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Abstract: This paper contributes to the theoretical debate in agri-food economics focusing on corporate
social responsibility. Specifically, it aims to define an interpretative model of the processes of social
responsibility and value creation in the food industry. An empirical investigation was conducted
using an analysis of case studies—representative of sustainable innovation and social responsibility
models—as well as in-depth interviews and focus groups with managers of food industries and the
sector’s experts. The paper focuses on a topic that has yet to be analysed in agri-food economics
literature: corporate social responsibility as a value-creating strategy. Further, it proposes a life cycle
model of social responsibility in business processes. The study findings reveal that corporate social
responsibility actions may affect the agri-food process and/or the product. Specifically, the investigated
case studies reveal that the production sector in which a company operates strongly influences its
orientation towards one or more corporate social responsibility dimensions. This study’s results
contribute to the debate on the topic and provide useful insights for practitioners and policy-makers.

Keywords: corporate social responsibility; life cycle; sustainable innovation; food companies;
value creation

1. Introduction

Changes in citizens’ values, lifestyles, and preferences—as well as a new business culture that
considers the environmental and social impacts of productive activity [1,2]—have increased interest in
the agricultural economics field towards the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR).

The CSR concept was first introduced in management literature in the 1950s as “the obligations of
businessmen to pursue those policies, to make those decisions, and to follow those lines of action that
are desirable in relation to the objectives and values of our society” [3]. Subsequently, many works on
the topic have been developed, with several definitions of CSR. Currently, CSR still lacks a unique
definition [4,5].

From a conceptual perspective, scholars, in their research, have implemented either the definitions
provided in management literature [2] or those developed in the community context. In the latter,
CSR has been defined [6] as “the voluntary integration of companies’ social and ecological concerns
in their business operations in strict collaboration with stakeholders” [6]. Moreover, to be socially
responsible, companies must both accomplish and surpass their legal duties by investing in human
capital, the environment and their relationships with stakeholders.

The European strategy [7] also focuses on the concept of a corporate responsibility towards society.
In this context, CSR is a tool through which companies implement legitimate business operations,
obtaining their “license to operate” [8,9] and improving their reputation with positive effects on
companies’ financial performance [10,11]. Companies’ economic, ecological and social duties are
connected in a triple bottom line [12] though which CSR can be assessed using three dimensions:
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economic, environmental and social. Companies are sustainable when they achieve goals involving
all three Ps in the bottom line: profit, people and the planet [13]. Therefore, CSR “leads to the
search for a virtuous balance between economic development, environmental protection, and social
promotion” [14].

Based on these assumptions, several scholars consider CSR as a tool through which companies
can implement sustainable development [1,15–20]. Additionally, they consider the difference between
sustainable development, which implies a collective long-term responsibility, and CSR; a clear
complementarity exists between them, affirming that policies and decisions must be adopted through
a broader vision to obtain long-term benefits [20].

The absence of a unanimously accepted definition aimed at clarifying the scope of CSR has not
affected its role in the agri-food sector given the aspects that distinguish agri-food companies’ activities.
More than any other sector, agri-food is characterised by a significant dependence on natural resources
and considerably impacts the environment and biodiversity; therefore, this sector’s companies are
highly exposed to environmental associations and civil society in general [1]. Additionally, agri-food
companies face several social problems and ethical issues concerning their supply chain [1], such as
the use of genetically modified organisms, the safety of produced foods or animal welfare [9,21].
The greater public visibility of the agri-food industry and its perceived external pressures may be
the reasons that push these companies, and especially larger ones, to adopt socially responsible
behaviours [8,22,23]. This may also be why these companies’ actual socially responsible actions are
sometimes less substantial than their stated commitments [24]. Moreover, the tight bond between
agribusiness and the environment has led some scholars to examine the limits to which social
responsibility must extend [25], or specifically, whether this responsibility should be limited to
company boundaries or should involve the entire food supply chain.

Effective social responsibility must affect the entire supply chain [26,27]. Further, Kissinger [28]
also notes that when the CSR extends to the entire food supply chain, it can contribute to decreasing
agricultural greenhouse gas emissions. Some authors have also demonstrated that CSR can extend to
the entire supply chain, and especially, an agri-food company with proactive, sustainable behaviours
can also influence other stakeholders [29,30]. However, Wiese and Toporowski [31] revealed that when
social responsibility extends to the entire food supply chain, the risk exists that a company acting
undesirably can damage the reputation of some or all of its associated companies.

The literature has primarily investigated CSR from the consumer’s perspective, noting that it
generates value-added benefits by affecting consumers’ perceptions towards companies and products
while increasing consumers’ loyalty and satisfaction [32–39]. The latter leads to a higher willingness
to pay for socially responsible companies’ products [40,41]. Further, CSR also increases a company’s
attractiveness as an employer while enhancing employee satisfaction [42–44].

Moreover, CSR positively influences innovation strategies, as it compels companies to
constantly increase their products’ quality and implement sustainable processes towards innovation.
Therefore, CSR strengthens companies’ reputations, with benefits to their image and identity, and in
consumers’ recognition of the brand and the company’s products [11,14,37,45].

Existing literature clearly indicates that CSR can be conceived as a tool through which agri-food
companies can increase their competitiveness. Forsman-Hugg et al. [46] were among the first scholars
in agri-food literature to connect CSR to companies’ competitive advantage, suggesting that it functions
to provide “elements to build new types of resources that may serve as a foundation for a competitive
advantage” [46]. Indeed, CSR is crucial, not only for products’ differentiation in the market, but also
for companies’ more efficient use of resources [27,47].

More recently, CSR has been interpreted as a strategy of competitive advantage for value creation
in agri-food companies [14]. The evolution of competitive dynamics has enabled companies to conceive
their business activities in the context of value-creation models aiming to meet citizen-consumers’
emerging needs. Further, companies focus on productive models centred on protecting natural and
environmental resources as well as on consumer protection, in which CSR is a competitive lever
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used to promote sustainable innovation or decrease production costs and create positive externalities.
Subsequently, CSR became a strategic factor to enable companies aiming to become more socially
aware to address challenges related to the environment and consumer protections.

These concerns should characterise the organisational culture and guide decision-making and
the business process. Consequently, competition should occur based on the promotion of distinctive
values generated by social responsibility that can improve companies’ reputations.

The CSR debate has generated different interpretations on the topic. The current study considers
CSR in an original way as a strategic behavioural function to drive companies’ innovation activities
towards new value-creation paths (multi-value farm). Specifically, it relates to the competitive
business strategies that enable companies to differentiate themselves by internalising society’s social,
environmental and economic needs. The latter should be reflected in the characterisation of the
company’s organisational culture and should guide its decision-making and business processes.
However, it is difficult to observe the contextual presence of all three CSR dimensions in a company,
as different orientation processes can often be observed.

Accordingly, this study, on the one hand, aims to define a theoretical and methodological
framework that can interpret the different levels of CSR orientation (a CSR life cycle model) among
agri-food companies, while, on the other hand, investigating how this impacts enterprises’ implemented
value-creation models.

2. Corporate Social Responsibility and Value Creation Models: A Conceptual Framework

2.1. The Sustainable and Multi-Value Agri-Food Company

At the beginning of the 1980s, a rigorous regulatory framework was shaped to protect natural
and environmental resources. As a result, agri-food companies had to implement waste management
processes to substantially modify their production cost structures. Companies then had to address
both environmental and social issues, such as labour and food safety regulations.

First, the purported civil law model [14] exclusively considered both the costs and negative
competitive effects from the environmental and social issues companies faced when adopting an
economic perspective.

The peculiarity of the Italian agri-food sector—characterised by the prevalence of small and
medium-sized enterprises—has further pronounced the economic perspective towards environmental
and social issues. This economic perspective dominated at the end of the 20th century, but has been
overcome in the past few years (common law phase) under pressure from the European Union (EU)
to favour a new entrepreneurial vision to deeply change companies’ strategic management toward
environmental, health-related and social issues.

The EU strongly promoted a new CSR-based business culture, as reflected in company policies,
to integrate citizens’ and consumers’ concerns about environmental and social issues. To support
this initiative, the EU launched several research and development policies aiming to promote new,
healthy and functional products as well as sustainable production systems. This new, common research
and development policy has led to substantial changes in companies’ approaches to environmental
and social issues. The offer of sustainable innovation, as derived from the research and development
programs promoted by the new EU policy, has enabled the agri-food sector to address a prominent
issue involving the processing of waste materials. Therefore, wastes are no longer considered merely a
problem or cost, but as an input for energy production or recyclable materials for packaging. In other
words, the issue was transformed into an opportunity to create value through internal economies that
positively reflect companies’ performance. Simultaneously, food technology research results in recent
years have enabled the commercialisation of products that are healthier and clearly convey their social
benefits, contributing to citizen-consumers’ lives and well-being.

Another CSR aspect to consider is associated with social relationships, both internal and
external. Regarding the former, factors that positively influence the connection between employees
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and the company include the tension in continuously training employees and improving human
capital, the company’s attention to work conditions, the socialisation of company problems, and the
consideration of workers as “people” who can express their needs and expectations for themselves and
their families. These factors also generate a strong sense of belonging and identity among employees,
resulting in internal economies for the company. Workers will then increase their trust in the company
and management, which will reduce internal conflicts and increase the motivation to work as well
as increasing productivity and business profits. As for the external dimension, agri-food companies’
socially responsible behaviour will encourage relationships with suppliers of raw materials and the
local community, which will increase their trust of the enterprise. As indicated in the literature,
this scenario, on the one hand, reduces transaction costs, while, on the other hand, decreases the
costs of access to external services, such as policy-making, as influenced by relationships with local
institutions, banks, and the public sector.

On the external side, the company’s credibility and reputation improve its exchanges and
relationships, which activates external social economies as lower transaction and bureaucratic costs
that directly and indirectly influence business profits.

The company’s ability to produce social benefits for the local community by promoting ethical
values [48] improves its market position by increasing how often modern citizen-consumers evaluate
its products. The latter will not only prefer socially responsible companies’ products and services,
but will also express a higher willingness to pay (WTP) for premium prices for their products.

The agri-food company can apply new food technologies to produce healthy, safe and functional
products. The adoption of sustainable technologies can better process wastes and internalise the
production of energy as obtained from renewable sources, water and recyclable materials for packaging
(internal economies).

(a) It can adopt relationships oriented towards social responsibility to improve productivity and,
therefore, profits; externally, it can decrease the costs of transactions and those related to the
access to services and policies (external economies).

(b) The orientation towards social responsibility, along with food and other goods and services
(market output), generates public goods (not market output), such as environmental or natural
resources and health and ethical values, as well as fewer social costs, that determine
reputational effects. These induce citizen-consumers to prefer the company’s goods and services.
Citizen-consumers are also willing to recognise premium prices, compared to the goods and
services of non-socially responsible food companies. The results are also positive for companies’
economic performance (external social economies).

Figure 1 illustrates that socially responsible agri-food companies can develop several value
chains (VCs) and governance structures to produce value both directly (market output) and indirectly
(non-market output). The latter generates a specific value portfolio [14,49].

In summary, the orientation towards social responsibility and the implementation of tangible and
intangible value chains satisfies citizen-consumers’ economic, environmental and social expectations.
These determine companies’ new social roles and facilitate their exceptional economic performance.

The sustainable agri-food company includes a set of governance structures to create
multidimensional value, while socially responsible behaviours include the establishment of competitive
strategies to produce distinctive social qualities and build reputational capital.

Accordingly, the environmental and social aspects become the main assets of a competitive
strategy, revealing products’ distinctive qualities. However, and perhaps above all, these indicate a
company’s specific processes and ethical distinctiveness. The latter is important to an environmentally
conscious and responsible market segment. These distinctions are also signs of social quality in the
agri-food sector and enable companies to create, capture and share value.
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In the new concept of competitiveness, sustainability and citizen-consumer protection become
essential strategic levers to change economic challenges into opportunities for growth and development.
From this perspective, the value portfolio—or socially responsible agri-food companies’ market
positioning—is the result of

- Its economic strength related to traditional competitive factors, such as costs, production and
market differentiation. This component can be defined as a market value chain that produces
benefits for the company;

- Its social strength related to the ability to meet citizen-consumers’ expectations regarding the
environment and society. This component can be defined as a social value chain or a producer of
benefits for society. These benefits improve business performance and indirectly contribute to
improving the market value chain by increasing consumers’ WTP.

This model of a socially responsible agri-food company offers new development opportunities
while increasing the creation of value. This also provides an ethical solution to the threats of market
liberalisation in a normative asymmetry context. Further, it is an innovative perspective for developing
territories and local communities, particularly in developed countries.

The agri-food company is socially responsible if its value portfolio introduces elements of social
value that are clearly recognisable, have explicit connotations in the corporate development strategy
and are oriented towards the creation of value in the medium- to long-term.

2.2. The Life Cycle of Corporate Social Responsibility: A Methodological Approach

Sustainable and multi-value agri-food companies’ value portfolios are increasingly influenced by
the size of intangible components—such as social value chains—that have become increasingly relevant
to citizen-consumers. This component is subsequently affected by the company’s orientation towards
CSR. However, this orientation is recognised as a dynamic behaviour with different configurations
in different companies and sectors due to its strict connection to the characteristics of the company’s
internal resources, stakeholders, and territory and to the space–time context in which it operates.
The different CSR approaches are further accentuated in the agri-food sector, where they have only
recently developed, and where the manufacturing sector may influence the company’s choices of the
specific CSR dimensions in which to invest.

The changes that occur within socially responsible companies differ based on (i) the historical
context; (ii) the company’s internal and external resources activated in its value-creation processes;
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and (iii) the manufacturing sector. However, these all rely on a sequence of different developmental
stages. This study focuses on the idea that the sequence of CSR developmental stages can be explained
through the life cycle model [50], as illustrated in the following Figure 2.Sustainability 2020, 12, 1287 6 of 18 

 
Figure 2. The corporate social responsibility (CSR) life cycle and economic performance in agri-food 
companies. Source: Our elaboration. 

In other words, and as Figure 2(a) demonstrates, an agri-food company oriented towards social 
responsibility expresses this orientation in three stages: the initial (I), development (D) and maturity 
(M) stages. As the orientation towards social responsibility increases, the company’s reputation (R) 
also increases. The latter leads to a decrease in company total costs (TC), as noted in Figure 2(b), and 
particularly, a decrease in production (PC)—due to improved labour productivity resulting from an 
increase in workers’ motivations and sharing the company mission—and transaction costs (TRC). 
This is due to increased reputation due to the company’s increased orientation towards the 
production of common goods [51]. 

This increased reputation also generates a “trust effect” among responsible citizen-consumers 
towards the company’s goods and services. Consequently, these citizen-consumers are willing to 
recognise the premium pricing through a higher WTP. These two effects—decreased costs and 
premium pricing—create value for the company (business performance), as noted in Figure 2(c). 

Table 1 displays the results from investigating (i) the stage of the CSR life cycle in which the 
company is located and (ii) the CSR’s effects on value creation in terms of reputation, decreased costs 
and evolved business performance. 

Table 1. Matrix of CSR value creation. 

 Life Cycle Stages 
Value Creation INITIAL DEVELOPMENT MATURITY 

Reputation 

Initial perceptions, 
whether internal or 
external, of ethical 

behaviour 

Widespread perceptions, 
whether internal or 
external, of ethical 

behaviour 

Recognition and 
consolidation, whether 
internal or external, of 

ethical behaviour 

Total Costs Slight decrease in 
total company costs 

Significant decrease in 
total company costs 

Consistent decrease in 
total company costs 

Business 
Performance 

and Value 
Creation 

Mild market 
perceptions of 

ethical content in 
the company’s 

goods and services 

Significant market 
perceptions of ethical 

content in the company’s 
goods and services 

Premium prices paid for 
the company’s goods 

and services, as they are 
considered to be highly 

ethical 
Source: Our elaboration. 

Figure 2. The corporate social responsibility (CSR) life cycle and economic performance in agri-food
companies. Source: Our elaboration.

In other words, and as Figure 2a demonstrates, an agri-food company oriented towards social
responsibility expresses this orientation in three stages: the initial (I), development (D) and maturity
(M) stages. As the orientation towards social responsibility increases, the company’s reputation (R)
also increases. The latter leads to a decrease in company total costs (TC), as noted in Figure 2b,
and particularly, a decrease in production (PC)—due to improved labour productivity resulting from
an increase in workers’ motivations and sharing the company mission—and transaction costs (TRC).
This is due to increased reputation due to the company’s increased orientation towards the production
of common goods. The rate of reduction of total costs is shown on x-axis: As company internal and
external reputation (R) increases, the rate of reduction of total costs decreases.

This increased reputation also generates a “trust effect” among responsible citizen-consumers
towards the company’s goods and services. Consequently, these citizen-consumers are willing to
recognise the premium pricing through a higher WTP. These two effects—decreased costs and premium
pricing—create value for the company (business performance), as noted in Figure 2c.

Table 1 displays the results from investigating (i) the stage of the CSR life cycle in which the
company is located and (ii) the CSR’s effects on value creation in terms of reputation, decreased costs
and evolved business performance.

In the initial stage of the CSR life cycle, the company begins to open up to a new corporate culture
and vision and exceed its legal obligations. This stage also highlights the partial effects from some of
the three factors that characterise the orientation towards social responsibility.

In the second purported “development” stage, the orientation towards CSR is such that most of the
indicated elements are considered, while the company’s socially responsible activities are recognised
internally and externally to place it in this development phase.

Finally, in the maturity stage, the implemented CSR actions are perfectly integrated and
consolidated in the business’ management, and they are widely perceived both inside and outside the
company. The company’s behaviour in this stage is entirely based on its respect for the rules of ethics,
and society fully recognises its CSR activities.
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Table 1. Matrix of CSR value creation.

Life Cycle Stages

Value Creation INITIAL DEVELOPMENT MATURITY

Reputation
Initial perceptions, whether

internal or external, of ethical
behaviour

Widespread perceptions,
whether internal or external, of

ethical behaviour

Recognition and consolidation,
whether internal or external, of

ethical behaviour

Total Costs Slight decrease in total
company costs

Significant decrease in total
company costs

Consistent decrease in total
company costs

Business Performance
and Value Creation

Mild market perceptions of
ethical content in the

company’s goods and services

Significant market perceptions
of ethical content in the

company’s goods and services

Premium prices paid for the
company’s goods and services,

as they are considered to be
highly ethical

Source: Our elaboration.

Therefore, the company’s degree of orientation towards CSR and its location in the three stages
of the life cycle depends on the intensity of integration of “ethical rules” within the decision-making
processes: ethics are introduced in the initial stage, these become integrated into a large part of the
company’s choices in the developmental stage, and they become a consolidated reference for every
entrepreneurial choice in the maturity stage.

However, moving from one stage in the CSR life cycle to another requires an analysis of available
resources and of those that need to be acquired, and it is necessary for management to constantly
evaluate the company’s level of results. In fact, an erroneous or poor evaluation can cause the company
to lose sight of useful actions to increase the level of current CSR activities, leading to a stagnation of
this strategy and nullifying the investments already made. Therefore, it is essential to identify objective
indicators that guarantee correct measurements of companies’ CSR orientation and the life cycle stage
achieved in the economic, environmental and social dimensions. An analysis of the current literature
revealed a set of different criteria and indicators useful for this study’s objectives. Indeed, most of
these criteria have been defined by standards or studies considered in the empirical phase of this
study [6,13,51,52].

2.3. Methodology and Study Design

The present study reports the results of an initial analysis aimed at validating the proposed
theoretical approach, and more specifically, to

(a) Determine the CSR orientation and life cycle phase of particular agri-food companies through
specific indicators of environmental, social and economic sustainability;

(b) Investigate whether the company’s CSR orientation improved its reputation and provided the
citizen-consumer a greater propensity to purchase the company’s products; and

(c) Verify our hypotheses to confirm whether and how the specific manufacturing sector can orient
companies to implement actions related to one specific CSR dimension versus another.

An exploratory analysis was conducted of three case studies of agro-food companies: an olive oil
mill, pasta factory and liquor enterprise. A case study approach was used for this phase because it
allowed us comparatively analyse three companies operating in different sectors. Further, the case study
methodology, as demonstrated in the literature [53], lends itself to the initial exploratory research of a
new or rarely studied phenomenon or to the testing of a new theoretical model, as in our specific case.

These companies were selected given the importance of their CSR activities, and selection was not
based on their territorial location. Specifically, the selected enterprises represent the main players of
sustainable and socially responsible behaviour in the Italian market and in their respective sectors by
combining innovation and tradition.

The surveys were conducted at the beginning of 2019, while the data refer to a three-year period
spanning from 2016 to 2018.
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Each considered company’s CSR life cycle was defined through a multi-step analysis:
First Step: Eight focus groups comprising company management and sectoral experts were

organised. A questionnaire built through the use of specific indicators was finalised to measure the
three dimensions of social responsibility (environmental, social and economic).

The indicators considered to determine the environmental dimension of CSR were

- The internalisation of energy production, such as production from renewable sources;
- A self-supply of water, such as reusing wastewater;
- Packaging made from recycled materials;
- Use of KTS technology;
- Use of KTT technology;
- Reduction of carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions;
- Environmentally sustainable standards, such as suppliers that meet the company’s standards; and
- Environmental certifications, such as investments for environmental purposes.

The indicators considered to investigate the social dimension of CSR were

- Employee training, such as the training hours delivered;
- The number of female employees;
- The number of foreign workers;
- Health care for employees;
- The adoption of flexible contracts;
- Flexible timetables;
- Part-time labour;
- Access to expectations;
- Information provided to consumers, such as costs for the company’s initiatives;
- Corporate sponsorship of events, including costs for such initiatives; and
- Donations.

The indicators considered to assess the economics dimension of CSR were

- Healthy products;
- Safe products;
- Functional products;
- Products for minor categories;
- A local market presence; and
- Research and development (R&D) investments.

Second Step: Each indicator was detected through a specific scale of percentage values for the
initial, development and maturity stages in the CSR life cycle. After normalisation, these values were
placed in ascending order on a common scale with extremes ranging from 0 to 9 and were divided
based on the different stages of the CSR life cycle:

- 0 to 3 for the initial stage;
- 3 to 6 for the developmental stage; and
- 6 to 9 for the maturity stage.

Finally, the number of indicators for each considered company belonging to each of the three
CSR life cycle stages was related to the total number of indicators to investigate the degree of CSR
orientation in percentage terms.

Third Step: The companies’ financial statements were examined to verify the company CSR
initiatives’ impacts on the creation of corporate value. Further, we investigated not only the “reputation
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effect”, determined as a decrease in production costs, but also decreased transaction costs through 12
detailed, face-to-face interviews with the companies’ management. (Transaction costs were considered
as the sum of the costs incurred by the company for: (i) the research, evaluate and selection of
customers and suppliers; (ii) the negotiation of contractual terms; (iii) to check and ensure that the
contractual terms are respected and those eventually incurred for supported for arbitration in the
event of disagreements over the contractual clauses) [54] The greater propensity to purchase company
products was instead only indirectly examined through an analysis of company turnover.

3. Case Studies

All the investigated companies—an olive oil mill, pasta factory and liquor enterprise—are located
in southern Italy; these are briefly described as follows:

Olive Oil Mill. The first company addressed in the study was an olive oil mill (Table 2). The company
has recently become internationally relevant and has invested in sustainable innovation in its products
and production processes. It has annual sales of approximately 72 million euros, gained by selling
100 million litres of olive oil. The company holds substantial foreign market shares, or roughly 35% of
its annual sales, and it also has a plant in New York. As it internalises several stages of the production
process—such as its packaging process—the company employed 88 people in 2018, with a very low
average age.

Table 2. Companies’ descriptions.

Company Annual
Production

SALES (in
Millions of Euros)

EXPORTS (%
of Sales)

Number of
Plants

Number of
Employees

Olive oil mill 100 million litres 72 35 1 88

Pasta factory 140 tonnes 78 40 2 154

Liquor company one million litres 12 12 6 69

Source: Our elaboration.

Pasta Factory. The second company considered was a pasta factory that combines innovation
and tradition in the production process by adopting an ancient “slow processing”’ transformation
method (Table 2). The pasta factory produces approximately 140,000 tons of pasta per year, with sales
of 78 million euros. It has two plants, one of which is located in northern Italy: the main plant has
seven lines of production and 19 packaging lines and employs 154 people. Additionally, it exports
approximately 40% of its sales, as the company sells pasta in 45 foreign countries, primarily in the
United Kingdom, Germany, the United States and Japan.

Liquor Company. This company produces craft liquor with characteristics strongly linked to its
territory of origin (Table 2). It produces one million litres annually, with sales of approximately
12 million euros and 12% of its sales coming from exports. It has several plants abroad—in
Libya, France, Switzerland, Brazil and Argentina—and its liquor is sold in 50 different countries.
Further, its Italian plant employs 69 employees.

As social responsibility is a voluntary initiative, its adoption is strictly linked to the production
process or to the product to generate a different CSR life cycle in each considered company.

The olive oil mill’s production process requires substantial quantities of water that generate
significant amounts of wastewater [55,56]. Accordingly, the olive oil mill could be motivated to reuse
wastewater to reduce production costs. Thus, the following set of scenarios was developed based on
evidence from the literature:

Hypothesis 1. (H1) The olive oil mill reuses its wastewater.
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Moreover, the company produces olive oil that is rich in natural antioxidants [57,58].
Therefore, this industry may produce and promote its healthy olive oil through various communication
strategies.

Hypothesis 2. (H2) The olive oil mill produces and promotes healthy products.

Citizen-consumers’ preferences for healthy and safe food have increased over the last decade [59,60].
Simultaneously, scientists have largely demonstrated the negative effect of glyphosate, used in wheat
cultivation, on human health [61–63]. In this scenario, the pasta factory could be oriented towards
promoting safe products.

Hypothesis 3. (H3) The pasta factory is oriented towards producing safe, functional products.

Unlike the previous companies observed in this study, the liquor company creates a product with
high cultural value that may be oriented towards enhancing communication campaigns to educate
consumers regarding their alcohol consumption.

Hypothesis 4. (H4) The liquor company is oriented towards products with high cultural value and towards
responsible consumer education initiatives.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. The Olive Oil Mill’s CSR Life Cycle

Our results indicate that the olive oil mill is still in an initial stage in the CSR life cycle. Indeed,
56% of the investigated indicators (five environmental, six social and three economic) are in an initial
stage, while 20% of the overall indicators (three environmental and two social) are in a developmental
stage. Finally, only 24% of the overall indicators (three social and three economic) are in a maturity
stage (Figure 3).
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Specifically, the maturity stage of the CSR life cycle in the olive oil mill includes both “social” and
“economic” indicators. Regarding the former, both “part-time labour” and the “access to expectations”
are in the maturity stage. The latter also includes “information to consumers” or consumer education
and environmental and ethical values. In other words, this denotes the aptitude to communicate ethical
and environmental values to consumers. The training of employees and the company sponsorship of
cultural, social and sporting events are both in a developmental stage. Regarding economic indicators,
the company is more oriented towards selling healthy, safe products in local markets. As for the
“environmental” dimension of CSR, the olive oil mill is in a developmental stage. Although the
company has partially internalised the production of energy by recovering wastewater and using
recycled raw materials for packaging, such practices still appear in an intermediate stage of the CSR
life cycle. However, the results support our first hypothesis (H1).

The study findings also revealed that the olive oil mill is oriented towards the production of
healthy products, as hypothesized in H2.

Face-to-face interviews with company management and an analysis of financial statements
demonstrated that an increase in sales (+2.6%) occurred following the adoption of socially responsible
practices in the three-year period investigated, which was connected to an increase in demand for
the company’s products. The commitment to the social dimension of CSR, such as work–life balance,
and the internalisation of energy production and self-supply of water by reusing wastewater have
produced compelling results: in the three-year period considered, production costs substantially
decreased (−19%). The company’s positive corporate reputation has also allowed it to improve its
contractual relationships, with a consequent slight reduction in transaction costs (−3%).

4.2. The Pasta Factory’s CSR Life Cycle

The pasta factory is in an initial stage in its CSR life cycle, as with the olive oil mill. In this
case, the initial stage includes three environmental, eight social and three economic indicators, which
represent 52% of those considered. In contrast, 28% are in the developmental stage (three environmental,
two social and two economic), while only 20% are in the maturity stage (two environmental, one social
and two economic). Figure 4 illustrates this life cycle.
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In contrast to the olive oil mill, in which the environmental indicators still appear to be in a
development stage, the pasta factory has adopted consolidated practices for internalising its energy
production and in creating recyclable packaging.

Relative to its social and economic aspects, the company is in a maturity stage regarding its
supplementary employee healthcare and the production of healthy, functional products, such as pasta
enriched with natural antioxidants. Therefore, we note that although the pasta factory has only recently
oriented towards CSR and is overall in an early stage of this life cycle, its actions would seem to be
equally distributed among all environmental, social and economic CSR dimensions, as measured in
this study.

Finally, Hypothesis (H3) is strongly supported, as the purported ‘safe and functional products’
indicator is in a maturity stage in the CSR life cycle.

Compared to the first company, the pasta factory’s CSR orientation has more significantly impacted
value creation. Comparing three-year financial statements spanning 2016 to 2018 and face-to-face
interviews with company management reveals that although prices increased, demand increased to
partially compensate for the company’s CSR investments; this led to significant growth in company
turnover (+25%). Equally advantageous was the substantial decrease in production costs (−23%).
Compared to the olive oil mill company, such a decrease occurred due to the internalisation of energy
production and to the creating of recyclable packaging. Finally, the pasta company also improved its
governance with external stakeholders, as reflected by a decrease in transaction costs (−5%).

4.3. The Liquor Company’s CSR Life Cycle

This liquor company is clearly ranked in the initial stage of the CSR life cycle. Of its CSR indicators,
60%—or seven environmental, four social and four economic—are categorised in the initial stage,
while 8% are in the developmental stage, representing only the social dimension of CSR. Finally, 32% of
the considered indicators are in the maturity stage (one environmental, five social and two economic),
as Figure 5 illustrates.
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The latter primarily comprises social indicators, such as supplementary health care for employees,
part-time labour, access to the company’s expectations, information made available to consumers and
the sponsorship of events. In the same stage, two economic indicators are also found (safe products and
local market) with one environmental indicator (recyclable packaging). Overall, the liquor company
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differs from the previous examined businesses as it presents many more indicators in the initial and
maturity stages, reducing the number of indicators in the development stage.

Our results reveal that the liquor company appears to be more traditionally oriented compared
with the other two cases. Specifically, it aims to produce liquor with high cultural value and connected
to a literary prize, as hypothesized in H4. The company has consistently invested more in the social
dimension of CSR, and particularly in cultural initiatives and information campaigns to promote
responsible alcohol consumption (Hypothesis H5).

Moreover, the company’s percentage of female employees and its employee training are only
moderately developed; however, the company’s human capital is critical for the liquor company, as the
knowledge of traditional techniques is crucial for making a craft product. This company has adopted a
code of conduct for labour recruitment that provides generational turnover within the same family
to guarantee job opportunities for young people and convey the knowledge of the craft liquor from
father to son.

The company is ranked in the initial stage of the CSR life cycle relative to its environmental
dimension, as it has only recently focused on sustainable packaging practices in the last five years.
Regarding the company’s economic dimension, it has devoted considerable attention towards selling
safe products in the local market. As the liquor company is primarily oriented towards social
sustainability initiatives, which are still in an intermediate development phase, the effects on corporate
value performance are not yet evident; the company indicated no changes in terms of turnover or in its
production and transaction costs.

4.4. A Comparative Analysis of the Three Case Studies

To summarise the life cycle phases regarding each indicator within the three investigated
companies, it is possible to observe how some of them exist in the same stage, although operating
in different sectors. As illustrated in Table 3, it is possible to observe both a “local market presence”’
and the production of “safe products”, which represents a consolidation of (economic) indicators in
business strategies. The modern citizen-consumer considers these aspects as fundamental, as his or
her purchase decisions will involve increasing attention towards products’ origins and the health and
safety attributes of which he is willing to recognise price premiums [64,65].

Investment in product and process innovations is still at an early stage in all the companies
observed. This is because research and development investments, in most cases, are linked to research
projects financed not from a company’s own capital, but from EU funds. However, the adoption
of innovation in the European agri-food sector is often generally linked to the external financing in
which the company participates [66–68]. The initial phase also includes indicators related to the use of
sustainable technologies (whether KTS- or KTT-type) and environmental certifications.

In terms of the CSR social dimension, most of the considered indicators occur in the development
and maturity phases in all three company cases. In contrast, flexible work contracts and the percentage
of foreign workers can be observed in the initial life cycle phase in all three investigated companies.
The absence of flexible contracts found in these companies is primarily due to a low percentage of
women employed, except in the liquor company, as well as the type of production. Few foreign
workers are employed due to the companies’ local networks (enterprise/territory) established with
their employees’ families, which has ensured a sort of generational change among entire families of
employees in the company.
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Table 3. Summary of the life cycle stages of each indicator for each considered company.

OLIVE OIL
MILL

PASTA
FACTORY

LIQUOR
COMPANY

Environmental Indicators

Internalisation of energy production D M I

Self-supply of water D D I

Packaging made from recycled materials D M M

Use of sustainable technologies (KTS) I I I

Use of sustainable technologies (KTT) I I I

Reduction of CO2 emissions I D I

Adoption of environmentally sustainable
standards I D I

Environmental certifications I I I

Social Indicators

Employee training D I D

Female employees (%) I I D

Foreign workers (%) I I I

Supplementary health care for employees I M M

Adoption of flexible contracts I I I

Flexible timetables I D I

Part-time labour M I M

Access to expectations M I M

Information to consumers
(consumer education and environmental and

ethical values)
M D M

Corporate sponsorship of events (cultural,
social or sports-related) D I M

Donations I I I

Economic Indicators

Healthy products M D I

Safe products M M M

Functional products D D I

Products for minor categories I I I

Local market M M M

Product and/or process innovations (R&D) I I I

In the table D represents the Development Stage, M stands for Maturity Stage and, I for Initial Stage. Source: Our
elaboration.

5. Conclusions and Limitations

The CSR life cycle model, as addressed in this study, enabled us to investigate the transformation
process in place in agri-food companies. As observed, the latter has progressed towards socially
responsible business models to tackle the environmental and citizen-consumer concerns, as the
citizen-consumer is the primary driver of business changes. Indeed, its purchasing behaviour leads
stakeholders to adopt sustainable, socially oriented production models in which the natural and
environmental resources used become a lever for competitive advantage. Consequently, competitiveness
changes to address sustainability and citizen-consumer issues.
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Therefore, the changes in competitiveness dynamics, as observed in our introductory remarks,
have led companies to rethink their business model through value-creation models that aim to meet
society’s current needs. Specifically, and as this study demonstrates, companies have turned towards
business models based on social and environmental protections, in which CSR is both central and a
lever for competitive advantage.

The study’s findings also reveal that CSR initiatives may affect business processes, such as the
entire production process and/or the product or, specifically, as connected to some of the product’s
characteristics. Regarding the latter, the investigated case studies reveal that the production sector in
which the company operates strongly influences the orientation towards one or more CSR dimensions.
To this extent, this study indicates that by internalising the production input, companies such as the oil
mill and pasta factory have generated both internal (i.e., reducing production and transaction costs) and
social external economies (i.e., generating positive externalities linked to less environmental impact)
that positively affect the creation of company value. These companies have significantly increased
turnover, primarily due to their higher willingness to pay for the citizen-consumer as a consequence of
stronger company reputations.

In summary, the life cycle model proposed in this analysis is an original and useful tool for a (self)
evaluation of CSR performance in three dimensions: economic, social and environmental. Further, it enables
companies’ management to assess the results achieved and plan potential improvement initiatives.

Clearly, the study has some limitations related to the use of the case study methodology that
do not allow us to generalise the results. Given this, future analyses could be conducted through
empirical studies on a significant sample of companies operating in different supply chains and
territories to validate the relationship between social responsibility strategies and implemented
value-creation models.

6. Policy Implications

This study’s findings provide implications for both decision makers and practitioners, as it
contributes to the debate regarding the role of sectoral policies supporting the development of CSR
practices in companies. It also suggests useful insights to define guidelines for actors in the agri-food
system to implement socially responsible business models.

However, this study’s hypothesis also poses new research questions aimed at assessing CSR
actions’ effectiveness in stakeholders’ engagement and the sharing of value. For instance, the need
exists to investigate entrepreneurship models in different governance structures and in managing
sharing value in socially responsible agri-food chains.
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