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Abstract

This article aims to test whether organic food consumers’ perception of
organisations’ corporate social responsibility (CSR) matters by examining the
specific attributes that consumers prioritise in gauging the corporate CSR of
organisations manufacturing organic food products in Malaysia. A structured
Likert scale questionnaire was used to collect data from a total of 313 consumers
utilising the survey method. Findings suggest that organisations should prioritise
stakeholders’ interest through positive health benefits of organic food products,
environmental commitment, product knowledge, trustworthy information and
affordable prices rather than using CSR as a growth factor to promote quality and
sustainability only. The study emphasises the role of the Malaysian government
in enhancing the standards of organic food production and processing, which
will motivate many companies to venture into organic farming and lead towards
less reliance on imports of organic food. This will build up consumer trust
and satisfaction towards organic produce. Lastly, there will be an increase in
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consumer trust and satisfaction towards organic produce as demand increases
after the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, this study is suitable for organic food
manufacturers who intend to improve social image, stakeholder experience and
value creation, which will help brand their products. The implications of this
study are generalisable not only in Malaysia but worldwide since the world is
moving towards the new normal, and precautionary measures to combat health
issues are prioritised.
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Introduction

The demand for organic food products has increased exponentially. It has gained
popularity due to consumer perceptions that organic food products are safe,
nutritious and healthy. Consuming organic food has been marketed as a healthy
alternative and free of chemicals and pesticides (Hidalgo et al., 2022; Zinoubi &
Toukari, 2019). Conventionally, consumers tend to consume food that provides
them self-fulfilment, regardless of the positive or negative impact on their health.
However, of late, more consumers are becoming increasingly concerned about the
quality of food products that are safer and healthier (Andrea, 2016; Hossain et al.,
2019). It has been observed in one of the developing Asian countries, Thailand,
that consumer trust is crucial for food companies to establish market credibility,
especially those who manufacture and sell green and organic food (Nuttavuthisit
& Thegersen, 2017). These consumer preference traits have been observed in
many Asian developing countries like Malaysia, but there is a substantial literature
gap in understanding the changes happening in the organic food market. These
literature and industrial gaps are discussed in this article.

According to the IBIS World industry report, consumers have adopted healthy
eating options due to health concerns, seeking premium products like organic
foods (Hwang & Chung, 2019). This trend is partially driven by concerns arising
from modern food production-related techniques, mainly through the overuse of
fertilisers and chemicals, which are currently significant causes of health concerns
(Gerrard et al., 2013). Past studies have enhanced our understanding of organic
food attributes in terms of health, quality, safety and environmental benefits.
Consumers are also evaluating other factors, including product price, the produc-
er’s corporate social responsibility (CSR) reputation, the complexity of product
information and uncertainty about environmental and social benefits, which will
affect their purchase decision (Tong & Su, 2018). The conventional traits of con-
sumers consuming organic food products, including motives, beliefs and attitudes
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towards organic food products, are also essential to consider (Monier et al., 2009;
Zinoubi, 2021). A comparative study was conducted between developed and
developing economies, such as France and Morocco, to understand the role of
national institutions in the context of organisations’ CSR in the food processing
industry. Authors have opined that small and medium-sized enterprises in devel-
oping countries will use CSR as an economic and marketing tool to promote their
organic food products globally (Baz et al., 2016). There is a need for comprehen-
sive research to support the role of the government of developing economies like
Malaysia in enhancing companies’ commitment towards sustainability; hence the
motivation for this research.

Consumer behaviour studies have shown that consumers’ perception and
subsequent behaviour towards certain products is significantly correlated with
the CSR of the organisations that produce them. When consumers buy similar
products with the same price and quality, the CSR could be the determining
factor (Arli et al., 2014). Many researchers provided indicators for CSR assess-
ment that must be grounded in actions concerning social issues that affect com-
panies’ operations. The marketing strategy, termed Marketing 3.0, focuses on
increased attention to sustainability by drawing consumers’ attention towards
socially responsible organisations (Bonn et al., 2016). Socially responsible com-
panies, therefore, are perceived to demonstrate a solid commitment to human
values (Rosario Gonzalez-Rodriguez et al., 2016). Peloza and Montford (2015)
highlighted that consumers consider corporate-level information and food-level
attributes while evaluating food products in the firms’ markets. We argue that
organisations providing products at affordable prices with reliable information
establishing health benefits through environmentally friendly practices may be
perceived to be socially responsible. Little research has been done on how con-
sumers perceive organisations to be socially responsible, hence the motivation
for this study.

This study examined whether attributes of organic food products, which have
been tested and validated in prior studies, such as affordable prices, educating
consumers about the product, projecting positive health benefits, knowledge,
environmental concern, trust and affordable prices, influence the perception of
consumers on the CSR of organisations manufacturing organic food products in
Malaysia. The study was guided by the research question:

RQ: Do the attributes influence the perception of consumers on the CSR of
organic food manufacturers in Malaysia?

Through a usable sample of 313 survey responses from around Kuala Lumpur
(i.e., the capital city of Malaysia), we provide evidence that the factors mentioned
above collectively increase consumers’ trust in organic food brands, which, in
turn, shapes the intentions of consumers to buy organic products. Our study has
several implications, both theoretically and practically.

First, we view CSR initiatives as organisations’ attempts to establish and
enhance the legitimacy of their operations and practices. Consumers will only
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purchase organic food if they trust or possess sufficient confidence that the nature
of such foods or aspects relating to their production is genuine, as claimed by
organic food manufacturers. Put simply, their likely purchasing behaviour is a
‘reasoned action’ based on how they perceive organic food manufacturers. Many
researchers have suggested that the big local organisations, as well as multinational
companies, are the major players in CSR implementation in Malaysia, although
budget allocations may have differed as per the company’s size, policy and origin
of the country (Lu & Castka, 2009).

Practically, the study is suitable for companies intending to improve
social image, stakeholder experience and value creation, indirectly aiding in
branding their products. Notably, during the COVID-19 and the recovery/post-
recovery period, the reliance on organic food products is likely to increase.
For example, it was claimed that the demand for organic products ‘doubled’
recently after more Filipinos began buying goods seeking to boost health amid
the spread of COVID-19 in the country (Domingo, 2020). The study also
provides insights for tightening government policies with respect to CSR and
promoting organic food products in Malaysia, especially since there seems to
be a lack of awareness among producers, retailers and consumers of the
broader extent of organic production and processing standards in local markets
(Somasundaram et al., 2016).

This article is organised as follows. The next section details the literature and
the theoretical background of this study. This is followed by the formulation of the
research model and the introduction of the research methods. Next, we report
our findings and discussions. Finally, we conclude this article by outlining its
theoretical contributions, practical implications and the future scope of research.

Literature Review

Organic food can be defined as products of farming systems that shun the use of
fertilisers and pesticides (Rodriguez-Fernandez, 2016). Typically, organic prod-
ucts contain minimum pollutants from air, soil and water, which is good for the
health and productivity of soil, plants, animals and humans (Bonn et al., 2016).
Organic farming uses approximately one-third less pesticides than conventional
farming at the cost of a potential loss of productivity (Willer et al., 2013), although
organic food products need not necessarily be better in taste or quality. However,
consumers purchase organic products because they are unique and have superior
attributes compared to conventionally grown products (Bellassen et al., 2019;
Willer & Lernoud, 2014). Nevertheless, the broader public still relies on conven-
tional products due to their availability, price benefits and perceived quality
(Buder et al., 2014; Hossain et al., 2019).

Global Prospect of Organic Food

According to the FiBL-IFOAM survey report (Willer et al., 2013),' organic
farming is practised by 186 countries with ~71.5 million hectares of agricultural
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land managed by 2.8 million producers. The per capita consumption was €12.8,
and the number of countries with organic regulation in 2018 was 87 (Willer et al.,
2018). The organic food market is still in its infancy, with Malaysia importing
more than 60% of its requirements (Somasundaram et al., 2016). A decade ago,
the Malaysian agriculture industry highlighted that ‘Malaysia has the potential to
develop and tap into the massive global market for organic produce’ (Gerrard
et al.,, 2013). However, issues concerning accreditations and trust in quality
persist (Aziz et al., 2020). Statistics reveal that, unlike in many other developed
and developing countries, Malaysia is yet to fully implement standards endorsed
as organic by the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements
(Willer & Lernoud , 2019).

One of the efforts of the Malaysian government along these lines includes
establishing organic standards in collaboration with five other Association of
South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries, namely Indonesia, Cambodia, the
Philippines, Vietnam and Thailand.> The standards aim to improve supply chain
management while reducing production costs. The Ministry of Agriculture and
Food Industries also introduced the Malaysian Organic Certification Scheme
(myORGANIC) to recognise farms that practice organic farming based on
Malaysian Standard MS 1529:2001, providing guidelines on packaging, process-
ing, labelling and marketing organic food products.* The 191 farms are spread
over 1,848 hectares of land with a total production of 65,591 tonnes, estimated at
RM175 million. These statistics indicate the seriousness with which Malaysia is
pursuing organic farming and marketing.

CSR and Organic Food

Nguyen et al. (2019) explained the importance of consumers’ CSR perception,
which influences their buying intentions. ‘CSR is a management concept
whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns into their busi-
ness operations and stakeholder interactions’.* Andrea (2016) explains that the
meaning of social responsibility is vast, ranging from being ‘legally and ethi-
cally responsible’ to being merely ‘charitable’ or ‘legitimate’. Simone and Hervé
(2013) asserted that when firms pursue CSR activities that support the stake-
holders’ interest rather than merely using CSR as a growth factor, there can be a
market for quality and sustainability. CSR is a dynamic concept that incorpo-
rates strategies and specific contextual factors influencing organisational behav-
iour (Andrea, 2016). CSR is in the interest of businesses and all stakeholders,
such as employees, consumers and governments, demand and value the respec-
tive efforts (Gerrard et al., 2013). These practices have become popular among
governments from various countries with stringent social and environmental
regulations (Arli et al., 2014). Thus, the government has a significant role in
spearheading CSR practices in their countries. This is particularly important for
businesses and institutions dependent on the government’s aspirations and
vision concerning social and environmental issues. Researchers claim that CSR
is an essential determinant in consumers’ food purchasing (Hartmann et al.,
2013). Consumers in developed countries are willing to pay premiums for social
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and environmental responsibility, as demonstrated by companies selling organic
food (Bellassen et al., 2019; Loose & Remaud, 2013), mainly due to its positive
impact on creating trust. It is also essential to differentiate CSR messages among
consumer groups for firms’ branding strategy (Mueller, 2014).

Therefore, we posit that organic food attributes perceived as necessary by
consumers, if considered by companies with reasonable accountability and
seriousness, can positively influence consumers’ perception of the organisation’s
CSR initiatives and help improve the marketability and branding of the products.
Othman et al.’s (2019) research shows that Malaysian companies actively involved
in CSR initiatives have experienced increased financial performance and long-
term sustainability. This indicates that companies should integrate CSR into their
strategic planning to sustain themselves in the market or industries for a long time.
These companies believe in disclosing social information and desire to comply
with government social policy, thus helping build a corporate image. This can also
be a powerful promotional tool as businesses can communicate with their
customers about reconstructing society and enhancing positive perception in the
eyes of the public (Nasir et al., 2015).

Theoretical Underpinnings

Firms undertake CSR initiatives to enhance the legitimacy of their operations.
Suchman (1995) described legitimacy as a generalised perception that the
actions of an entity are desirable, proper or appropriate with the norms, values
and/or beliefs of the society in which it operates. When society is broken down
into its major constituents, the legitimacy theory predicts that firms would
place great importance on addressing the concerns of the most influential
stakeholder groups (Campbell, 2000). Such an emphasis is highly comple-
mentary to that of the stakeholder perspective/theory (Donaldson & Preston,
1995). Devinney et al. (2006) highlighted that companies seeking to benefit
from their purported social credentials often score only a pyrrhic victory, as
consumers do not always pull their weight in ethical consumption. Put simply,
while consumers expect companies to offer products that are produced in a
socially responsible manner (Mohr et al., 2001), most do not exhibit a clear
preference for products produced by ‘ethical’ companies (Oberseder et al.,
2011). For instance, Young et al. (2009) found that 30% of consumers who
claim they are very concerned about environmental issues struggle to translate
this into purchases. In this context, recent studies found that managers’ moti-
vation to pursue CSR activities sincerely is triggered by organisational drivers
and companies’ willingness to change. Organisational drivers are internal
factors such as altruism, legitimacy and competitiveness, while drivers of
change comprise external factors such as economic responsibilities and
profitability. These changes in company policies will lead to businesses’
responsibility towards society for a bright future (Nasir et al., 2015).
Proactive initiatives such as detailed labelling would help consumers concen-
trate their limited efforts on considering firms’ CSR initiatives, leading to
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improvements in consumer beliefs, attitudes and intentions (Cicia et al., 2010).
However, consumer attitudes and purchase intentions are influenced by CSR
initiatives only if the consumers are aware of them (Pomering & Dolnicar,
2009). This study is also informed by the theory of reasoned action (TRA),
where consumers’ purchasing behaviour is primarily determined by individual
motivational factors, especially behavioural intention and perception. These
TRA constructs are empirically excellent predictors of many behaviours
(Montano & Kasprzyk, 2008).

The following section of this article scrutinises specific CSR-related attributes
of organic products likely to influence consumers’ purchasing behaviour signifi-
cantly. Each attribute is considered ‘high-fit’, as each is inextricably tied to the
nature of organic products. Consumers’ evaluation of CSR initiatives is complex
yet structured, during which consumers consider many initiatives (Oberseder
et al., 2011). Such an understanding would improve firms’ marketing strategies in
the hopes that consumers ‘would stick to their side of the bargain’ when it comes
to making actual CSR-informed purchases (Thegersen et al., 2015).

Health Benefits

Consumers rank health and food safety as the primary quality in determining
organic agriculture’s private or personal benefits (Loebnitz & Aschemann-
Witzel, 2016). Studies focussed on health benefits as one of the critical attrib-
utes of organic food consumption (Curvelo et al., 2019). Health-conscious
consumers prefer to remain well-informed about their products and strive to
keep healthy by consuming high-quality food (Newson et al., 2015). Thus,
health considerations are one of the primary reasons why consumers purchase
organic food (Moise et al., 2019). The nutritional value of organic food posi-
tively impacted consumers’ attitudes towards organic food, per Liang (2016).
However, whether organic food manufacturers can ensure that the organic
products they manufacture can provide the perceived health benefits should
hypothetically depend upon their commitment to CSR instead of intentions to
earn higher profits through premium pricing (Nasir & Karakaya, 2014). Many
discussions about organic food products question whether they truly offer the
claimed health benefits (Rizzo et al., 2020). We believe that consumers see com-
panies as socially responsible when they can effectively promote and distribute
high-quality organic products that offer enhanced health benefits.

H : Health benefits demonstrated by the company can have a positive influence
on consumers’ perception of manufacturers’ CSR.

Knowledge of Organic Products

Informed consumers hold a positive attitude towards organic products because
they understand production and processing practices (Hsu et al., 2019). Consumer
knowledge is shaped by the information they receive, including labelling, certifi-
cations and advertisements. Modern consumers prefer to buy organic products
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due to the eco-friendly production process and sustainable farming methods.
Parameters related to food safety, such as reduced use of chemical fertilisers and
minimal usage of artificial preservatives and additives without harming the envi-
ronment, contribute to a positive attitude among customers towards organic
produce (Hidalgo et al., 2022; Rizzo et al., 2020).

Objective knowledge can be acquired through individual preferences (Ajzen
et al., 2011), while subjective knowledge pertains to an individual’s perception
of their image of a specific topic (Bonn et al., 2016). This influences the attitudes
and behaviour of individuals when choosing organic products. In developed
countries, knowledge of organic food products has been observed to have both
positive and negative effects on consumer choices (Shamsollahi, 2013). We
hypothesise that:

H: Providing more knowledge and awareness of organic products will
positively influence the consumers’ perception of manufacturers’ CSR.

Environmental Concerns

Attitude towards consuming organic food is crucial in predicting an individual’s
choice of food products (Zinoubi & Toukabri, 2019). Studies on attitudes
towards organic food consumption have found influences from external factors
such as the environment, trust and cost (Aziz et al., 2020), with environmental
concern being a major influence (Rodriguez-Fernandez, 2016). Consumers
recognise that organic foods are produced in a way that minimises negative
impacts on the environment and can reduce water and soil contamination by
avoiding chemical pesticides (Bonn et al., 2016). According to Somasundram
et al. (2016), there is a clear connection between consumer concern about
the environment and their behaviour towards organic food products. Hence,
environmentally aware consumers are likely to make eco-friendly purchases.
European customers value green products and are willing to pay for their envi-
ronmentally friendly features due to their environmental concerns. Research
has also shown that environmentally friendly products and processes indicate
socially responsible organisations. Enterprises prioritising environmental
impacts and taking timely precautions to preserve the environment (Zelazna
et al., 2020) are considered socially responsible and can enhance their product
branding through word of mouth, which is prevalent in developed countries
(Moise et al., 2019). We therefore hypothesise that:

H,: Addressing environmental concerns positively influences the consumers’
perception of manufacturers’ CSR.

Trust in Organic Products

Consumers need to feel secure when purchasing organic products at a premium
price, and they seek more information disclosure about these products (Curvelo
et al., 2019). Studies have highlighted that distrust of organic food labelling
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and claims poses a significant barrier to purchasing organic food products
(Shamsollahi, 2013). Research also suggests that consumers tend to trust
branded organic products with certified labels, indicating that retailers are
socially responsible (Rodriguez-Fernandez, 2016). In the case of Egyptian
organic products, the absence of state certification through appropriate labels
has led to a lack of trust (Willer & Lernoud, 2014). A similar situation exists for
Danish organic products, where systematic trust is based on labelling and control
schemes supplemented by personal trust (Thorsee, 2014). Studies have indi-
cated that the perceived value of trust for the success of organic products has not
been fully satisfied (Rittenhofer & Povlsen, 2015). Research on online market-
ing reveals that trust in sponsored links is lower than in organic links unless
vendors’ information is reliably disclosed. However, this reduction in trust is
not enough to negate the overall effect (Ma et al., 2013).

Various aspects of CSR, including product liability, organic labelling, pack-
aging information and honest labelling of the country of origin, play crucial
roles in gaining customer trust and cultivating a stronger pro-social image
(Simone & Hervé, 2013). In today’s competitive world, a unique selling propo-
sition (USP) for organic products can be achieved by accurately presenting
all the facts, such as sourcing, country details and nutritional facts. These com-
munication strategies contribute to a positive positioning in customers’ minds,
fostering loyalty and sustained profitability (Tong & Su, 2018). Zelazna et al.
(2020) reported that uncertainty and lack of trust could have a negative impact
on consumer perception and attitude. Certified labels are the most essential tool
for enhancing corporate transparency. Labels are hybrid instruments because
they provide informational features for consumers and economic or marketing
incentives for companies. Hence, government policies and regulations are
required to enforce and encourage CSR initiatives from businesses, placing
importance on labelling (Arli et al., 2014).

H,: Providing trustworthy information about the product positively influences
the perception of manufacturers’ CSR.

Price

Price has consistently been one of the most critical factors influencing the purchase
of organic products. Previous studies indicate that consumers perceive organic
food as more expensive than non-organic alternatives (Simone & Hervé, 2013).
While consumers belonging to the middle and upper class generally show
optimism towards the premium prices of organic products due to their perceived
value (Curvelo et al., 2019; Monier et al., 2009), price remains a significant barrier
affecting consumer behaviour towards organics (Guliyeva & Lis, 2020). Research
also suggests that individuals face a trade-off between choosing organic food and
saving money or buying luxury goods (Zinoubi, 2021). Thus, price is considered
a double-edged sword, acting as a barrier while also influencing consumer
opinions by associating high prices with high quality (Zelazna et al., 2020). While
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consumers may be willing to pay a premium for the benefits of organic products,
the premium cost still hinders purchase decisions (Sriwaranun et al., 2015). On the
contrary, Narine et al. (2015) documented that consumers are willing to pay
premium prices for selected organic products based on income levels and per
capita income (Muhammad et al., 2015).

Producers and companies are prioritising marketing communications for
price-sensitive consumers, highlighting the benefits of organic products compared
to traditional farm produce. Efforts have been made to justify higher prices for
organic produce by emphasising quality, freshness, food safety, taste and reliable
sources. Regional labels have been supported as a solution to control the higher
cost of organic products through shorter distribution channels. Therefore, while
there are diverse perspectives on the relationship between price and the choice of
organic products, we argue that socially responsible organisations are more likely
to consider the cost—benefit for consumers, especially when targeting the middle-
income group.

H_: Affordable price positively influences the consumers’ perception of the
manufacturers’ CSR.

The abovementioned hypotheses have led to the development of the theoretical
framework depicted in Figure 1. As this is a foundational study, we avoid exploring
interrelationships among variables; instead, we focus on testing the direct linear
relationships between the independent and dependent variables.

Health benefits
of organic products

Knowledge of
organic products

Consumers
perception of
organisation CSR

Environmental
concerns relating to
organic products

Trust in organic
products

Affordable price of
organic products

Figure |. Theoretical Framework.

Note: CSR: Corporate social responsibility.



Anand et al. 19

Table I. Choice of Variables and Past Studies References.

Variables Past Studies

Health benefits Curvelo et al. (2019), Moise et al. (2019), Rizzo et al.
(2020) and Liang (2016)

Knowledge Hsu et al. (2019), Hidalgo et al. (2022), Rizzo et al. (2020)
and Bonn et al. (2016)

Environmental concerns Zinoubi and Toukabri (2019), Aziz et al. (2020), Zelazna
et al. (2020) and Moise et al. (2019)

Trust Curvelo et al. (2019), Tong and Su (2018), Rodriguez-
Fernandez (2016) and Willer and Lernoud (2014)

Price Zinoubi (2021), Guliyeva and Lis (2020), Zinoubi and
Toukabri (2019) and Sriwaranun et al. (2015)

Consumer perception Nguyen et al. (2019), Andrea (2016), Bellassen et al.

(2019) and Loose and Remaud (2013)

Research Framework and Methodology

Data Collection and Sample

Data were collected using a questionnaire adapted from a previous study. Table 1
provides details of past studies upon which the questionnaire was based. The six
variables were derived from various studies (Table 1).

Using a purposive sampling technique, self-administered questionnaires were
distributed at supermarkets and minimarkets in the Klang Valley, including a
screening question to identify consumers who purchase organic food products.
Purposive sampling is a non-probability technique where participants are selected
based on researchers’ judgement to ensure they can provide valuable inputs to
achieve the study objectives. Since participants needed to be users of organic food
products and willing to complete the survey in supermarkets and minimarkets,
purposive sampling was deemed the most appropriate approach. A total of 370
questionnaires were distributed, resulting in a response rate of 84%, and 313
questionnaires were deemed usable.

Respondents’ Profile

The respondents were diverse in gender, age, education level, occupation, income
and family size. The demographic details are presented in Table 1. The survey
included 156 females (49.8%) and 157 males (50.2%), ensuring an unbiased
gender representation. In terms of age, 43.8% of respondents were in the 20-29
age category, 26.2% in the 30-39 category, 17.2% in the 4049 category and the
remaining in the ‘more than 50 years’ category. Employment-wise, 58.8% were
employed, 19.5% were self-employed, 13.1% were homemakers and 8.6% were
either waiting for a job or students undergoing internship training. Educational
qualifications varied, with 56.5% holding a degree, 7% having a diploma, 29.8%
having postgraduate qualifications and the rest being professionals. Regarding
family size, 65% had 4-6 members. Regarding monthly income, 63.1% fell
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Table 2. Demographic Statistics.

Total Respondents

Demographics Category (N =313) (100%)
Gender Male 157 (50.2%)
Female 156 (49.8%)
Age 20-29 137 (43.8%)
30-39 82 (26.2%)
40-49 54 (17.2%)
Above 50 40 (12.8%)
Occupation Employed 184 (58.8%)
Self employed 61 (19.5%)
Housewife 41 (13.1%)
Other (e.g., student, completed 27 (8.6%)
studies and waiting for a job)
Education Diploma or equivalent 22 (7%)
Degree 177 (56.5%)
Postgraduate 93 (29.8%)
Professional 21 (6.7%)
Income level per month <RM 2,500 56 (17.9%)
RM 2,500-RM 12,000 198 (63.1%)
>RM 12,000 59 (19%)
Family size 1-3 91 (29.1%)
4-6 203 (64.9%)
More than 6 19 (6%)

between MYR 2,500 and MYR 12,000, with almost equal numbers above MYR
12,000 and below MYR 2,500.

Initial Analysis

The questionnaire, comprising 35 items, was divided into six factors derived from
past literature and perception studies. The factors included health benefits,
knowledge, environmental concerns, trust, price and CSR. Each factor, except
CSR, had six items, while CSR had five (refer to Table 2). The reliability of the
factors was confirmed by Cronbach’s alpha, with all factors scoring above 0.7,
indicating suitability for further analysis. Skewness and kurtosis tests were within
permissible limits. The Kaise-Meyer—Olkin (KMO) measure (0.833) indicated
that the overall data were suitable for further testing. Observing Table 2, the mean
scores were highest for price, followed by health benefits and environment, while
trust and knowledge had relatively lower mean scores.

Correlation Analysis

Table 3 presents the correlation statistics, revealing that four out of the five
attributes were correlated at the 1% significance level. Only the correlation
involving price was observed at the 5% significance level.



Anand et dl. 21

Table 3. Descriptive Analysis.

Variable Mean Standard Deviation =~ Cronbach’s Alpha
Health benefit 4.20 0.508 0.819
Knowledge 3.75 0.577 0.814
Environment 4.08 0.583 0.802
Trust 3.90 0.566 0.817
Price 4.23 0.508 0.756
Perception of organisation CSR 3.83 0.777 0.787

Note: CSR: Corporate social responsibility.

Cronbach’s alpha is a coefficient of consistency that assesses the internal
consistency or reliability of a set of variables measuring a single dimension. A
Cronbach’s alpha greater than 0.7 is generally recommended for better reliability
in measurement (Hair et al., 1998; Nunnally & Bernstein, 1995).

Multiple Regression

Multiple regression analysis is employed to investigate the association and
establish a predictor equation between the consumer perception of organisation
CSR (dependent variable) and a store’s health benefits, knowledge, environment,
trust, price and product attributes (independent variables). As a result, three
hypotheses need to be tested, and the statistical equation corresponding to this
model is formulated for further analysis:

Y=BX +BX,+BX, +BX,+BX.+ €

Findings

The following regression equation was developed based on the theoretical
studies.

Discussion

The figures in Tables 4, 5 and 6 reveal that all the hypotheses are supported. It can
be observed that consumers’ perception of the manufacturer’s CSR is positively
influenced by (a) detailing essential health benefits of consuming organic food,
(b) building trust in the information provided, (c) environmental concerns tacked
by manufacturers and (d) providing adequate knowledge of the products that they
market. It is surprising that the price of the product, although significant, is not the
most essential criterion set by consumers. This implies that consumers do not
perceive premium prices for organic products as an indicator of compromised
CSR. However, consumers do not place higher importance to price when judging
organisational CSR.
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Table 4. Correlation Between the Independent Variable and Perception of
Organisation Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).

Perception of
Health Organisation
Benefit Knowledge Environment Trust  Price CSR

Health |

benefit

Knowledge 0.233% |

Environment  0.439%F  0.424** I

Trust 0.328%  0.363** 0.262%* |

Price 0.329%  0.177* 0.403** 0.316% |
Perception of 0.238%F  0.265%* 0.321°* 0.275%  0.180*
organisation

CSR

Notes: *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Based on the literature review and hypotheses, the theoretical framework was developed, as shown
in Figure 1.

Table 5. Model Summary.

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std Error of the Estimate
| 0.742 0.551 0.541 0.67770347

Table 6. Coefficients.?

Unstandardised Standardised

Model Coefficients Coefficients t Sig.

(Constant) 1.004E-013 0.045 0.000 1.000
Health benefit 0.458 0.045 0.458 10.072 0.000
Knowledge 0.266 0.045 0.266 5.849 0.000
Environment 0.335 0.045 0.335 7.373 0.000
Trust 0.381 0.045 0.381 8.380 0.000
Price 0.112 0.045 0.112 2.473 0.014

Notes: *Dependent variable: Perception of organisation corporate social responsibility (CSR).
Y = 0.458X, + 0.266X, + 0.335X, + 0.381X, + 0.1 12X, + &€

CSR: Consumers’ perception of organisation CSR.

H: Health benefits of organic products.

K: Knowledge of organic products.

E: Environmental concerns relating to organic products.

T: Trust in organic products.

P: Price affordability.

We hypothesised that health benefits demonstrated by the company can
positively influence consumers’ perception of manufacturers’ CSR. This implied
that organisations indicating the health benefits of their products transparently
are likely to gain higher visibility and are perceived to portray a better CSR.
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Our research finding supports this hypothesis, which is also the highest contributor
(B = 0.458). Socially responsible manufacturers will indicate the real health
benefits of their products, as iterated by Nasir and Karakaya (2014). However,
many manufacturers hype the health benefits of organic food products to charge a
premium price (Rizzo et al., 2020). Consumers also look for good returns as ‘value
for money’ is a critical parameter after purchasing premium-priced organic and
green food (Johnston, 2008). Our study emphasises that the appropriate health
benefits can influence consumers’ perception of CSR, which will influence the
consumers’ buying intention. Our studies thereby support some of the recent
findings in this area.

Next, we hypothesised that the perception of manufacturer CSR is influenced by
the information disseminated by the manufacturers (knowledge). This was sup-
ported, although compared to other variables, knowledge had a lower coefficient
(B = 0.2606) despite the fact that the price was the lowest. The implication is that
consumers prioritise the knowledge they gain about the product through the infor-
mation provided in the product. Researchers determined that the social responsibil-
ity of organic food importers includes labelling, certification and codes of conduct
(George, 2015). Consumers will emphasise proper labelling regarding calorie
content and other health benefits (Johnston, 2008). While these are important for
imported goods, they are also crucial for farmed products and manufacturers, which
has not been studied. This study closed that gap. This is a concern in Malaysia, since
the knowledge and awareness among Malaysian producers, retailers and consumers
are lacking (Somasundaram et al., 2016). While our study supports many past
studies, we contrasted the opinion of (Hassan etal., 2015), who claim that Malaysians
are not too keen on the knowledge of organic food products.

Third, we hypothesise that environmental concerns impact consumers’
perception of manufacturers’ CSR. Our research supports this hypothesis, which
is currently a global issue and not merely regional. Global environmental concerns
include climatic conditions, land procurement and green labels (Guliyeva & Lis,
2020). Land issues and environmental attitudes are the key concerns in the growth
of the Malaysian organic sector (Haris et al., 2018). Johnston (2008) suggested
that modern-era consumers are well-educated and aware of global issues around
organic and green food products, such as environmental impact and health
benefits. They have shown ethical behaviour by choosing the right product at the
right price from the right place; consumers spend their time selecting ethical
companies in the food industry. While the concerns are highlighted, how they
impact the consumers’ perception of manufacturers’ CSR remains underexplored.
Our research conveys a clear message that consumers prioritise environmental
concerns in gauging the manufacturers’ CSR. This could likely influence the
branding of the locally manufactured products, which justifies why Malaysian
consumers prefer imported organic products to locally manufactured ones
(Somasundaram et al., 2016). The findings are also consistent with past studies,
which show that environmental concerns are crucial in influencing consumers’
choice of organic products (Nasir & Karakaya, 2014). This is not surprising as
organic food production is often regarded as low risk in terms of water or ground
pollution. Such environmental considerations are also the characteristic of socially
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responsible organisations. Manufacturers of organic products must, therefore,
demonstrate the use of environmentally friendly processes.

We also hypothesise that trust in the products will impact consumers’ perception
of manufacturers’ CSR. The second-highest coefficient supported this compared
to knowledge (f = 0.381). Security when using any product, specifically food
or skin-related, is essential for humans to remain healthy. One of the key CSR
activities of any organisation is to develop trust in the consumers. This is true for
organic food consumers (Nguyen et al., 2019). Moreover, some authors opined
that small and medium-sized enterprises in developing countries will use CSR as
an economic and marketing tool to promote their organic food products in the
global space (Baz et al., 2016). Researchers also claim that a lack of trust in control
systems and the authenticity of the fool sold can negatively impact consumers’
buying intentions (Nuttavuthist & Thogersen, 2017). In China, trust in food
manufacturers was vital in establishing overall trust in organic food products
(Ayyub et al., 2018). It has been observed in Thailand, a developing country, that
consumer trust is the critical factor for food companies to establish market
credibility, especially those who manufacture and sell green and organic food
(Nuttavuthisit & Thegersen, 2017). We have yet to establish the manufacturers’
trust through transparent information in Malaysia. Our findings make it apparent
that effective dissemination of detailed information on (a) the nature of organic
food and its health benefits and (b) how organic food firms address environmental
concerns positively influences consumer perception of organisational CSR.
Furthermore, their perception is also shaped by their trust in the information
provided.

Finally, the touted benefits of organic products would positively influence the
attitude of consumers, which would induce them to pay a premium. Premium
price is a matter of concern for many Malaysians (Somasundaram et al., 2016).
Furthermore, Peloza et al. (2015) highlighted that consumers use corporate-level
information and food-level attributes as essential factors to consider while
evaluating food products marketed by the firms. Therefore, we posit that socially
responsible organisations would aim to provide quality at affordable prices instead
of overly focusing on profit maximisation. Indeed, we found affordable pricing to
be a significant factor. However, Malaysian consumers give the least priority to
the price of products, indicating that Malaysians do understand that organic food
products will warrant higher prices compared to non-organic food products, which
they might be willing to pay. However, manufacturers who claim very high
premiums with profit intentions and without demonstrating value additions will
have trouble branding through CSR.

Conclusion and Implications

The primary aim of this study is to investigate whether specific attributes influence
the CSR perception of manufacturers producing organic food products. Through
multiple regression analysis, it is noteworthy that all five attributes studied signifi-
cantly relate to how consumers perceive the CSR of organic food manufacturers.
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First, the findings indicate that increasing consumers’ knowledge, awareness of
health benefits and trust in organic food products influence their intentions to buy
such products and shapes their perception of the manufacturer’s CSR. Second,
when consumers perceive that the manufacturer is environmentally conscious,
they are more likely to have a positive view of an eco-friendly manufacturer.
Third, despite being price-conscious, consumers are willing to pay a premium for
organic food products, contributing to a positive perception of the manufacturer’s
CSR. These findings align with the idea that consumers’ purchasing actions are
reasonable, involving a careful evaluation of organisational CSR.

The practical implications of this study are twofold. First, it is crucial for
manufacturers seeking to enhance their social image, stakeholder experience and
value creation—essential elements for branding and rebranding their products.
Despite price increases, more consumers are expected to turn towards organic
products during the COVID-19 pandemic, provided they are convinced of the
legitimacy of these products. Second, CSR initiatives aim to establish and enhance
the legitimacy of organisational operations and practices. Consumers will only
purchase organic food if they trust that the nature of the food or the production
process is genuine, as the manufacturers claim.

Few studies have explored the relationship between organic product attributes
and the perception of organisational CSR. As a developing nation aspiring to
make its mark in international markets, Malaysia holds vast potential for
manufacturing and marketing organic food products. Therefore, the study’s third
practical implication underscores the need for highly informative labels on organic
foods. Encouraging adherence to standards set by the International Federation of
Organic Agriculture Movements and obtaining endorsements and certifications
from relevant authorities can enhance the perceived reliability and trustworthiness
of information. Additionally, organic food firms must be responsive to consumers’
concerns and contribute to social welfare, aligning with the increasing consumer
interest in health and well-being.

Lastly, the study’s results can be extended to other major cities in Malaysia,
such as Penang, Putrajaya and Ipoh, providing insights into how consumer behav-
iour varies across different regions compared to Kuala Lumpur, the capital. The
study also serves as a valuable reference for future research in different countries.
Based in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia’s capital and one of Asia’s known economic
hubs, the findings provide insights into the operations of many international com-
panies and the city’s cosmopolitan nature. Multinational companies can use these
insights to undertake CSR-related initiatives, contributing to the sustainability of
the organisation and the marketability of their products globally.

Limitations and Future Research

This study acknowledges certain limitations. Convenience sampling may restrict
the generalisability of the findings, and future researchers are encouraged to
employ a broader and more representative probability sample. The limited sample
size, particularly from Kuala Lumpur, poses a challenge in generalising the study’s
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outcomes. Additionally, the inclusion of in-depth qualitative analysis methods and
diverse stakeholder perspectives could have further enriched the research find-
ings. While the empirical findings contribute valuable insights into organic food
products and manufacturers’ CSR, future studies should aim for a more extensive
and regionally diverse sample covering all regions in Malaysia. Exploring differ-
ent methodologies could allow a deeper understanding of the interrelationships
between independent variables or the potential interaction effects of dummy vari-
ables such as gender and income levels. Qualitative methods can be employed to
delve more profoundly into consumers’ perceptions and manufacturers’ perspec-
tives on the organic food market. This multifaceted approach would enhance the
comprehensiveness and depth of future research in this domain.
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