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Abstract
Changes in social framework conditions, accelerated by globalization or political
inventions, have created new societal demands and requirements on companies.
The concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) is often considered a potential tool for meeting societal demands and criticism as a company voluntarily
takes responsibility for society. The spotlight of public attention has only recently
come to focus on agribusiness-related aspects of CSR. It is therefore the objective of this paper to provide an overview and a critical examination of the current
state of research into CSR in agribusiness from different perspectives. Upon that
this paper goals to define CSR special cases in agribusiness and derive implications for further research. CSR in agribusiness is a multi-dimensional and complex concept, which is sensitive to ongoing exchange processes between companies and stakeholders. We conclude with the special position of CSR in agribusiness and that future research should focus on adding value to industryspecific CSR aspects in the general CSR framework borrowed from management literature. Explorative fieldwork such as expert interviews with different
stakeholders might be suitable for gaining insights into agribusiness-specific aspects of CSR in firms.
Keywords
Corporate Social Responsibility, Agribusiness, Literature Review
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1. Introduction
Changes in social framework conditions, accelerated by globalization or political
inventions, have created new societal demands and requirements on companies.
Consumers, especially in developed societies, are increasingly concerned about
the social and ecological aspects of production processes. A noticeable shift in
their preferences regarding these aspects can be observed when buying food
products (HIRSCHFELDER 2001; HIERHOLZER 2010). Another aspect is the development and growing importance of the mass media, which has led to more
transparency in companies’ activities (ROMMELSPACHER 2012; VANHONACKER and
VERBEKE 2014) and growing challenges with regard to firms’ public relations activities (KAYSER and THEUVSEN 2014). Due to these developments, an increasingly critical society demands that companies from all industries take responsibility
for their business environment to solve social issues and meet societal expectations. The concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) functions in this context as a tool for meeting such demands, as CSR means that a company voluntarily takes responsibility for society (ANKELE 2005; DUBIELZIG and SCHALTEGGER
2005). CSR has been a scientific issue since the 1950s, when it was first defined
and described in general management literature (e.g., BOWEN 1953; DAVIS 1960;
CARROLL 1999) and has evolved to a central notion in the corporate world (ENGLE
2007; DAHLSRUD 2008).
As HARTMANN (2011) observed, the special role of the agribusiness1 sector can
be distinguished in many developed economies, for example, Germany. First,
the agriculture, forestry and fishery sector used to be an important part of these
economies although, in Germany, for instance, this sector provided a share of
less than 1 % of total GDP in 2015, it generated a production value of EUR
54.3 bn. in 2013. This is considerably more than the production value of the entire German textiles and clothing sector (EUR 22.3 bn.), the pharmaceutical industry (EUR 42 bn.) or the paper industry (EUR 38.1 bn.) (MEIXNER et al. 2012;
DBV 2014; DESTATIS 2015). Second, writ large alongside its importance to the
economy, food production concerns every individual, as it satisfies basic human
needs. Hence, people are generally concerned about the food they consume and
1

In the remainder of the paper, we follow the common definition of agribusiness in the literature: Agribusiness is a sector comprising all upstream and downstream industries involved in the production of agricultural and food products (STRECKER et al. 1996).
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the way it is produced (HARTMANN 2011; MEIXNER et al. 2012; VANHONACKER and
VERBEKE 2014). Third, agricultural production depends to a great extent—in contrast to other sectors—on natural resources, such as soil and water, and on human labor (HARTMANN 2011) and has a huge impact on ecological issues such as
biodiversity (HIERHOLZER 2010; VANHONACKER and VERBEKE 2014; WINTERBERG
2015).
As a result, agricultural products and their production have been a part of social
discussions since the industrial revolution converted agrarian societies to industrial countries. Since then, discussions about the availability of food and thus
food security, gave way to concerns focused on the quality and ethical aspects of
food production. Furthermore, increasing urbanization supported the alienation of
consumers from primary agricultural production and increasingly critical public
perspectives on production processes (HIRSCHFELDER 2001; HIERHOLZER 2010).
Nowadays, agribusiness is observed attentively and comes under increasing
public scrutiny.
Due to food crises, consumers have lost trust and are increasingly critical concerning animal production systems (VON ALVENSLEBEN 2003; MEIXNER et al.
2012). Issues regarding intensive livestock husbandry (such as animal welfare),
environmental aspects of production (such as reduction of water and energy use,
or social aspects like labor conditions) increasingly matter for society (MALONI
and BROWN 2006; HARTMANN 2011) and can lead to lower spending capacity by
consumers (AKTAR 2013;

DE

MAGISTRIS et al. 2014). ALBERSMEIER and SPILLER

(2008) show in their study of agribusinesses’ reputation, particularly of slaughtering companies, is even worse compared to other industries often criticized by the
public such the chemical industry. However animal farming also often has a bad
image with consumers. BUSCH et al. (2015) affirm this in a recent survey on consumers’ attitudes towards keeping farm animals. The critical perception of the
industry by a number of stakeholders [e.g., nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), the media, political decision-makers, and the general public] can threaten the reputation and legitimacy of individual companies as well as of the whole
sector (MALONI and BROWN 2006; HARTMANN 2011; HEYDER and THEUVSEN
2012). Both reputation and legitimacy can be considered important social capital
resources that provide access to other resources, such as information (LIN
2001), and serve as a basis for sustained competitive advantage (NAHAPIET and
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GHOSHAL 1998; FLINT and GOLICIC 2009) and guarantee a firm or industry’s ‘license to operate’ (HISS 2006; ROSS et al. 2015). Any widespread dearth of these
resources could compromise a company’s hopes of long-term economic success
(HEYDER and THEUVSEN 2012). These developments have caused companies in
the agribusiness sector to start to think about their social responsibility (HEYDER
and THEUVSEN 2012). So, although societal demands and a need for CSR characterize many industries, the agribusiness sector can be considered to be
somewhat special due to the broad spectrum of issues discussed, the predominantly negative connotation of media debate and the extraordinary intensity of
public concern (KAYSER 2012) making this industry a prime example for an indepth analysis of the status quo and future research needs regarding CSR.
Until now literature concerning CSR and specifically agribusiness CSR, lacks in
various aspects: a common definition of CSR or rather a consensus on what the
concept actually implies for the agribusiness sector, for example, does it exist
(DAHLSRUD 2008; SHEEHY 2014). The spotlight of public attention has only recently come to focus on agribusiness-related aspects of CSR. As a result research still remains scarce despite a gradual growth in the body of literature
(HARTMANN 2011; HEYDER and THEUVSEN 2012; ROSS et al. 2015). Despite the
acute relevance of CSR to agribusiness many studies have been more focused
on other industry sectors than on agribusiness (e.g., BROWN and DACIN 1997;
BERENS et al. 2005; KIRAT 2015). Furthermore, scientific analyses of CSR with
respect to food products tend to be conducted from a consumer perspective
(e.g., ROMMELSPACHER 2012; MOON et al. 2015) or only tackle specific aspects
such as animal welfare (FORSMAN-HUGG et al. 2013; HIEKE et al. 2015), ecological aspects, effects on biodiversity (FORSMAN-HUGG et al. 2013) or worker wellbeing and satisfaction (NÄTHER et al. 2015). To date, therefore, a comprehensive
overview is missing. Nonetheless existing studies with a managerial focus on
CSR have found that it offers great potential for companies in the agribusiness
sector as it can have a positive influence on their reputation (e.g., MALONI and
BROWN 2006; HEYDER and THEUVSEN 2009a; MAZUR-WIERZBICKA 2015) and subsequently on their profit (HEYDER 2010). Yet once again many effects of CSR
and the conditions under which they can be observed so far remain are unclear.
Against the background of these research gaps, the purpose of this paper is to
provide an overview and a critical examination of the current state of research
21
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into CSR in agribusiness from different perspectives. Upon that it aims to define
CSR special cases in agribusiness and derive implications for further research.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: the second section covers
methodology and is followed, in part three, by a presentation of findings of various topics on CSR in agribusiness. This paper closes with future research directions in section four.

2. Methodology
To compile current knowledge, identify industry specifics and derive future research directions, this paper sets out a comprehensive survey and analysis of
the existing literature on CSR in agribusiness. In order to classify and describe
existing literature, an analysis framework was developed which enabled systematic examination of the relevant literature under the following headings:
Definition of CSR
Motives for implementing CSR
Variables influencing the implementation of CSR concepts
Responsibility for and design of parameters for CSR
CSR and firms’ performance
Communication of CSR
The literature review referred to a number of electronic and hardcopy sources.
Initially it included all economic agricultural journals from their first publication as
listed in the comprehensive German-Austrian GEWISOLA/ÖGA journal ranking
(DABBERT et al. 2009) using the search terms ‘CSR’ and ‘corporate social responsibility’. Next, Google and Google Scholar were intensively searched for relevant literature using the terms ‘CSR, corporate social responsibility, agribusiness, agricultural, agriculture, farming, food and feed’. All articles identified during the literature research were then analyzed under the various aspects of the
analysis framework as previously set out.
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3. Findings
3.1 Definition of CSR
Studies referring to CSR in agribusiness basically use definitions from the general management literature. HEIKKURINEN and FORSMAN-HUGG (2011) as well as
FORSMAN-HUGG et al. (2013) refer in their studies to the three-pillar approach defined by ELKINGTON (1997). Therein, CSR is explained with reference to three
dimensions regarding ‘profits’ on the economic, ‘people’ on the social and ‘planet’ on the environmental responsibility level. HARTMANN et al. (2013) in turn rely in
their paper on the ISO 26000 (2011) definition, according to which a firm is responsible for its societal and environmental influence. Other studies on CSR in
an agribusiness context follow CARROLL (1979: 500) who said that ‘the social responsibility of business encompasses the economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations that society has of organizations at a given point in time’, as
MALONI and BROWN (2006), HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2008, 2009a,b, 2012) or
MUELLER LOOSE and REMAUD (2013) did in their investigations.
Most of the studies looking at CSR in agribusiness have a focus on the whole
food chain (i.a. MALONI and BROWN 2006; FORSMAN-HUGG et al. 2013; HARTMANN
2011; HARTMANN et al. 2013; MANNING 2013). In these considerations, definitions
from general management literature are used and applied to the food chain approach and enriched with additional aspects, which are considered special for
the agribusiness sector. FORSMAN-HUGG et al. (2013), for instance, identified
seven relevant CSR dimensions for the agribusiness sector; environment, product safety, human health, nutrition, occupational and animal welfare, economic
responsibility and local well-being. HARTMANN et al. (2013) classify various CSR
aspects under several CSR dimensions in the agribusiness. The dimensions are:
CSR animal welfare (cf., animal husbandry, treatment of animals, transport distance to slaughterhouse, adequate anesthesia before slaughter), CSR employment (cf., employees’ training, fair wages, no contract workers, good working
conditions), CSR environment (firms’ environmental protection, local origin of
food) and CSR philanthropy (employees’ volunteering, firms’ donation).
HEIKKURINEN and FORSMAN-Hugg (2011) as well as MALONI and BROWN (2006)
described the CSR aspects for agribusiness more generally. Both studies mentioned animal welfare, nutrition and environmental as well as health and safety.
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In addition the CSR aspects of product safety, local market presence, economic
responsibility (cf., HEIKKURINEN and FORSMAN-HUGG 2011) biotechnology, labor
and human rights, procurement and community (cf., MALONI and BROWN 2006)
are mentioned.
Similar to the general management literature, various authors tackling CSR in
agribusiness discuss the close relationship between the two concepts of CSR
and sustainability. Some authors mention that sustainability is implemented as
part of the operational management activities of companies through CSR (e.g.,
INGENBLEEK and MEULENBERG 2006; GLOVER 2007; HEYDER 2010). In this research strand, CSR is interpreted as the management version of the sustainability concept (SCHMITT 2005; SMITH 2008; RANA et al. 2009; FORSMAN-HUGG et al.
2013). However there are also other authors who see a clear difference between
sustainability and CSR. According to this viewpoint, sustainability encompasses
all effects a company has on its natural and social environment as well as on
future generations, whereas CSR can, in turn, only refer to a firm’s voluntary actions toward its stakeholders but not stipulated by law (BASSEN et al. 2005).
All in all, the concept of CSR in agribusiness still lacks any clear definition
(POETZ et al. 2013). This very much parallels the situation in general management literature where, despite (or due to) a much longer research tradition;
DAHLSRUD (2008) was able to analyze 37 different definitions. CARROLL (1999)
has catalogued the evolution and conceptual development of the CSR construct
since the 1950. As a result, Carroll found that very diverse CSR concepts are
summarized under the same label. This may be explained by the fact that a
firm’s CSR commitment is the result of an ongoing exchange process. For example, a firm is willing to fulfill demands and expectations of stakeholders but
these demands change over time and are highly firm specific. As a result, all the
commitments a company takes on in assuming social responsibility and meeting
stakeholder demands are rated by society. In turn, the results of this evaluation
process influence a company’s reputation. This exchange process does not lead
to consensus as a firm is continuously in communication with its stakeholders
(CARROLL 1979;

DE

QUEVEDO-PUENTE et al. 2007; HEYDER and THEUVSEN 2012).

This ongoing exchange process, as well as the strategic nature of CSR, generates considerable variation in the CSR activities implemented by different firms,
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which in turn have impact on different environments and interact with various
stakeholders.
It can be concluded that CSR generally is a complex and multi-dimensional activity. In addition to the general management literature, specific CSR aspects in the
context of agribusiness can be derived since environmental attributes (e.g., sustainable land use, organic food production), animal welfare (for instance, animal
husbandry) plus food safety and health (nutritional aspects) are important industry specific aspects. So far, there is no specific definition for the agribusiness
context in the literature. Nonetheless, since CSR is a continuous exchange process, highly firm-specific and firm structures are very heterogeneous, it could
turn out to be very difficult to find a definition generally applicable to the agribusiness context. Thus future research should aim to integrate agribusiness specific
aspects into existing models and definitions of CSR in order to get a broader understanding of the multifaceted concept of CSR in agribusiness.
3.2 Motives for implementing CSR
Agribusiness companies’ motives for implementing CSR are the most intensively
researched topics in the literature which names various reasons for them doing
so. In the light of highly volatile producer prices for agricultural products and
fierce international competition, CSR is mentioned as an instrument for agribusiness companies to stay competitive and improve their ability to cope with unpredictable market conditions. Economic aspects such as improved competitiveness
are therefore basic reasons for firms in the agribusiness sector to implement
CSR (HEYDER 2010; HARTMANN 2011). Beside competitive pressures, companies
in the agribusiness are particularly confronted with demands and expectations
from their societal environment. Agribusiness has been closely scrutinized by
critical stakeholders and has suffered increasing public criticism in recent years.
Livestock farming and meat production have become particular focal points for
public debates in many industrialized countries (SINGER 1977; ALBERSMEIER and
SPILLER 2008; BÖHM et al. 2009). Besides animal welfare (cf., HEYDER and
THEUVSEN 2012; HIEKE et al. 2015), the use of GMOs (cf., SAVADORI et al. 2004;
HEYDER and THEUVSEN 2009a) as well as the environmental impact of production
(including carbon footprint) (cf., KISSINGER 2012; ROSS et al. 2015; SWINTON et al.
2015) and consumer health (cf., BURTON and CREYER 2004; SCHMITT 2005; HIEKE
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et al. 2015) are central aspects of the public debates. The main topics publicly
debated are manifold and presented below (Table 1).
Table 1: Public pressure as a motivation to implement CSR: An overview of topics

Category

Animal
welfare

Subcategory

Elements

Authors

Humane
treatment

BLAYNEY et al. (1991); ELLAHI (1996);
GOSLING (1996); SHANAHAN et al.
Cruelty, breeding, han(2001); SCHOLDERER and FREWER
dling, housing, slaughter,
(2003); HOSSAIN and ONYANGO (2004);
transport
HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2012) and
HIEKE et al. (2015)

Biotechno- Animals,
logy
plants

Antibiotics, growth hormones, tissue cultures,
genetic testing, cloning,
GMOs

BLAYNEY et al. (1991); GOSLING (1996);
SCHOLDERER and FREWER (2003);
SISSELL (2003); HOSSAIN and ONYANGO
(2004); SAVADORI et al. (2004) and
HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2009a)

Community

Support

Economic development,
philanthropy, arts, educational support, job training, volunteering, literacy,
health care, childcare,
housing

PIACENTINI et al. (2000); CENTER FOR
CORPORATE CITIZENSHIP and THE US
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE CENTER FOR
CORPORATE CITIZENSHIP (2004)

Conservation

Damage compensation,
biodiversity, energy consumption, forests, farming methods, packaging,
use of resources, species, water, soil

BOEHLJE (1993); MURPHY et al. (1996);
CARTER et al. (2000); LEGG and VIATTE
(2001); WADE (2001); SCHMITT (2005);
KISSINGER (2012); ROSS et al.(2015) and
SWINTON et al. (2015)

Environment

Fair trade

Health and
safety

Emissions, waste, manure, water, hazardous
Pollution and
materials, herbicides,
waste dispospesticides, fungicides,
al
rodenticides, recycling,
global warming

BOEHLJE (1993); MURPHY et al. (1994);
BOEHLJE et al. (1995); MURPHY et al.
(1996); CARTER et al. (2000); YOUNG
(2000); RICE (2001); CHRISTEN (2002);
BUTLER et al. (2004); SCHMITT (2005);
SMITH (2008) and SWINTON et al. (2015)

Fairness

Fair trade, profit sharing

BLOOM and PERRY (2001); RICE (2001);
DUFFY et al. (2003); JONES et al. (2003)
and HIEKE et al. (2015)

Safety

Food safety, traceability,
transportation

HOBBS (1996); WADE (2001); SISSELL
(2003); GOLAN et al. (2004); STOCK
(2004); MCTAGGART (2005); SCHMITT
(2005) and HIEKE et al. (2015)

Health

Healthy lifestyles, local
food sources

BOEHLJE (1993); WADE (2001); BUSCH
(2003) and BURTON and CREYER (2004)
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Table 1: continued

Category

Labor and
human
rights

Procurement

Subcategory

Elements

Authors

Compensation

EMMELHAINZ and ADAMS (1999);
Compensation (fair wages) ELLIOTT and FREEMAN (2000); RIVOLI
(2003) and POLLIN et al. (2004)

Illegal labor

Captive/ forced/ bonded
labor, child labor

US DEPARTMENT OF LABOR (1997);
KOLK and TULDER (2002); MAIGNAN et
al. (2002); RIVOLI (2003); SOCIAL
ACCOUNTABILITY INTERNATIONAL
(2005) and WAYNE (2015)

Opportunity,
chances

Training, education, advancement, regular employment

NESS (1992); TSANG (1998) and
BARDASI and FRANCESCONI (2003)

Treatment

Accommodations for disabled, discipline/ abuse,
discrimination, respect

US DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE (1990);
BEARY (2004) and SOCIAL
ACCOUNTABILITY INTERNATIONAL
(2005)

Worker rights

Legal rights, civil rights,
diversity, privacy, collective bargaining, grievances, rights disclosure

US DEPARTMENT OF LABOR (1983);
EMMELHAINZ and ADAMS (1999);
MAIGNAN et al. (2002); RIVOLI (2003);
SOCIAL ACCOUNTABILITY
INTERNATIONAL (2005) and WAYNE
(2015)

Working
conditions

Hygiene, sanitation,
health, safety, transportation safety, housing safety,
training/disclosure, hours

US GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE
(1992); EMMELHAINZ and ADAMS
(1999); MAIGNAN et al. (2002); RIVOLI
(2003); SOCIAL ACCOUNTABILITY
INTERNATIONAL (2005) and WAYNE
(2015)

Behavior

Conduct, professional
competence

INSTITUTE FOR SUPPLY MANAGEMENT
(2012)

Purchasing
process

Proprietary information,
conflict of interest, deception, influence, reciprocity,
responsibility to employer,
power abuse

CARTER (2000); CARTER and
JENNINGS (2004) and INSTITUTE FOR
SUPPLY MANAGEMENT (2012)

Legal

Applicable law

INSTITUTE FOR SUPPLY MANAGEMENT
(2012) and WAYNE (2015)

Supplier
diversity

Disadvantaged suppliers,
minority suppliers

MAIGNAN et al. (2002) and INSTITUTE
FOR SUPPLY MANAGEMENT (2012)

Source: MALONI and BROWN 2006 and authors’ additions

The ever more critical perception of the industry can threaten the reputation and
legitimacy of individual companies, as well as of the whole sector. Reputation
and legitimacy can be considered important social capital resources that provide
access to other critical resources, for instance information (LIN 2001) or political
support. These serve as a basis for sustained competitive advantage (NAHAPIET
and GHOSHAL 1998) and guarantee a firm’s or industry’s social ‘license to oper27
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ate’ (HISS 2006; HEYDER and THEUVSEN 2009a, b, 2012; WIESE and TOPOROWSKI
2013; KIM 2015; ROSS et al. 2015). As a result the pressure exerted by the public
on companies in the agribusiness sector is the most frequently mentioned motivation for CSR. In this context, agribusiness firms carefully consider the role of
NGOs. HELMIG et al. (2016) affirm this in a study in which they surveyed 1000
managers in Switzerland and showed that NGOs such as Greenpeace had an
increasingly high impact on firms’ CSR implementation.
Great potential is attributed to CSR in resolving conflicts or disputes between
society and agribusiness subsectors or individual companies. As MEIXNER et al.
(2012) as well as MANNING (2013) state in their study into cases of food or other
scandals, CSR is perceived as part of firms’ crisis management employed to secure market shares and maintain customer loyalty (see also HEYDER and
THEUVSEN 2009a). The considerable complexity of modern agricultural and food
value chains has caused huge information asymmetries between producers and
processors and the wider public. For a long time, the meat industry in particular
has failed to communicate changes in its production technologies adequately. A
number of food scandals have exacerbated this situation and resulted in growing
uncertainty among consumers and a loss of confidence in producers and processors (HIERHOLZER 2010; BUSCH et al. 2015). HANSEN and SCHRADER (2006)
and HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2009b) as well as newer studies by ASSIOURAS et al.
(2013) and MAZUR-WIERZBICKA (2015) mentioned that the implementation of CSR
could increase the transparency of business activities and so reduce these information asymmetries on the part of consumers and other important stakeholders. An overview of studies related to possible motives for agribusiness companies to implement CSR is shown in Table 2.
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Table 2: Literature overview: motives for implementing CSR in the agribusiness

Motives

Authors

Respond to public pressure

BOEHLJE et al. (1995); SCHMITT (2005); MALONI and BROWN
(2006); HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2009a, b, 2012) and KIM (2015)

Increase transparency

HANSEN and SCHRADER (2006); KISSINGER (2012); ASSIOURAS et
al. (2013) and MAZUR-WIERZBICKA (2015)

Assure consumers of healthSMITH (2008)
ier nutrition
Legitimate business
activities

HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2009a, b, 2012); WIESE and
TOPOROWSKI (2013) and ROSS et al. (2015)

Prevent loss of reputation

HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2009a,b, 2012) and MAZUR-WIERZBICKA
(2015)

Conduct crisis management

HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2009a,b, 2012); KISSINGER (2012);
MEIXNER et al. (2012) and MANNING (2013)

Solve conflicts

MEIXNER et al. (2012) and MANNING (2013)

Competitiveness

HEYDER (2010) and HARTMANN (2011)

Source: Authors’ compilation

Growing urbanization and structural changes in agriculture and the food industry
have caused societies’ alienation from the agribusiness. Due to this development
and the public concerns already mentioned, agriculture production firms in the
agribusiness are highly motivated to focus on CSR issues in order to respond to
public pressure as well preventing loss of reputation.
What is missing so far, despite the large number of studies on motives of agribusiness firms to implement CSR, are in-depth analyses of relevant stakeholders
and their requirements; for instance suppliers and customers. These analyses
would help managers to tailor CSR strategies better towards societal expectations. Thus, from a theoretical point of view, CSR research in agribusiness
should take into account stakeholder management approaches more thoroughly
(FREEMAN 1984; MITCHELL et al. 1997). Expert interviews might give first insights
into relevant stakeholders’ views together with their perceptions and requirements of a firm. There is also a need to analyze separately stakeholders’ requirements along whole value chains and in different agribusiness sub-sectors
as perceptions might differ between the various stages of a value chain and also
between the sub-sectors.
3.3 Variables influencing the implementation of CSR concepts
Contingency theory proposes that the design of management instruments, such
as organization structures or strategies, is influenced by a multitude of situational
29
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factors. The latter include internal (e.g., firm size, firm age, ownership structure)
and external factors (e.g., industry competition, technological change, cultural
diversity) (LAWRENCE and LORSCH 1967; DONALDSON 2001). This also applies to the
implementation of an agribusiness firm’s CSR engagement, which is subject to a
great many situational influencing variables. Therefore, how responsibility towards society is perceived and how this perception is transformed into a CSR
strategy and the implementation of CSR measures can differ considerably between various economic sectors or within an industry. Agricultural economics
research has revealed a number of contingency factors that influence agribusiness firms’ CSR strategies.
In terms of the structural changes on farms, consumers are increasingly concerned about so-called ‘agriculture industry’ or ‘factory farming’. This means that
attitudes are increasingly negative towards larger farms and agribusiness companies. Lower animal welfare standards, lower quality standards as well as the
use of GMOs are associated with large farms and firms. Along the food chain,
big companies, for example large slaughterhouses, have increasingly come under critical public view (SALAMON et al. 2014; WINTERBERG 2015). HARTMANN (2011)
as well as BOURLAKIS et al. (2014) confirm that size is an important determining
factor for CSR management because larger firms are more in the public eye than
small and medium-sized companies. HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2012) were also
able to show in a survey of 170 companies from the agribusiness sector that size
has an influence on the CSR efforts of a firm.
Agribusiness companies operating in other countries must be aware that stakeholders’ attitudes towards several topics, for instance the use of GMOs, animal
welfare or labor rights, can vary remarkably worldwide. HEYDER and THEUVSEN
(2009a) identified different requirements on firms depending on their degree of
internationalization. Multinationals face more diverse external environments. Internationalization therefore is a second influential variable on how agribusiness
companies perceive and implement CSR (HEYDER and THEUVSEN 2009a). In the
context of the internationalization of agribusiness, a country’s level of economic
development—such as whether it has an industrialized, developing or emerging
economy—plays an important role, as KAMBALAME and

DE

CLEENE (2006) illus-

trated in their study of agribusiness companies in Malawi (cf., TERSOO 2014).
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HARTMANN (2011) states that a firm’s brand orientation can also influence its engagement in the field of CSR. Companies with strong brands strive harder to implement CSR strategies and provide CSR-related information since they want to
protect their brands from public criticism. Furthermore, the position of an agribusiness company in the value chain has an impact on the implementation of
CSR as retailers have the power to influence their direct suppliers concerning
several CSR requirements (HALBES et al. 2005; HEYDER and THEUVSEN 2009b;
HARTMANN 2011). VANHONACKER and VERBEKE (2014) as well as ALBERSMEIER
and SPILLER (2008) stress that the various levels of the food chain differ with regard to their reputation and in turn their need to consider CSR. The stage of
slaughtering, for example, has the worst image in the eyes of several stakeholders whereas the farming sector enjoys a much better reputation (VANHONACKER
and VERBEKE 2014). These differences result in different needs to implement
CSR. Additionally, reputation and image vary between agribusiness sub-sectors,
which in turn influence the CSR commitment. Firms focusing on animal production, for instance, have a different focus in their CSR concept than firms acting in
the field of plant production. Table 3 summarizes the influencing factors on the
design of CSR strategies and the implementation of CSR measures.
Table 3: Literature overview: influencing variables on CSR in agribusiness

Influencing variables

Authors

Degree of internationalization

HALBES et al. (2005); HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2009a, b) and
HARTMANN (2011)

Position in the food supply chain

HALBES et al. (2005); HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2009a) and
HARTMANN (2011)

Development level of a country

KAMBALAME and DE CLEENE (2006) and TERSOO (2014)

Firm size, brand, industry

HARTMANN (2011); HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2012) and
BOURLAKIS et al. (2014)

Management’s attitude (altruism)

HEYDER and THEUVSEN (2012) and RATAJCZAK (2014)

Source: Authors’ compilation

Compared to the motives for implementing CSR, there is much less research on
the relevant contingency factors that influence the design of CSR strategies and
the choice of CSR measure. The analysis of contingency factors is difficult since
these factors are often intertwined. For instance, large firm size can be accompanied with a high degree of internationalization, which makes a clear distinction
between these factors and their influence on CSR activities more complicated.
Influencing factors need therefore to be seen in their full context and require
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