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Abstract

Purpose – Buyer engagement proves important supports for suppliers’ corporate social responsibility (CSR);
however, little is known about whether and how buyer CSR engagement can be actively searched for by a
supplier and what activities and policies of suppliers could enhance buyer CSR engagement. From the
perspective of resource dependence theory, this study aims to explore how suppliers seek to achieve buyers’
CSR engagement.
Design/methodology/approach – The proposed model and hypotheses were tested by structural equation
modeling methodology using survey data collected from 243 manufacturing and service firms in China.
Findings – The results show that instrumental CSR motives and internalization of CSR policies jointly
improve buyers’ dependence, which in turn increases buyers’ CSR engagement. In addition, this study
investigates the influence of suppliers’ trust on the effect of buyers’ dependence on buyers’ CSR engagement
and finds a negative moderating effect on the dependence–engagement relation.
Practical implications – The findings show that suppliers can actively engage in CSR to strengthen their
position and improve the buyer CSR engagement. In fact, proactive CSR policies and implementation do pay off
in the long run for them.
Originality/value – This study offers a fresh perspective on the role of suppliers in improving CSR. In
contrast to much of the literature that has considered buyer-initiated practices and policies, this is the first
theoretical and empirical investigation into how suppliers can increase the buyer CSR engagement.

Keywords Internalization, Dependence, Trust, Corporate social responsibility, Buyer engagement,

Instrumental motives

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Firms increasingly recognize the importance of engaging suppliers and buyers in their
corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities in addition to their own efforts (Svensson et al.,
2018). Such engagement requires high levels of investments by the partners in the firm’s CSR,
which provides a base for long-term efforts and joint improvements (Zacharia et al., 2011).
Surprisingly till now, most attention on supply chain CSR is rather one way and often of a
temporary nature through which a buyer aims to influence its suppliers’ CSR activities. In
that context, research has typically focused on issues such as supplier evaluation and
selection, supplier codes of conduct and audits (Thornton et al., 2013). Although, at best, such
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buyers’ CSR tools identify what is happening or what actions are needed at a supplier
(Gimenez and Tachizawa, 2012), they are unlikely to realize long-term improvements of the
supplier’s CSR without follow-up and engagement of the buyer (Spence and Bourlakis, 2009).
Therefore, it seems that increased buyer CSR engagement would be beneficial for a supplier,
as from marketing research, it is well-known that individual consumer CSR engagement
plays a large role in generating positive word ofmouth, strengthening consumers’ connection
and loyalty to the firm (O’Brien et al., 2020; Jarvis et al., 2017). In a business–to–business (B2B)
context, however, little is known about whether and how buyer CSR engagement can be
actively searched for by a supplier andwhat activities and policies of suppliers could enhance
buyer CSR engagement. Consequently, the aim of the present study is to explore how
suppliers seek to achieve buyers’ CSR engagement.

Current literature has focused on the role of suppliers in preventing CSR risks throughout
the supply chain (Kim et al., 2019). Most approaches, such as supplier collaboration and
monitoring as well as controls and audits (Awaysheh and Klassen, 2010), advance suppliers
to be “CSR gatekeepers” for their buyers, which help the buyer manage the risks arising from
CSR-related misconduct at the supply chain level (Leppelt et al., 2013). To some extent,
suppliers play a decisive role in ensuring socially responsible practices throughout the supply
chain (Foerstl et al., 2015). Thus, buyers rely on their suppliers’ CSR ability to achieve CSR
advantages to build corporate strategic resources, such as reputation, innovation,
stakeholder relationships and environmentally friendly products (McWilliams and Siegel,
2011; Surroca et al., 2010). However, despite the strategic importance, mostly, these efforts are
seemingly one-off and somewhat limited, and from a supplier point of view, they are initiated
by the buyer. The emphasis in the literature has also mainly been on the buyer role, whereas
from the supplier point of view, enduring attention and efforts to improve would be
preferable. Consequently, this raises the question of whether suppliers can increase their
buyers’ CSR engagement to arrive at a mutually beneficial collaborative CSR approach.
Indeed, there is a call for exploring firm efforts to engage the buyer in CSR efforts (Quarshie
et al., 2016). So far, such initiatives have not been investigated. The main question of our
research is as follows: How can suppliers increase buyer CSR engagement?

Theoretically, we develop and empirically test an integrative framework that connects
core tenets of resource dependence theory (RDT) with buyers’ CSR engagement,
acknowledging the role of dependence and trust. Driven by the idea that suppliers
through their role as CSR gatekeepers and their ability to help buyers build a CSR reputation
by preventingmisconduct risk in their supply chain and provide products and services with a
high CSR standard, RDT is an appropriate theoretical lens to study the role of suppliers in
buyers’ CSR engagement. The main premise of RDT is that organizations will seek to reduce
uncertainty and manage dependence by purposely structuring their links with other
organizations (Cai andYang, 2008). RDT submits that control over valued scarce resources or
capabilities by a supplier gives rise to a buyer’s dependence on the supplier (Feldman, 2016).
Such dependence serves as the key antecedent variable that motivates firms to improve
collaboration in the current relationship (Ganesan, 1994). As CSR is a valuable resource for
buyers, from the perspective of RDT, CSR activities are instrumental for suppliers to
effectively increase buyer dependence.

RDT also indicates that firms’ responses to dependence can be differentiated. In addition to
investing and engaging more in collaborative CSR initiatives, buyers could choose to step out of
the relationship to reduce a firm’s exposure to the current exchange partner and mitigate the
detrimental consequences of disturbances, such as seeking alternative suppliers (Chattopadhyay
et al., 2001). Thus, it is helpful for suppliers to build a harmonious relationship climate to entice
buyers to support positive activities in collaborative initiatives (Dania et al., 2018). Trust is often
perceived as an alternative to control mechanisms, leading to a more cooperative business
climate that encourages partners to share more resources and support (Petersen et al., 2008).
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The last option is specifically effective if trust is present in the relationship, which we thus
assume to positively moderate the dependency–engagement relationship.

We empirically rely on a sample of 243 Chinese manufacturing and service companies.
Based on theoretical concerns, we develop and test hypotheses. This study makes supplier
firms as the focal point and investigates how suppliers achieve CSR support from customer
relationships. Our study has several contributions. First, we transfer a well-known consumer
concept to a B2B context to explain how a supplier can actively help in shaping buyer CSR
engagement. This is not only an important extension of current insights into suppliers’
options for contributing to CSR of their buyers, but also provides new insights into how
suppliers can ensure long-term collaborations with their buyers. Second, we hypothesize and
show that instrumental CSRmotives alone are insufficient to provide dependence, but need to
be supported and intertwined with internalization of CSR policies. This provides additional
support to claims that greenwashing or decoupling does little to improve the competitive
position of suppliers andmight be detrimental to the long-term commitment and engagement
of the buyer. Third, we offer a fresh perspective on the role of suppliers in improving CSR. In
contrast to much of the literature that has considered buyer-initiated practices and policies,
we show that an active CSR policy and implementation can effectively increase buyer CSR
engagement to ensure a mutually beneficial relationship.

For managers of supplying firms, our results show that suppliers can actively engage in
CSR to strengthen their position and improve buyer CSR engagement. In fact, proactive
policies and implementation do pay off in the long run. For buyers, our results show that they
do not necessarily have to be initiators and can also engage in more dependent relations with
appropriate suppliers.

2. Theoretical background and conceptualization
This section starts with the introduction of buyers’ CSR engagement. Next, RDT is presented
and its key elements are discussed, followed by the explanation of two factors of suppliers’
CSR: instrumental CSR motives and internalization of CSR policies.

2.1 Buyers’ CSR engagement
The core concept of engagement suggested in our study was borrowed from the marketing
literature, wherein it has been widely discussed as an activity of the consumer towards a firm
and is labeled as “consumer engagement” or “brand engagement” (Pansari and Kumar, 2017).
Recently, this construct has been extended to close interfirm relationships of supplier–buyer
collaboration, picturing how buying firms conduct relational activities targeted towards their
suppliers (Hardwick and Anderson, 2019). In relational activities, engagement represents the
actual implementation of behaviors that a buying firm considers necessary to develop strong
collaborations with its suppliers (Stewart et al., 2012). As a high level of collaborative effort
(Zacharia et al., 2011), buyer engagement occurs through the deployment of a wide range of
resources, such as money, time and information (Marcos-Cuevas et al., 2016). Thus, in a buyer
context, the emphasis of research is placed on engagement behaviors that reflect a buyer’s
specific resource contributions (Storbacka, 2019).

Jaakkola and Aarikka-Stenroos (2019, p. 3) define engagement behaviors as “interactive
resource contributions, such as information, time, and effort, that go beyond what is
fundamental to the core transaction.” This definition focuses on resource contributions
beyond and even excluding purchase–related ones. However, some scholars (e.g. Nyadzayo
et al., 2020) highlight that purchasing is also a behavioral manifestation of buyer engagement,
and it would be incomplete without the inclusion of buyer purchases from the supplier. In
response, Storbacka (2019) explicitly posits that the components of buyer engagement
include both transaction-based and nontransaction-based resource contributions.
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Therefore, we define buyers’ CSR engagement as the extent to which a buying firm is willing
to contribute resources in some form (whether transactional or nontransactional) towards a
CSR issue being addressed by a supplier. It focuses on the different activities of the buyer that
provide help to the supplier’s CSR efforts, such as increased purchases of products or
services, social media conversations, financial donations and time contribution.

The extant business–to–consumer (B2C) literature has demonstrated that a firm’s CSR
activities can enhance consumer–company identification, which is regarded as a consumer’s
psychological attachment to that firm (Lee et al., 2019), and consequently lead to consumers’
CSR engagement (e.g. Hur et al., 2020; Romani and Grappi, 2014). In the B2B marketing
literature, attention in several contributions has been given to how CSR activities affect
favorable customer outcomes. However, these studies are limited to standard marketing
outcomes, such as customer trust, satisfaction and loyalty (e.g. Han and Lee, 2021; Jean et al.,
2016; Homburg et al., 2013). Up until now, to the best of our knowledge, no studies have
investigated whether and how suppliers’ CSR activities affect buyers’ CSR engagement in B2B
contexts. It is clear that individuals’ psychological constructs might be less relevant to explain
such engagement of institutional clients, which make decisions relying on more objective
criteria and organizational requirements (Grewal et al., 2015). In fact, some scholars (e.g.
Reinartz and Berkmann, 2018) have suggested that it is important for firms to consider the
underlying relationship conditions, such as dependence, to understand their buyers’
engagement behavior.

2.2 Resource dependence theory
In supply chain studies (e.g. K€ahk€onen, 2014) as well as in studies on CSR in a supply chain
(e.g. Hoejmose et al., 2013; Touboulic et al., 2014), researchers have suggested that dependence
(and its obverse, power) plays central roles because it helps to understand and explain the
nature of buyer–supplier relationships and exchange behaviors. RDT assumes that no firm is
self–sufficient and all firms exchange with the external environment to obtain resources for
operation and production activities (Pfeffer and Salancik, 2003). For CSR, suppliers need to
allocate various kinds of resources that might be difficult to create within their own
organizations, and that might be obtained from their major buyers (Zhang et al., 2021).
However, the asymmetrical nature of buyer–supplier relationships usually places suppliers
in a dependence-disadvantaged position (Brito and Miguel, 2017), which undermines
suppliers’ ability to attain necessary resources from buyers (Hofer et al., 2012). In such
situations, RDT suggests that suppliers can positively change their relative level of
dependence through acquiring resources that maximize buyers’ dependence on them
(Petersen et al., 2008).

Additionally, RDT conceptualizes dependence as being together determined by two
distinct, mutually not exclusive components: resource importance and resource
concentration (Pfeffer and Salancik, 2003). In supply chains, resource importance refers to
the criticality of a resource for another firm’s operation and survival, whereas resource
concentration refers to the number of suppliers that are able to deliver the resource or its
alternatives (Crook and Combs, 2007). Earlier studies on buyer–supplier relationships
employing RDT (e.g. Sriram et al., 1992) focused mostly on resource importance, while
ignoring resource concentration.We focus on both and their interaction based on the remarks
of Pfeffer and Salancik (2003, p. 76) that “regardless of how important the resource is, unless it
is controlled by a relatively few organizations, the focal organization will not be particularly
dependent on any of them.”

2.3 Suppliers’ CSR
The existing research on CSR tends to rely heavily on activity measures (i.e. categorizing CSR
activities and judging firms on a variety of scores, such as if they contribute to charities, if they
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protect the environment or if they guarantee employees’ rights) (Basu andPalazzo, 2008). These
CSRactivities not only can be imitated but alsobecome institutionalized for an industry; thus, at
best, they can only result in temporary advantages that do not lead to the buyer’s dependence
(Falkenberg and Brunsæl, 2011). For this reason, this study departs from the general focus on
the content of CSR activities (i.e. what activities the firm undertakes) and turns instead to
instrumental CSRmotives and internalization of CSRpolicies underlying these activities. These
two constructs together form critical resources or abilities that could cope with CSR-related
risks and enable suppliers to act as “CSR gatekeepers” for their buyers (Leppelt et al., 2013),
thereby increasing the buyer’s dependence. We argue below that the combination of
instrumental motives and policy internalization provides what we labeled above as not only
resource importance but also resource concentration, resulting in buyer dependence.

2.3.1 Instrumental CSR motives. The terms “instrumental” and “strategic” are often used
interchangeably in the CSR literature to describe firms’ pragmatic means to achieve desired
outcomes that are distinct from the responsibility itself (Chen and Chen, 2019). As asserted by
Donald (2009), firms should pursue CSR only if it complements their business strategies and
eventually increases their profitability. In other words, CSR can be regarded as an investment
to be judged on amoral calculations of benefit and loss (Weber, 2008). Although the
instrumental approach to CSR may be questionable from a moral perspective, Paulraj et al.
(2017) argued that under the ethical egoism assumption, CSR practices would be favorable
and morally proper if there is a net positive benefit for the firm. In this sense, once CSR has
been shown to make good business sense, scholars no longer have to convince firms to act
responsibly for moral reasons (Bansal and Song, 2017).

Starting from the instrumental logic, studies (e.g.McWilliams and Siegel, 2011; Godfrey et al.,
2009) have commonly attempted to link CSRactivities to aspects of organizational benefits, such
as financial paybacks (e.g. profit maximization), competitive advantages (e.g. differentiating a
firm’s products or services) and risk mitigation (e.g. reducing the potential loss of public
reputation). More generally, stakeholder management and maintaining good relationships with
stakeholders are depicted as instrumental (Chen and Chen, 2019; Donaldson and Preston, 1995)
and a means for achieving bottom-line economic performance (Sajjad et al., 2015). For example,
Du et al. (2010) concluded that business returns from CSR practices are derived from the unique
ability of CSR to strengthen stakeholder relationships. To conclude, following Chen and Chen
(2019), the conception of instrumental CSR motives suggested in this study embraces both
instrumental motives and relational ones depicted by Paulraj et al. (2017).

2.3.2 Internalization of CSR policies. A CSR policy refers to a firm’s social intentions
declared in formal arguments, comprising written or published symbolic statements with
regard to social actions (Mazboudi et al., 2020). However, there is often a gap between formal
policies and actual practices (Bromley and Powell, 2012). Such a gap in relation to CSR is
commonly referred to as “greenwashing” or “decoupling.” As Graafland and Smid (2019)
noted, due to the costly and time–consuming character of actual CSR actions, many firms
may misuse their CSR policies to make a false claim to improve their image and competitive
position without actually addressing CSR. To ensure that CSR practices are not superficially
adopted by firms, recent research emphasizes that firms should internalize knowledge of
these practices, so that managers and employees have a clear understanding of them, and
conform rigorously to the requirements of these practices in daily activities (e.g. Testa et al.,
2018; Boiral et al., 2017).

Following Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) model of knowledge creation, internalization is a
process of converting explicit knowledge into tacit knowledge. Explicit knowledge involves
highly specific information that has already been codified and stored using formalmeans (Cai
and Jun, 2018). A firm’s CSR policy thus can be considered explicit knowledge, as it exists in
the form of written documents (Maon et al., 2009). In contrast, tacit knowledge is experience-
based knowledge that cannot be captured in words and stored (Cai and Jun, 2018). Thus, to
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effectively implement CSR policies within an organization, they need to be transformed into
tacit knowledge through internalization. Based on the empirical literature on internalization
of management standards (Qi et al., 2012; Nair and Prajogo, 2009), internalization of CSR
policies can be defined as the active use of practices underlying CSRpolicies bymanagers and
decision makers in their daily activities. It includes aspects such as updated documentation,
employee communication and training, maintaining daily practices according to policy
requirements and a regular internal audit.

3. Hypothesis development
3.1 The joint effect of instrumental CSR motives and internalization of CSR policies on
buyers’ dependence
Suppliers’ CSR is especially critical when CSR-related risks of the buying firm are a matter of
concern. CSR-related risks become an issue when suppliers’ irresponsible behavior may be
projected to buyers and cause adverse publicity and reputational damage (Carter and
Jennings, 2004), even in contexts where the supplier’s products or services are less visible to
final consumers (Busse, 2016). Such risks are particularly troubling, as recent research (e.g.
Foerstl et al., 2015; Lo, 2014) suggests that suppliers’ incentives to proactively pursue CSR are
less obvious, but buyers’ public legitimacy and reputation depend on the supplier’s business
conduct. The less proactive the supplier’s attitude toward CSR, the higher the buyer’s costs
associated with its use of risk-absorbing tools, such as supplier audits (Foerstl et al., 2010).
Thus, the motivation to proactively reduce CSR-related risks will make suppliers more
important to their buyers.

As stated above, instrumental motives concern the rational choice to control risks,
differentiation from competitors and increase in customer base. As indicated by Paulraj et al.
(2017), such motives can help to develop a firm’s proactive CSR responses to its customers
and competitors. Herein, CSR is considered a strategic tool or an opportunity rather than a
problematic demand or treat (Galbreath, 2009). Thus, a supplier driven by instrumental
motives is more likely to proactively conduct CSR activities targeted at issues that strengthen
their competitive position and add value to the buyer. In particular, mitigating buyers’ CSR-
related risks by showing responsible conduct is such an instrumental justification that will
strengthen relational ties with buyers and ultimately increase economic outcomes for the
supplier.

However, given the prevalence of instrumental motives for firms to pursue CSR in the
supply chain (Paulraj et al., 2017), suchmotives alone will be insufficient to form a competitive
advantage and make a buyer dependent. More seriously, such motives alone are likely to lead
to less integrated CSR and as explained to decoupling (Basu and Palazzo, 2008). Since
decoupled CSR activities are clearly accompanied by a high risk of detection (Schons and
Steinmeier, 2016), instrumental motives alone are less likely to ensure suppliers’ capability to
act as a gatekeeper for reputational damage of the buyer and might even increase its
reputational risk. So, as suggested by Foerstl et al. (2015), it is the capability to reduce the CSR-
related risks of buyers that allows suppliers to outperform their competitors. Internalization of
CSR policies is, as we argue below, the complementary factor needed to achieve that.

“Rigorous compliance” as a result of internalization has been extensively discussed in the
management standards literature. Basically, the literature argues that rigorous compliance
often results in real improvements in terms of the standard’s ability to act as a control
mechanism (Boiral et al., 2017). Extensive additional research shows the differentiation
effects of internalization for implementing standardization. For example, Castka and Prajogo
(2013) posited that internalization of ISO 14001will be confined to the internal boundary of an
organization and is relatively hidden for external parties, which makes the practices difficult
to imitate by competitors. Given that management standards, such as ISO 14001 or SA8000,
consist of a set of underlying CSR policies, internalization will similarly have positive effects
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in the context of CSR policies. That is, internalization of CSR policies is capable of allowing
suppliers to outperform their competitors.

To summarize, we expect that instrumental CSR motives in themselves will make the
supplier important to its buyers, but will not create dependence as the supplier can still easily
be replaced by other suppliers. However, when combined with internalization of CSR policies,
buyers’ dependence will increase. Therefore, we hypothesize that

H1. Instrumental CSR motives and internalization of CSR policies jointly lead to buyers’
dependence.

3.2 The relationship between buyers’ dependence and buyers’ CSR engagement
According to RDT, as buyers becomemore dependent on suppliers, they will seek stability in
the relationship to minimize their risks (Foerstl et al., 2015) by means of formal or informal
links with suppliers (Cai and Yang, 2008). Building formal and informal links belongs to a set
of “bridging strategies” whose main purpose is to gain control over the other organizations’
resources (Wagner and Eggert, 2016). Prominent examples of bridging strategies are
investments in collaborative structures or initiatives (Bode et al., 2011). Therefore, buyers’
CSR engagement could be considered a bridging strategy, as it is driven by resource
requirements (Vivek et al., 2021) and characterized by a high level of investment in interfirm
collaboration (Zacharia et al., 2011).

In line with Buchanan (1992), who argued that the dependent partner iswilling to invest its
own resources in the relationship to gain resources from the dominant partner, recent
research has highlighted the role of dependence in triggering organizational buyers’
engagement behavior (Reinartz and Berkmann, 2018). For example, Jonas et al. (2018) also
identified resource dependence as an important antecedent of engagement that occurs in
inter-organizational collaboration projects. Vivek et al. (2021) found that the more dependent
business partnerwill initiate engagement towards the less dependent partner. Furthermore, it
is generally agreed that interfirm engagements are founded on a calculation of the benefits
that can be created mutually (Marcos-Cuevas et al., 2016). In this regard, many dependence
relationships are mutually beneficial (Hofer et al., 2012), which provides favorable conditions
for buyers’ CSR engagement to occur. The above discussion suggests the next hypothesis:

H2. Buyers’ dependence positively influences buyers’ CSR engagement.

3.3 The role of suppliers’ trust
Though dependence lays the foundation for entering andmaintaining a relationship, it might
lead to uncertainties, loss of autonomy and conflicts that have negative effects on
collaboration (Yang et al., 2021). This is because dependence is also associated with the use of
coercive strategies (e.g. threats), and, ultimately, an adversarial relationship climate,
characterized by conflict or dissatisfaction (Johnsen and Lacoste, 2016). In such situations, the
more dependent partner will feel increasingly vulnerable and seeks to reduce dependence as
well as minimizes participation in joint improvement efforts (Hald et al., 2009). Since
“dependence implies vulnerability” (Cani€els and Gelderman, 2007, p. 227), trust in the
relationship is needed to stabilize a buyer’s vulnerable position.

Trust, described as confidence in the reliability and integrity of another party, can be viewed
in terms of competence, consistency and benevolence (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Given the fact
that trust is highly subjective, it can beused as a relationship-building tool (Dwyer et al., 1987) in
promoting a climate of harmonious exchange. For example, Gao et al. (2005) found that if a
supplier demonstrates and conveys a degree of trust in the buyer, the buyer’s decision-making
uncertainty in procurement is likely to be reduced. However, such a relationship-building effort
initiated by the dependent partner is less likely to be effective because the dominant partner
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may interpret it as ingratiation (Emerson, 1962). Thus, this study focuses on trusting climates
offered by the supplier (i.e. suppliers’ trust) as perceived by the buyer.

Suppliers’ trust provides important implications of buyers’ behavior. Johnston et al. (2004)
show that the supplier’s trust facilitates the buyer’s ability to develop cooperative behaviors
with the supplier, such as joint responsibility. Suppliers’ trust is also an important antecedent
to buyers’ trust because “trust entails trust” (Gao et al., 2005). Similarly, Sheu (2016) suggests
that a buyer’s perception of high relationship quality characterized by the supplier’s trust
enhances buyer trust in the supplier and fosters buyer confidence and faith in the supplier. In
this regard, research has shown that the interaction between the buyer’s trust and buyer’s
dependence could encourage the buyer to put itself in a vulnerable position and enhance its
intention to cooperation (e.g. Andaleeb, 1995; Yang et al., 2021). Moving forward in this same
direction, we expect that the buyer’s dependence coupled with a high level of trust
demonstrated by the supplier could create a suitable atmosphere that makes the buyer feel
secure in the relationship, which may encourage the buyer to engage more in the supplier’s
CSR efforts. Therefore, we hypothesize that

H3. The positive relationship between buyers’ dependence and buyers’ CSR engagement
will be enhanced with increasing levels of suppliers’ trust.

The overall conceptual model is summarized as in Figure 1.

4. Methods
4.1 Survey instrument and data collection
Our study was based on a questionnaire survey conducted in China. We solicited responses
from supplier firms regarding their relationship with their major buyer. This approach is
suitable because there is an alignment between the research questions, the hypotheses and the
unit of analysis (Krause et al., 2018).To explicate further, suppliers shouldbe in the best position
to describe the resources and support they received from their buyers while performing CSR
initiatives and can report on their own instrumentalmotives and internalization levels. In doing
so, we follow best practices from earlier studies as Lee (2008) who examine buyer green supply
chain practices using data obtained from suppliers and Kim and Wemmerl€ov (2015) who
examine buyers’ dependence also using data obtained from suppliers. Likewise in our study,
key informants from supplier firms are appropriate to assess buyers’ CSR engagement,
dependence and suppliers’ trust related to a main buyer. The main buyer was operationalized
by asking the informants to focus on their four largest buyers in terms of last year’s total sales
and select one according to their preferences.

Figure 1.
Proposed model
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Since China is a geographically large country and it is hard to collect samples from all over the
country,we sampled from two representative provinceswith distinctive economic development
levels in China: Guangdong and Henan. Guangdong, located in the Pearl River Delta (in
southern China), represents an economically advanced area, and Henan, the most populous
inland province (in central China), represents an economically developing area. The economic
levels between central and southern China have significant differences (Yang and Zhang, 2018),
which was estimated to make our sample diversified. We randomly selected firms listed under
the manufacturing and service sections of the Firm Catalogue. They were first contacted to
solicit their participation and ensure their establishment of formal CSR policies. Because almost
all firms operate in a blend of business and end consumer markets, they were also asked to
indicate whether their core commerce competencies relied on business transactions.

Most of our sample firms (75.3%), as shown in Table 1, were from the manufacturing
sector, indicating that most manufacturers operate in a B2B environment. In each firm, a
high-level manager (e.g. chief executive officer [CEO], director, senior manager or sales
manager) was identified as the primary informant, as managers at this level would be most
insightful about their firms’ CSR activities and experienced with buying firms. As
indicated, more than 61% of the informants held senior positions. The questionnaires were
sent to our sample firms by email, and each questionnaire was accompanied by a cover
letter to inform on our study’s academic nature to improve the response rate. After
eliminating responses with unusual amounts of missing values and inconsistencies, we
obtained 243 useable samples, with a response rate of 22.1%.

4.2 Measures
The scale items were originally adapted from extant English language literature. In order to
ensure cross-cultural applicability and conceptual equivalence, a Chinese version of the
questionnaire was generated through a rigorous translation-back-translation process. We
also conducted a pilot test using semi-structured interviews in 30 firms to check the clarity
and completeness of the questionnaire. After some refinements in wording, based on
feedback, the final Chinese questionnaire was used for data collection. Five-point Likert
scales ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” were used for measuring all the
items and are presented in Table 2.

% Respondents % Respondents

Firm characteristics
Province Number of full-time employees
Guangdong 65.8 Less than 100 18.9
Henan 34.2 100–499 39.1
Industry 500–999 24.7
Manufacturing 75.3 1,000 or more 17.3
Service 24.7 Number of years of relationship history
Ownership Less than 5 13.2
State-owned 36.6 5–9 51.0
Nonstate-owned 63.4 10 or more 35.8

Key informant characteristics
Job title Number of years of current position
CEO 5.8 1–3 19.7
Director 18.9 4–6 40.3
Senior manager 36.6 7–12 23.9
Sales manager 38.7 More than 12 16.1

Table 1.
Sample
demographics
(n 5 243)
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We measured instrumental CSR motives using five-item scale adapted from Chen and Chen
(2019), which mirrors the extent to which the firm conducts CSR activities to avoid poor
publicity, appease shareholders, differentiate from competitors, increase customer base and
achieve profitability. The five-item scale for internalization of CSR policies was adapted from
Nair and Prajogo (2009) and captures some critical elements that explain the success of a firm’s

Construct/Indicator (Eigen value, Cronbach’s alpha, composite
reliability, average variance extracted)

Principal componenta

Factor Loading

Measurement model
Std.

Coefficient
Z-

valueb

Instrumental CSR motives (E 5 7.244; α 5 0.889; CR 5 0.889; AVE 5 0.618)
Avoid poor publicity 0.816 0.811
Appease shareholders 0.836 0.844 13.979
Differentiate from competitors 0.809 0.825 13.165
Increase customer base 0.807 0.739 10.300
Achieve profitability 0.795 0.702 9.733

Internalization of CSR policies (E 5 2.726; α 5 0.876; CR 5 0.878; AVE 5 0.590)
Our firm’s CSR policies were explained clearly to all employees 0.722 0.742
We clearly documented our firm’s CSR policies and
continuously update them

0.791 0.838 15.873

All employees were trained in our CSR policies during the
implementation process

0.763 0.736 9.811

We always maintain our daily practices to comply with the
documented criteria based on our CSR policies

0.804 0.754 10.736

We conduct an internal audit regularly and the results are used
as a basis for improving the implementation of our CSR policies

0.825 0.765 11.479

Buyers’ dependence (E 5 2.238; α 5 0.900; CR 5 0.900; AVE 5 0.693)
There are very few suppliers who could provide this buyer with
products or services comparable to what we currently offer

0.764 0.801

We are a major supplier to this buyer in our product or service
category

0.814 0.876 14.442

We are important to this buyer 0.849 0.826 12.722
If we discontinued supplying to this buyer, this buyer could
easily make up the sales volume in our product or service
category (reversed)

0.821 0.825 14.351

Buyers’ CSR engagement (E 5 1.549; α 5 0.855; CR 5 0.854; AVE 5 0.595)
This buyer has often purchased more products or services from
us to provide help to our CSR efforts

0.784 0.788

The likelihood that this buyer will make a financial donation to
help us address CSR issues is very high

0.786 0.835 12.216

This buyer contributes to our CSR efforts by volunteering its
time to us

0.827 0.738 10.585

This buyer usually “likes” or “shares” something on social
media to support our CSR efforts

0.820 0.719 11.709

Suppliers’ trust (E 5 2.025; α 5 0.875; CR 5 0.877; AVE 5 0.641)
Sometimes this buyer does not follow through on the promises
that it makes to our firm (reversed)

0.794 0.787

We believe the information that this buyer provides us 0.774 0.727 12.350
When making important decisions, this buyer considers our
welfare as well as its own

0.843 0.814 12.386

Generally speaking, this buyer is trustworthy 0.860 0.867 13.626

Note(s): Model fit indices: χ2/df 5 305.027/199 5 1.532, CFI 5 0.961, TLI 5 0.955, RMSEA 5 0.047 and
SRMR 5 0.043
aEFA total variance explained is 71.733%; and ball Z-values are significant at p < 0.001 level

Table 2.
Statistics of

measurement model

Buyers’ CSR
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CSR policies. It should be noted that this scale was slightly modified to measure the
internalization of CSR policies rather than ISO standards. Buyers’ dependence reflects the
extent to which a buyer needs a supplier because the supplier provides important benefits and
will be difficult to replacewith alternative suppliers.We used four items adapted fromGanesan
(1994) and Kim and Wemmerl€ov (2015) to capture the two aspects of buyer dependence:
importance and concentration. The four-item scale for buyers’ CSR engagement was
adapted from Jarvis et al. (2017) and O’Brien et al. (2015) and captures a firm’s perceived
intention of its major buyer to support and give resources in some form towards its CSR
efforts. In line with Doney and Cannon (1997), we treat suppliers’ trust as a unidimensional
construct, including items that tapped both the credibility and benevolence aspects of trust.
The four items chosen for suppliers’ trust were adapted from Gao et al. (2005) and Doney and
Cannon (1997).

We included four control variables that might affect both buyers’ dependence and buyers’
CSR engagement: industry type, state ownership, firm size and relationship length. First, we
used a dummy variable for the industry, with 1 and 0 for the service and manufacturing
industries, respectively. We placed retail, wholesale, transport, distribution and other
services in the category of service industry based on whether a firm manufactured physical
products or provided services (Liu et al., 2010). Second, state ownership may alter the relative
dependence between firms due to the coalition effect (Xia et al., 2014); therefore, it is also
expected to influence buyers’ CSR engagement. We used a dummy variable for the state
ownership, with 1 and 0 for the state-owned and nonstate-owned firms, respectively. Third,
firm size was measured by the natural logarithm of the number of full-time employees of the
supplier firm. Finally, relationship length was measured by the natural logarithm of the
number of years the firm has been cooperating with the buyer.

4.3 Nonresponse bias and common method bias
This study tested the nonresponse bias and common method bias. We checked for
nonresponse bias using Armstrong and Overton’s (1997) method by examining correlations
between early and late responses in our five constructs. Statistical t-tests showed that there is
no significant difference, indicating nonresponse bias is not a problem in our data.

We applied three methods to test for possible common method bias. First, we conducted
Harman’s one-factor test to ensure that no single factor accounted for the majority of
covariance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Results show that five factors with eigen value above 1
were extracted from all the measurement items and explained 71.7% of the variances, with
the first factor accounting for 32.9% of the variance. Second, we adopted the “marker
variable” approach of Lindell andWhitney (2001) to test for commonmethod variance (CMV).
We used the variable “east region” and made it serve as a method variance marker. East
region is a dummy variable to indicate different market environments in different regions of
China (Qiao et al., 2018), which is theoretically unrelated to other scales in the analysis. The
lowest positive correlation for this marker variable (r 5 0.019) was selected to calculate the
CMV-adjusted correlations for the variables under examination (Lindell and Whitney, 2001).
The results of the correlations adjusted for commonmethod are shown in Table 3. Therewere
no significant differences between the original and CMV-adjusted correlation matrix, and all
the 19 significant correlations remain significant after adjustment, which suggested that
common method bias is not a problem in this study. Lastly, we examined whether the
inclusion of a general common method factor in our structural model would affect the results
(Homburg et al., 2010). An examination of the path coefficients revealed no statistically
significant changes in relationships between constructs after the inclusion of the common
latent factor. Thus, according to the findings outlined above, common method variance is
unlikely to affect the validity of our results.
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5. Data analysis and results
5.1 Measurement model
The items used were subjected to both exploratory factor analyses (EFA) and confirmatory
factor analyses (CFA). Table 2 reports the results of these analyses. First, the results of EFA
show that all eigen values were above 1.0, and factor loadings were all above 0.7, which
indicates convergent validity. The CFA was conducted using Mplus 8.3. We used the
maximum-likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR estimator) to generate
parameter estimates, as the normality test showed nonnormality of the data. A good fit to the
data was suggested by our CFAwith the fit statistics as follows: χ2/df5 305.027/1995 1.532,
p< 0.001; CFI5 0.961, TLI5 0.955, RMSEA5 0.047 and SRMR5 0.043. The results of CFA
show that all scales had standardized coefficients above 0.7 with the smallest z-value as 9.733.
In addition, all of the average variance extracted (AVE) values were higher than 0.50.
Therefore, convergent validity and unidimensionality were ensured.

Second, following Fornell and Larcker (1981) and as shown in Tables 2 and 3, all the
squares of the AVE are higher than the interconstruct correlations, indicating discriminant
validity. To further assess discriminant validity, we also used the heterotrait–monotrait
(HTMT) ratio of correlationsmethod by calculating the HTMT ratio for each pair of construct
(Henseler et al., 2015). As all the calculated ratios were below the cut-off of 0.85 with the range
from 0.234 between instrumental CSRmotives and buyers’CSR engagement to 0.550 between
internalization of CSR policies and buyers’ dependence, discriminant validity between the
constructs is further supported. Finally, as shown in Table 2, all composite reliabilities (CRs)
and Cronbach’s alpha values for the constructs were greater than 0.85, far above the
acceptable level of 0.7, thus indicating satisfactory reliability for each construct.

5.2 Structural model
Structural equation modeling (SEM) analysis was applied to test our hypotheses in three
subsequent, separate structural models using Mplus 8.3 (see Table 4). First, a baseline model
(Model 1) with just simple effects (i.e. excluding the interaction effects) was first estimated. In
Model 1, we included the main structural path and control variables, along with the direct
effects of themoderators on dependent variables, to avoid confounding the interaction effects
(Irwin andMcclelland, 2001). Thereafter, we tested the hypothesized interaction effects in our
conceptual model using a latent moderated structural equations (LMS) approach.
Specifically, the XWITH command was used to take advantage of Mplus’ ability to specify
interaction terms between latent variables without manual specifications. Next, in Model 2,
the interaction term between instrumental CSR motives and internalization of CSR policies
was added. Equally, we only added the interaction term between buyers’ dependence and
suppliers’ trust to Model 3.

Since the traditional model fit indexes used in SEM are not available for the LMS
approach, we followed the procedure described in Cheung et al. (2021) to compare themodel fit
of the models with and without the interaction term using chi-square difference tests. Table 4
shows that Model 1 (without interaction terms) had a good fit for its index data: χ2/
df 5 423.054/282 5 1.532, p < 0.001; CFI 5 0.950, TLI 5 0.943, RMSEA 5 0.045 and
SRMR5 0.065. The chi-square difference test based on the log-likelihood values and scaling
correction factors estimated from Model 1 and 2 proved to be significant (Δχ2(1) 5 4.2839,
p < 0.05), indicating that Model 1 represented a significant loss in fit relative to Model 2.
Therefore, it can be inferred that the fit of Model 2 also meets the requirements. Then we
turned to Model 1 and 3, and the chi-square difference test also proved significant
(Δχ2(1)5 6.1184, p< 0.05), indicating that Model 1 represented a significant loss in fit relative
to Model 3. Thus, it can be inferred that Model 3 also fits the data well.

Hypothesis 1 predicts that the combination of instrumental CSR motives and
internalization of CSR policies is positively related to buyers’ dependence. The results
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(Model 2) indicate that the interaction term [instrumental CSR motives 3 internalization of
CSR policies] was positive and significant (b 5 0.148, p < 0.05). Specifically, the interaction
effect was ΔR2 5 0.021, which means that an additional 2.1% of the variance in buyers’
dependence was explained by the interaction of instrumental CSR motives and
internalization of CSR policies. Hypothesis 2 predicts that buyers’ dependence will have a
positive impact on buyers’ CSR engagement. The results (Model 1) show that the effect of
buyers’ dependence on buyers’ CSR engagement was positive and significant (b 5 0.367,
p < 0.01). Accordingly, both Hypothesis 1 and 2 were supported.

Hypothesis 3 predicts that suppliers’ trust positively moderates the relationship between
buyers’ dependence and buyers’ CSR engagement. However, the results (Model 3) indicate
that the interaction term [suppliers’ trust3 buyers’ dependence] was negative and significant
(b5�0.137, p < 0.05). Specifically, the interaction effect was ΔR25 0.029, which means that
an additional 2.9% of the variance in buyers’ CSR engagement was explained by the

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Model paths
H1: Instrumental CSR
motives 3 Internalization of CSR
policies → Buyers’ dependence

– 0.148*(2.067) –

H2: Buyers’ dependence → Buyers’
CSR engagement

0.367**(4.314) 0.366**(4.316) 0.368**(4.502)

H3: Suppliers’ trust 3 Buyers’
dependence → Buyers’ CSR
engagement

– – �0.137*(�2.416)

Controls
Industry dummy
(service)a → Buyers’ dependence

0.043(0.756) 0.062(1.124) 0.043(0.750)

Industry dummy
(service)a → Buyers’ CSR
engagement

0.073(1.100) 0.073(1.099) 0.059(0.872)

Ownership dummy
(state)b → Buyers’ dependence

0.165*(2.403) 0.144*(2.116) 0.165*(2.397)

Ownership dummy
(state)b → Buyers’ CSR engagement

0.018(0.271) 0.018(0.271) 0.023(0.356)

Firm size → Buyers’ dependence �0.082(�1.225) �0.097(�1.450) �0.088(�1.314)
Firm size → Buyers’ CSR
engagement

0.066(0.956) 0.066(0.956) 0.081(1.169)

Relationship length → Buyers’
dependence

0.057(0.856) 0.044(0.675) 0.053(0.789)

Relationship length → Buyers’ CSR
engagement

0.145*(2.141) 0.145*(2.141) 0.148*(2.259)

Model characteristics χ2/df 5 423.054/282,
CFI 5 0.950,

RMSEA 5 0.045,
TLI 5 0.943, SRMR 5 0.065

NA NA

Log likelihood �5297.580 �5294.746 �5294.310
Scaling factor 1.1509 1.1530 1.1499
Free parameters 81 82 82
Chi-square difference test – Δχ2(1) 5 4.2839* Δχ2(1) 5 6.1184*

Note(s): *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; Z-value is in parentheses; aIndustry dummies have been coded so that
manufacturing industry serves as the base relative to which the effects of the other dummies are measured;
bOwnership dummies have been coded so that nonstate-owned firms serve as the base relative to which the
effects of the other dummies are measured

Table 4.
Estimated

standardized path
coefficients

Buyers’ CSR
engagement
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interaction of buyers’ dependence and suppliers’ trust. Therefore, we found evidence for a
negativemoderating effect of suppliers’ trust on the relationship between buyers’ dependence
and buyers’ CSR engagement, implying rejection of Hypothesis 3. To better understand the
effect, we conduct the simple slope test using bootstrapping to examine the statistical
significance of the effect of buyers’ dependence on buyers’ CSR engagement, with given
conditional values of suppliers’ trust (Mþ1SD;M�1SD) (see Figure 2). In both situationswith
low and high suppliers’ trust, buyers’ dependence is positively and significantly related to
buyers’ CSR engagement (b 5 0.535, p < 0.01, 95% CI [0.326, 0.749] and b 5 0.244, p < 0.05,
95% CI [0.030, 0.497]).

The results remained robust even with the inclusion of several control variables that
might affect both buyers’ CSR engagement and buyers’ dependence, also evident from
Table 4. That is, the effect of state ownership on buyers’ dependence (b5 0.165, p < 0.05) as
well as the effect of relationship length on buyers’ CSR engagement (b5 0.145, p< 0.05) were
statistically significant, but do not change the direction or significance of the main effects.

6. Discussion and implications
This study aims to explore how suppliers can increase their buyers’ CSR engagement. Our
findings prove supports for our main hypotheses that instrumental CSR motives and
internalization of CSR policies jointly improve buyers’ dependence, which in turn increases
buyers’ CSR engagement. In addition, this study investigates the influence of suppliers’ trust
on the effect of buyers’ dependence on buyers’ CSR engagement and surprisingly finds a
negative moderating effect on the dependence–engagement relation, opposite our
expectations.

6.1 Interpretation of main findings
Our results confirm the interactive effect of instrumental CSR motives and internalization of
CSR policies on buyers’ dependence (Hypothesis 1). This finding provides additional
arguments to the idea that in buyer–supplier relationships, dependence would shift to
suppliers when buyers need to access environmental and social resources to achieve their
CSR goals (Touboulic et al., 2014). However, this finding runs contrary to assertions made in
earlier studies (e.g. Hu and Wang, 2009) that CSR is only marginally important and, in
general, it will not provide suppliers a dependence advantage over their buyers. Probably,
these earlier studies considered CSR activities thatwere easy to be imitated by other suppliers

Figure 2.
Standardized effects of
buyers’ dependence on
buyers’ CSR
engagement
conditional on
suppliers’ trust
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and consequentlywould not enhance buyers’ dependence. In contrast, we consider the hard to
be imitated combination of suppliers’ instrumental CSR motives and internalized CSR
policies, which are capable of making buyers more dependent.

Our hypothesized link between buyers’ dependence and buyers’ CSR engagement
(Hypothesis 2) was confirmed as well. This result aligns with recent research (e.g. Jonas et al.,
2018; Vivek et al., 2021) suggesting that resource dependencies contribute significantly to
enhancing interorganizational engagement. Additionally, it should be noted that we focus
specifically on buyer engagement in the CSR context. Consequently, our finding reveals that
buyers respond positively to their dependence by devoting specific resources to provide
further help to CSR efforts of suppliers. This, in fact, is in line with the core tenets of the RDT,
in which CSR serves as a collaborative platform that allows dependent buyers to invest time,
money and information in order to attain the critical resources of their suppliers.

Surprisingly, Hypothesis 3 that posits suppliers’ trust strengthens the positive
relationship between buyers’ dependence and buyers’ CSR engagement was rejected. Even
more surprising, our analyses reveal that suppliers’ trust exhibits opposing moderating
effects on buyers’ CSR engagement. This is not only against our expectation but also
contradicts general arguments that trust in a dependence relationship is able to diminish
outcome uncertainty and so results in voluntary cooperation (Andaleeb, 1995). One potential
reason might be that a high level of suppliers’ trust can lower the supplier’s vigilance, thus
facilitating opportunistic behaviors by the dependent buyer (Fang et al., 2008). It may also be
associated with the dark side effects of trust in terms of resource misallocation (Day et al.,
2013). Specifically, buyers who feel a high level of trust conveyed by the supplier may end up
investing more resources in maintaining such trust, causing their investment into other
relational activities (i.e. CSR engagement) may become insufficient.

6.2 Theoretical implications
This research has three major theoretical contributions. First, this study makes a broad
contribution to understand the behaviors of suppliers in relation to extending CSR practices
to buyers. Recognizing that CSR initiatives ultimately rely on buyer support (Zhang et al.,
2021), we focus specifically on buyers’ CSR engagement. Extant research has advanced our
knowledge of power or dependence in asymmetric buyer–supplier relationships that may
influence a buyer’s CSR behavior toward suppliers (e.g. Hoejmose et al., 2013; Touboulic et al.,
2014). However, mostly such research is showing how buyers extend their power in the
downstream supply chain (Brito and Miguel, 2017). So far, relevant studies have been unable
to demonstrate how dependence mechanisms can enable suppliers to influence their buyers’
CSR behaviors. In contrast, we advanced and tested an integrated theoretical framework that
argues how CSR initiatives of suppliers affect dependence in buyer–supplier relationships to
influence a buyer’s CSR engagement and related behavior toward that suppliers. Specifically,
we contribute to earlier research by, in detail, explaining and testing that the interaction
between instrumental CSR motives and internalization of CSR policies enhances buyers’
dependence and consequently leads to buyers’ CSR engagement.

Second, this study contributes to the literature on RDT by investigating the
antecedents of dependence. To date, RDT studies on buyer–supplier relationships have
mostly investigated the two components of dependence (i.e. resource importance and
resource concentration) in isolation. However, dependence is constructed as the combined
output of these two components (Pfeffer and Salancik, 2003). Specifically, predictions
based on one component of dependence cannot be generalized to explain dependence
based on another component of dependence (Xia et al., 2014). Therefore, combining these
two components is a useful approach to studying dependence. In doing so, our findings
clearly address the “how” question (i.e. how suppliers can utilize CSR to enhance buyers’
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dependence), which benefits general CSR research that seems to be mired in “what” and
“why” questions (Tang et al., 2012).

Third, this study is among the first to investigate themoderating effects of suppliers’ trust
on buyers’ dependence from a supplier’s perspective. Given the fact that dependence is also
linked to the dark sides of buyer–supplier relationships, such as conflict (Johnsen and
Lacoste, 2016), this perspective is important as we detect potential options for a supplier to
manage buyers’ dependence. In line with Gao et al. (2005), we suggested suppliers’ trust as
such an option that provides a buyer a harmonious relationship climate. Although the effect
of suppliers’ trust was not confirmed, overall, our integrated theoretical framework provides
novel insights into dependence relationships and shows that suppliers can actively engage
buyers in CSR efforts through their own CSR awareness and actions.

6.3 Managerial implications
Our findings offer valuable managerial implications for managers. First, based on the
combined effect of instrumental CSR motives and internalization of CSR policies, we suggest
managers should acknowledge the strategic importance of CSR as an enabler of competitive
advantage. More crucially, they should realize that instrumental motives alone are not
enough to generate dependence. Although instrumental motives may drive suppliers to be
“first movers” in their CSR activities and as such temporarily enhance buyer dependence, the
associated advantage will quickly evaporate if CSR-related knowledge is not internalized into
their operations and routines (Tang et al., 2012). Thus, manages should focus more on what
can be done to rigorously implement their CSR policies, such as employees’ training,
organization-wide communication and extensive documentation, to ultimately achieve
dependence advantages.

Second, although buyer CSR engagement is targeted, managers should realize that
there is a complex, indirect relation with their own actions and policies in CSR. The
combination of instrumental CSR motives and internalization of CSR policies will first
enhances buyers’ dependence and then positively influences buyers’ CSR engagement. In
other words, firms should realize and ensure that all of their efforts in engaging with
buyers are directed to establish buyers’ dependence. For example, firms can take
measures, such as advertising, to promote their products or services more visible to the
buyers’ stakeholders, as doing so will increase the possibility of spill-over effects from
their CSR (Busse, 2016).

Third, our finding indicates that buyers’ dependence has a weaker effect on buyers’ CSR
engagement when suppliers’ trust is strong. From the supplier’s perspective, this finding
overturns the assumption that trust is always inherently good or should always be as high as
possible. Therefore, we suggest that the dominant supplier need to choose other relationship-
building approaches in managing the buyer’s dependence, such as demonstrating its
commitment to the buyer.

7. Limitations and future research
This study has several limitations. First, we collected data from a single country (i.e. China)
and caution must be taken in extrapolating our findings to other contexts. It would be helpful
for follow-up studies to explore the role of the interplay between instrumental motives and
policies internalization in different contexts (i.e. developed economies) to potentially capture
cultural differences between countries. Second, when examining buyers’ dependence and
suppliers’ trust and their interaction effects on buyers’ behavioral outcomes, this study
considered the supplier’s perspective only. Further research is encouraged to collect dyadic
data so as to checkwhether the findings are equally applicable to the perspective of the buyer.
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Third, although reverse causality seems unlikely for this study because the buyer’s
dependence would hardly trigger instrumental CSR motives and internalization of CSR
policies or their interaction, this study relied on cross-sectional data and measured the
dependent variable and independent variables with same instruments. In order to eliminate
the concern on endogeneity, a method of differentiating the instrument of the independent
variables and the dependent variables should be considered in the future study. Another
limitation is that our measure of buyers’ CSR engagement was adapted from consumer
engagement literature (Jarvis et al., 2017). It would be valuable for future research to construct
a scale that fully captures the engagement construct in the interfirm context. Finally, we note
that social desirability bias can occur in self-reports when survey respondents recognize the
social desirability of items and change their response in a socially desirable direction. This
bias does not seem an issue in this study because our analyses show a fairly large number of
respondents freely admitted high instrumental motives and readily reported lack of policy
internalization.
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