model of the relationship between COVID-19 and tourism CSR, thereby shedding further light on the regulatory mechanism of this relationship. Previous research has defined organizational resilience as the nature and resources of an organization, which is typically examined as an outcome variable [47]. Diverging from prior studies on organizational resilience [47], this study employs a firm’s level of organizational resilience as a differentiating factor to analyze the moderating mechanism of organizational resilience on the relationship between COVID-19 and tourism CSR. This study reveals that because organizational resilience is intricately linked to the core business of tourism enterprises, establishing organizational resilience necessitates long-term investment. Tourism firms with higher levels of organizational resilience exhibit greater cost stickiness, leading to an increase in strategic CSR. Therefore, this study further enriches and broadens the explanatory scope of cost stickiness theory from the perspective of organizational resilience.





7. Limitations and Future Studies


There are several limitations in the process and theory of this study, which include the following: First, regarding the measurement of CSR, this paper relies solely on one data source: the Hexun database. While this database is known for its high quality and widespread use among researchers, it may overlook the innovative aspects of CSR measurement. Second, due to constraints related to research experience and the time frame of the COVID-19 epidemic, the sample period covered in this study may not be extensive enough, and the data collected may be relatively limited. Third, this study focuses on A-share listed companies in the tourism sector for an empirical analysis. While using data from listed companies ensures completeness, the sample selection may still be somewhat biased. Currently, due to the unique nature of tourism enterprises, research on CSR in the tourism sector is still in its exploratory stages. There remains a significant amount of work to be explored and investigated deeply in the future, presenting ample research opportunities.



Future research could expand upon this study in the following ways: First, in addition to relying on secondary data for an empirical analysis, future research could establish independent measurements for CSR and utilize methods such as data mining or surveys. This approach would continuously update the measurement methods of research variables, enhancing the objectivity and scientific rigor of the research. Second, future research could incorporate case studies to gather firsthand information through interviews. Analyzing case companies would allow for a deeper examination of the evolution of CSR investment in tourism enterprises. Third, by expanding the research scope to include samples such as small- and medium-sized tourism enterprises and private tourism enterprises, theoretical extensions could be synthesized from a broader research perspective. Such conclusions would be more universally applicable and hold greater practical value.
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Figure 1. Parallel trend of strategic CSR. 
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Figure 2. Parallel trend of responsive CSR. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.






Table 1. Descriptive statistics.





	Variable
	Obs
	Mean
	Std. Dev.
	Min
	Max





	SCSR
	13,749
	0.291
	0.829
	−2.659
	1.386



	RCSR
	13,749
	0.435
	0.419
	−1.000
	1.500



	DID
	13,749
	0.005
	0.072
	0.000
	1.000



	Cost_leadership
	13,749
	0.869
	0.996
	−5.737
	8.173



	Diff_leadership
	13,749
	−1.895
	1.296
	−11.826
	3.146



	GOV_Level
	13,749
	0.857
	1.228
	0.000
	4.000



	Revenue_Growth
	13,749
	38.179
	218.875
	−4657.210
	10,352.820



	Finance_Volatility
	13,749
	0.111
	0.049
	0.020
	0.759



	Size
	13,749
	22.267
	1.290
	20.013
	26.157



	Lev
	13,749
	0.413
	0.200
	0.063
	0.889



	Cashflow
	13,749
	0.051
	0.066
	−0.142
	0.230



	Growth
	13,747
	0.151
	0.348
	−0.570
	1.755










 





Table 2. Correlation coefficient matrix.






Table 2. Correlation coefficient matrix.




















	Variable
	SCSR
	RCSR
	DID
	Cost_Leadership
	Diff_Leadership
	GOV_Level
	Revenue_Growth
	Finance_Volatility
	Size
	Lev
	Cashflow
	Growth





	SCSR
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	RCSR
	0.015 *
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	DID
	0.002
	0.017 *
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Cost_leadership
	−0.123 ***
	−0.072 ***
	−0.040 ***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Diff_leadership
	−0.110 ***
	−0.014
	−0.002
	0.316 ***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	GOV_Level
	−0.017 *
	0.046 ***
	−0.002
	−0.020 **
	0.043 ***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Revenue_Growth
	0.087 ***
	0.048 ***
	−0.011
	0.104 ***
	−0.017 *
	0.016 *
	1
	
	
	
	
	



	Finance_Volatility
	−0.003
	−0.096 ***
	−0.002
	0.003
	0.026 ***
	−0.019 **
	−0.051 ***
	1
	
	
	
	



	Size
	0.175 ***
	0.165 ***
	−0.014 *
	0.141 ***
	−0.172 ***
	0.055 ***
	0.263 ***
	−0.150 ***
	1
	
	
	



	Lev
	0.026 ***
	0.018 **
	−0.007
	0.292 ***
	−0.061 ***
	0.011
	0.120 ***
	−0.012
	0.512 ***
	1
	
	



	Cashflow
	0.048 ***
	0.072 ***
	−0.026 ***
	−0.050 ***
	0.039 ***
	0.006
	0.020 **
	0.014 *
	0.059 ***
	−0.179 ***
	1
	



	Growth
	0.114 ***
	0.058 ***
	−0.065 ***
	0.052 ***
	−0.014
	0.002
	0.076 ***
	0.019 **
	0.037 ***
	0.008
	0.050 ***
	1







* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01; Level of significance: *** > ** > *.













 





Table 3. Parallel trend tests.






Table 3. Parallel trend tests.





	
Model

	
(1)

	
(2)




	
Variable

	
SCSR

	
RCSR






	
Pre_1

	
0.138

	
−0.061




	

	
(0.141)

	
(0.092)




	
Current

	
0.155

	
−0.027




	

	
(0.137)

	
(0.068)




	
Post_1

	
0.408 ***

	
−0.260 ***




	

	
(0.141)

	
(0.101)




	
Post_2

	
1.957 ***

	
−0.982 ***




	

	
(0.406)

	
(0.337)




	
Size

	
0.136 ***

	
0.119 ***




	

	
(0.006)

	
(0.017)




	
Lev

	
−0.335 ***

	
−0.534 ***




	

	
(0.041)

	
(0.060)




	
Cashflow

	
0.177

	
0.046




	

	
(0.109)

	
(0.069)




	
Growth

	
0.274 ***

	
0.074 ***




	

	
(0.020)

	
(0.013)




	
Firm_fixed effects

	
YES

	
YES




	
Year_fixed effects

	
YES

	
YES




	
_cons

	
−2.670 ***

	
−1.994 ***




	

	
(0.132)

	
(0.368)




	
adj. R2

	
13,747.000

	
13,747.000




	
F

	
0.052

	
0.031




	
N

	
62.306

	
16.104








Standard errors in parentheses, same below; *** p < 0.01.













 





Table 4. Effect of COVID-19 on socially responsible investment in tourism firms.
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Model

	
(1)

	
(2)




	
Variable

	
SCSR

	
RCSR






	
DID (H1a, H1b)

	
1.615 ***

	
−0.134 **




	

	
(0.356)

	
(0.056)




	
Size

	
0.140 ***

	
0.121 ***




	

	
(0.029)

	
(0.017)




	
Lev

	
0.213 ***

	
−0.535 ***




	

	
(0.078)

	
(0.060)




	
Cashflow

	
0.480 ***

	
0.053




	

	
(0.082)

	
(0.069)




	
Growth

	
0.083 ***

	
0.075 ***




	

	
(0.013)

	
(0.013)




	
Firm fixed effects

	
YES

	
YES




	
Year fixed effects

	
YES

	
YES




	
_cons

	
−4.552 ***

	
−2.031 ***




	

	
(0.719)

	
(0.369)




	
N

	
13,747.000

	
13,747.000




	
adj. R2

	
0.047

	
0.029




	
F

	
17.962

	
20.442








Standard errors in parentheses, same below; ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01; Level of significance: *** > **.













 





Table 5. Robustness tests using one year lag DID.
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Model

	
(1)

	
(2)




	
Variable

	
SCSR

	
RCSR






	
DID_2020 (H1a, H1b)

	
0.099 ***

	
−0.327 ***




	

	
(0.022)

	
(0.101)




	
Size

	
0.105 ***

	
0.109 ***




	

	
(0.038)

	
(0.025)




	
Lev

	
0.142

	
−0.543 ***




	

	
(0.090)

	
(0.077)




	
Cashflow

	
0.399 ***

	
0.008




	

	
(0.096)

	
(0.084)




	
Growth

	
0.093 ***

	
0.100 ***




	

	
(0.018)

	
(0.017)




	
Firm_fixed effects

	
YES

	
YES




	
Year_fixed effects

	
YES

	
YES




	
_cons

	
−2.158 **

	
−1.776 ***




	

	
(0.854)

	
(0.548)




	
N

	
9815.000

	
9815.000




	
adj. R2

	
0.040

	
0.029




	
F

	
10.030

	
15.141








Standard errors in parentheses, same below; ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01; Level of significance: *** > **.













 





Table 6. Counterfactual tests for changing the timing of COVID-19.
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Model

	
(1)

	
(2)




	
Variable

	
SCSR

	
RCSR






	
DID_2018

	
0.015

	
−0.054




	

	
(0.063)

	
(0.077)




	
Size

	
0.141 ***

	
0.122 ***




	

	
(0.029)

	
(0.017)




	
Lev

	
0.217 ***

	
−0.536 ***




	

	
(0.078)

	
(0.060)




	
Cashflow

	
0.479 ***

	
0.057




	

	
(0.082)

	
(0.069)




	
Growth

	
0.082 ***

	
0.075 ***




	

	
(0.014)

	
(0.013)




	
Firm_fixed effects

	
YES

	
YES




	
Year_fixed effects

	
YES

	
YES




	
_cons

	
−2.953 ***

	
−2.049 ***




	

	
(0.629)

	
(0.369)




	
N

	
13,747.000

	
13,747.000




	
adj. R2

	
0.034

	
0.028




	
F

	
15.449

	
19.881








Standard errors in parentheses, same below; *** p < 0.01.













 





Table 7. The moderating roles of corporate strategies.
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Model

	
(1)

	
(2)

	
(3)

	
(4)




	

	
SCSR

	
RCSR

	
SCSR

	
RCSR






	
Cost_leadership × DID (H2a)

	
−0.177 ***

	
−0.228 ***

	

	




	

	
(0.067)

	
(0.082)

	

	




	
Diff_leadership × DID (H2b)

	

	

	
0.130 **

	
−1.081 ***




	

	

	

	
(0.053)

	
(0.363)




	
Size

	
0.143 ***

	
0.117 ***

	
0.141 ***

	
0.128 ***




	

	
(0.029)

	
(0.017)

	
(0.029)

	
(0.015)




	
Lev

	
0.222 ***

	
−0.521 ***

	
0.216 ***

	
−0.534 ***




	

	
(0.078)

	
(0.060)

	
(0.078)

	
(0.056)




	
Cashflow

	
0.483 ***

	
0.036

	
0.479 ***

	
0.056




	

	
(0.084)

	
(0.069)

	
(0.083)

	
(0.064)




	
Growth

	
0.080 ***

	
0.077 ***

	
0.082 ***

	
0.073 ***




	

	
(0.014)

	
(0.013)

	
(0.014)

	
(0.012)




	
Firm_fixed effects

	
YES

	
YES

	
YES

	
YES




	
Year_fixed effects

	
YES

	
YES

	
YES

	
YES




	
_cons

	
−3.001 ***

	
−1.943 ***

	
−2.940 ***

	
−2.181 ***




	

	
(0.637)

	
(0.369)

	
(0.632)

	
(0.336)




	
N

	
13,747.000

	
13,747.000

	
13,747.000

	
13,747.000




	
adj. R2

	
0.036

	
0.032

	
0.036

	
0.129


