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Abstract: Recent decades have witnessed an increased volume of studies investigating
the spa tourism sector. There has, however, been an absence of studies evaluating the
relationship between corporate social responsibility (CSR) and spa competitiveness, as
well as the mediating effects of responsible innovation (RI) and corporate sustainability
performance (CSP) on this relationship. This study developed a comprehensive conceptual
framework that examined the impacts of CSR on spa competitiveness. Data were collected
from 786 participants, who included spa managers and employees located in three main
cities of Vietnam: Ha Noi, Da Nang, and Ho Chi Minh. The Partial Least-Squares Structural
Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) method was applied to provide statistical evidence to
confirm the conceptual model and eight hypotheses. The findings indicated that CSR
positively and indirectly affects spa competitiveness. The mediating roles of RI and CSP,
which influence the relationship with spa competitiveness, were also confirmed. This
research makes theoretical contributions to understanding the relationships between these
internal factors and achieving competitiveness. Further, the study has practical implications
for spa managers and policymakers implementing CSR programs and RI and reshaping
CSP to obtain and maintain their competitiveness.

Keywords: spa tourism; corporate social responsibility; competitiveness; corporate
sustainability performance; responsible innovation

1. Introduction

Tourism, particularly spa tourism, is increasingly recognised for its potential to en-
hance well-being by providing opportunities for relaxation, rejuvenation, and health im-
provement [1]. Spa tourism falls under the category of wellness tourism, which involves
people prioritising their physical, mental, and spiritual well-being while travelling [2].
As a rapidly growing sector in the visitor economy, spa tourism is also experiencing in-
creased interest in conventional therapeutic methods and modern alternative treatments [3].
According to [4], as of 2022, global spa industry revenues have reached 92% of their
pre-pandemic peak, with an estimated 181,175 spas operating worldwide and generating
USD 104.5 billion in revenues. This significant global expansion also presents a major
challenge for spa facilities in resolving the complex relationship between achieving and
sustaining competitiveness and meeting escalating societal expectations of ethical busi-
ness and environmental stewardship. Understanding the strategic motivation that allows
companies to succeed economically while providing a positive social and environmental
impact is key to their long-term sustainability and legitimacy.
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Smith’s [5] definition of spa tourism involves relaxing, healing, or beautifying the
body in spas by employing preventative wellness and/or curative medical practices, more
precisely as “tourism which focuses on the relaxation or healing of the body using mainly
water-based treatments, such as mineral or thermal pools, steam rooms, and saunas”.
Recovery, rehabilitation, and resting the human body are emphasised [6]. The International
Spa Association [7] identified and defined various types of spas. These are day, resort/hotel,
destination, medical, club, mineral spring, cruise ship, and cosmetic spas.

The spa tourism sector is witnessing several emerging thematic research areas, par-
ticularly after the COVID-19 pandemic, which has reshaped the tourism and hospital-
ity landscape [8,9]. Recent spa and wellness tourism studies can be categorised into
the following themes: business strategies and customer attractiveness based on cus-
tomers’ behaviours [10,11]; customers’ satisfaction [12-15]; customers’ purchasing inten-
tion [16,17]; the improvement of the quality of service [18,19]; the effective employment
of resources [20,21]; the improvement in competitiveness [22,23]; external factors that af-
fect spa tourism development [24,25]; challenges and opportunities of spa tourism [1,26];
and the development and application of business models [27-29]. The diversity of the
research themes indicates a dynamic and evolving spa tourism sector increasingly inte-
grating wellness, cultural, environmental, and economic dimensions to meet changing
market demands.

Prior studies from the manufacturing industry indicate CSR as an important factor in
enterprise competitiveness [30-32]. However, CSR’s specific mechanisms and outcomes
within the context of spa tourism, a unique service in an intensive and experience-driven
sector, remain insufficiently understood [33,34]. In spas, the service’s emphasis is based
on the experience or the customer’s interaction with a service instead of a product. The
industry’s intrinsic association with health and wellness often places a greater emphasis on
stakeholders concerning ethics and being environmentally sustainable. Many spas operate
on unique natural resources and address local cultural contexts, making environmental and
community CSR essential. The role that employee well-being and skills play in the customer
experience indicates that internal CSR practices will impact competitiveness differently
than those in less service-focused industries. Consequently, the relationship between CSR
and competitiveness in spa tourism presents an opportunity for new contributions beyond
manufacturing or general business studies.

Previous studies have examined mediators such as green innovation and environ-
mental performance in the CSR—competitiveness link. However, concepts such as Respon-
sible Innovation (RI) and Corporate Social Performance (CSP) remain underexplored—
particularly in tourism. For example, although the volume of studies on RI has increased
across various industries [30], research within the tourism sector, particularly in the spa
and wellness segment, remains limited. Understanding how CSR influences competitive-
ness through RI and CSP is essential for advancing theoretical and practical knowledge,
especially regarding its impact on corporate competitiveness and its mediating role in
linking CSR initiatives to enhanced competitiveness. Thus, this paper aims to fill these
research gaps by developing a conceptual framework to evaluate the impacts of CSR on
the competitiveness of spa enterprises, considering the mediating effects of RI and CSP on
this relationship.

In order to empirically investigate these relationships, Vietnam provides a particularly
suitable and compelling research setting. This selection is justified on several grounds.
As a dynamic emerging economy, Vietnam’s rapidly expanding spa tourism sector show-
cases significant potential [35], leverages rich natural and cultural assets, and has garnered
international recognition [36—41]. However, this growth occurs alongside developmen-
tal challenges, including an evolving regulatory environment and the relatively nascent
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adoption of formal CSR practices, which are often viewed primarily through the lens of
reputation [42]. However, its potential impact on long-term strategic competitiveness [43],
particularly via the mechanisms explored in this study, requires further investigation in the
broader Vietnamese context. This specific combination of high growth, emerging sustain-
ability considerations, and developing CSR perspectives aligns directly with the identified
research gaps concerning the role and impact of CSR in emerging markets and specialised
tourism segments. Therefore, examining the interplay of CSR, RI, CSP, and competitiveness
in the Vietnam spa industry offers a valuable opportunity to generate contextually relevant
insights and contribute empirical evidence from an under-researched, yet increasingly
important, part of the global tourism landscape.

To achieve the research objectives and guide the subsequent analysis, the following
research questions are formulated:

RQ;: Is there a direct relationship between CSR and competitiveness?
RQ»: Do RI and CSP mediate the relationship between CSR and competitiveness?

To address the identified gaps concerning the underexplored mechanisms linking
CSR to competitiveness in the context of the spa tourism sector, particularly the scarcity
of research on RI and CSP as critical mediators in emerging economies, this study offers
theoretical contributions by advancing Stakeholder Theory and the Triple Bottom Line (TBL)
framework. The study empirically tests these theories in the context of spa tourism and
elucidates the specific mediating pathways through which CSR influences competitiveness.
Specifically, RI and multidimensional CSP are confirmed as key mediators, providing
a more detailed and previously unexplored understanding of how stakeholder-focused
CSR initiatives contribute to competitiveness within the spa industry. By integrating the
concept of RI, encompassing anticipation, reflexivity, inclusion, and responsiveness, the
present study moves beyond the often generic or purely ‘green’ conceptualisations of
innovation in the CSR literature. Furthermore, by providing critical empirical insights from
the under-researched spa sector in an emerging market, Vietnam, this study extends the
contextual richness of these theoretical frameworks beyond their typical applications in
developed economies. Methodologically, the study contributes by applying PLS-SEM with
higher-order constructs to analyse these complex interrelationships and adapt and utilise
measurement scales tailored to the spa industry context.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the theoretical
foundation and development of hypotheses. Section 3 details the research methodology,
including data collection procedures and measurement instruments. Section 4 reports
the results of the empirical analysis. Section 5 discusses the findings in relation to the
existing literature and provides practical and theoretical implications, with the final section
concluding the study by summarising its aims, key findings, contributions, limitations, and
suggestions for future research.

2. Literature Review

This article aims to propose a conceptual framework for evaluating the relationships
among CSR, RI, CSP, competitiveness, and their associated hypotheses. The first section
establishes the theoretical foundation, drawing on Stakeholder Theory and the Triple
Bottom Line (TBL) to contextualise the role of CSR in sustainable tourism development.
The second section explores the concept of competitiveness within the tourism sector,
examining it across multiple levels and linking it to CSR-driven strategies. Subsequent
sections explore the interrelationships between CSR, RI, CSP, and competitiveness. The
final section presents the proposed conceptual framework, comprehensively synthesising
these constructs.
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2.1. Theoretical Foundations

Stakeholder Theory was introduced by Freeman in 1984 [44]. This theory addresses
business issues related to ethics, models, and values at the firm level. It argues that a
company’s success depends on managing relationships with all its stakeholders. They
encompass groups and individuals who can affect and/or be affected by the organisation’s
goals. They include customers, employees, suppliers, communities, shareholders, and
competitors, with this theory being used to interpret why companies need to consider
stakeholders’ interests, for example, by adopting CSR practices [45,46].

Tourism studies on strategy and management, guided by Stakeholder Theory, increas-
ingly explore how integrating socioeconomic and environmental concerns (community
well-being, social equity, local employment opportunities, resource conservation, pollution
control, ecological stewardship, etc.) through CSR supports business strategies that align
with stakeholder objectives and improve overall performance [47-51], and hence, positively
impact competitiveness [52]. By understanding the benefits of CSR practices, companies
can establish suitable business strategies to maintain and promote competitiveness [53].
For example, with the support of employee pro-environmental behaviour, CSR and green
practices may contribute to CSP, further reinforcing the competitiveness of tourism com-
panies that efficiently manage stakeholder relationships [48]. Furthermore, CSR efforts
in the tourism and hospitality industry could strategically improve competitiveness by
adjusting business practices in line with stakeholder expectations and enhancing financial
performance and sustainability results [47]. In addition, Camilleri [54] contends that incor-
porating CSR practices into operational strategies within the tourism sector can enhance
financial performance while addressing stakeholder interests, including employee welfare
and sustainability.

More importantly, innovation can be regarded as a crucial mediator of the relation-
ships between CSR, performance, and competitiveness. According to [55], CSR efforts
can improve innovation by attracting additional resources and lowering the cost of debt.
Similarly, CSR initiatives towards the natural environment can encourage the establishment
of green innovation and, in turn, improve CSP, which can confirm the mediating effect of
innovation on the relationship between CSR and competitiveness [34,56].

This study adopted the Stakeholder Theory of [44] as one of the theoretical foundations
to interpret how various dimensions of CSR efforts, namely CSR towards employees,
customers, governments, environment, and future generations, can strengthen innovation
and CSP and thereby facilitate spas to enhance their competitiveness. In addition, while
Stakeholder Theory encompasses a wide range of groups, this study focused specifically
on the perspectives of internal stakeholders, namely managers and employees. These
groups are considered primary agents in implementing CSR strategies, driving innovation
processes (RI), and translating organisational efforts into enhanced CSP and, ultimately,
spa competitiveness.

The Triple Bottom Line theory was introduced by Elkington in 1994. This theory aims
to transform “the financial accounting-focused business system” through the three pillars
of economic, social, and environmental [57,58], or as they are more colloquially known,
the 3Ps: profit, people, and the planet [59]. In practice, tourism companies currently pay
more attention to the impacts of their business practices on the environment and society
(local communities). Corresponding with Stakeholder Theory, in the competitive market,
tourism companies should not only focus on their economic performance but also consider
their stakeholders’ social and environmental interests [43]. In such a case, TBL potentially
bridges sustainability and CSR efforts [43,60].

Integrating sustainability aspects into CSR strategies can assist in developing a compre-
hensive framework that considers the balance of the economic, social, and environmental
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dimensions. The TBL framework prompts organisations to shift from solely financial per-
formance metrics to a holistic approach that integrates economic, social, and environmental
impacts, aligning closely with the overarching goals of CSR practices [61,62]. Incorporating
sustainable practices into business objectives, as the TBL framework advocates through
practical CSR efforts, can enhance both financial and non-financial outcomes, such as
improved operational efficiency and increased customer loyalty [63]. Furthermore, ref. [64]
state that CSR leadership plays a crucial role in fostering CSP due to its impacts on social
performance and financial results through the engagement of stakeholders and corporate
strategic governance. This relationship is also supported by regulatory pressures (for
example, the case of India) and customer demand, which may encourage companies to
adopt CSR practices and result in societal well-being and environmental protection [63].
In addition, CSR, through the lens of the environmental dimension, can be considered a
driving factor in eco-innovation or green innovation in companies with strong environ-
mental engagement [65]. According to [66], innovation is regarded as a mediator in the
relationship between CSR and sustainability in the context of Central European SMEs.

In short, the proposed conceptual framework in this study was underpinned by
Stakeholder Theory [44] and TBL Theory [57-59]. Stakeholder Theory indicates that firms
engage in CSR to manage crucial relationships with diverse stakeholders (e.g., employees,
customers, the community, and the environment), moving beyond purely shareholder
concerns [57-60]. Successfully addressing these stakeholder interests through CSR is
increasingly linked to enhanced firm performance, innovation capabilities, and sustain-
able competitiveness [52,67]. Complementing this, TBL theory provides a lens to eval-
uate the multi-dimensional outcomes of CSR, advocating for a balanced assessment of
economic, social, and environmental performance [59,61,62]. This holistic performance
perspective aligns directly with our conceptualisation of CSP as a key outcome of CSR
initiatives [43,60]. Furthermore, integrating TBL principles encourages firms to innovate
responsibly (RI) to meet these broader sustainability goals [65,66]. Jointly, these theories
provide a strong rationale for our proposed model: CSR, driven by stakeholder imperatives,
fosters both RI processes and holistic CSP, which, in turn, are expected to drive enhanced
spa competitiveness.

2.2. Competitiveness in the Tourism Sector

According to [68], competitiveness is understood as the ability of a company, an
industry, and even a state to manufacture goods or provide services at a level of quality
appropriate for the local and global markets, at prices consumers find appealing. Its
objective is to formulate and maintain a competitive position by improving profitability,
market share, and long-term success.

Defining competitiveness within the tourism sector involves multiple levels and
perspectives. At the firm level, one perspective views competitiveness as the ability of a
company to manufacture goods or provide services of appropriate quality and price for
relevant markets, to improve outcomes such as profitability, market share, and long-term
success. This definition emphasises competitiveness as an ability aimed at achieving specific
performance outcomes. However, alternative conceptualisations frame competitiveness
more directly as a multi-dimensional state reflecting a firm’s overall standing relative
to its rivals. Ref. [69], for instance, when analysing firms in a challenging economic
environment, proposed viewing competitiveness as a ‘multidimensional concept that
encompasses a firm’s adaptability to environmental changes, competitive advantages,
and performance relative to competitors as the main dimensions’. This latter perspective
emphasises competitiveness as a multifaceted outcome construct that explicitly includes
relative performance and adaptability. Furthermore, ref. [69] highlighted that adaptability



Sustainability 2025, 17, 5427

6 of 31

and advantages across the marketing mix are particularly relevant for understanding
success in the dynamic, service-oriented spa industry. Therefore, while acknowledging
various definitions, the multi-dimensional, relative standing view of competitiveness
informs the model and measurement approach used herein.

Managers give preference to activities and resource allocation to maximise their busi-
ness outcomes. As a result, the emphasis on strategic planning is increasing in business
practice as a management technique in an increasingly competitive and uncertain envi-
ronment [70]. The initial step in formulating a competitive strategy, as outlined by Porter,
involves identifying key competitors within the sector and analysing their strengths and
weaknesses [71].

Recent research has explored the practical use of [72] destination competitiveness
model at the firm level, considering its usefulness in settings beyond destination levels.
However, applying these destination competitiveness models at the company level requires
changes in their conceptual frameworks from those designed for a tourism destination to
those for individual companies. These models’ principles can be adapted to tourism compa-
nies by considering how the factors influence company-level competitiveness. For example,
the link between destination competitiveness and firm competitiveness was emphasised in
the study of international hotels, where researchers found a positive correlation between the
two levels without significant evidence of the mediating effect of efficiency [73]. In addition,
ref. [74] proposed the integration of sustainability into the competitiveness models and
suggested that companies may enhance their competitiveness by aligning economic, social,
and environmental aspects into their business goals. Furthermore, refs. [75,76] argued
that tourism companies’ unique characteristics, for example, their reliance on the business
environment and competitive advantages, can be analysed by these two models and then
used to propose company-level strategies, concentrating on factors such as innovation,
sustainability, and local features. More importantly, the adaptability of these models is
further evidenced by their application in various contexts, including the clustering and
innovation strategies in Colombian hotels. The findings emphasised the significance of
innovation and strategic networking in improving company competitiveness [77]. As
discussed, understanding these destination-level frameworks provides essential context
and highlights key dimensions, such as resource integration, innovation, and sustainability,
which are also critical when analysing competitiveness at the individual firm level within
the tourism sector. Hence, these models can provide comprehensive frameworks adapted
to evaluate and enhance competitiveness at the company level.

Furthermore, ref. [78] also mentioned that CSR is widely used in sustainability strate-
gies to enhance competitiveness. A prior review also indicated that innovation was the
most important organisational factor related to sustainability. Organisations that do
not engage in innovation may face problems in sustainability [79]. Accordingly, their
work identified several organisational attributes that promote sustainability and com-

ZaTE s

petitiveness, such as “sustainability-related innovations”, “innovation”, “perceptions of
entrepreneurial innovations”, “sustainable technological innovation”, “strategic innova-
tion”, and “benchmarking”.

In the tourism sector, competitiveness is intricately linked to sustainability. It is about
attracting visitors with appealing prices and quality experiences and fostering a sustainable
environment that benefits local communities and ensures their long-term well-being. While
various models and indicators attempt to measure and rank competitiveness, the subjective
nature of tourism experiences and the influence of diverse factors make it challenging to
capture with a single metric. Thus, a holistic approach prioritising economic success and
sustainable practices, including innovation and CSR, is crucial for organisations to thrive

in the long term.
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2.3. The Relationships Between CSR and Spas’ Sustainability Performance and Competitiveness

According to [80], CSR refers to organisations’ specific actions and policies, considers
stakeholders” expectations, and focuses on economic, social, and environmental aspects.
This definition highlights the importance of considering a comprehensive range of stake-
holders beyond shareholders and incorporating social and environmental concerns to
maximise profits. While some contend that research on CSR lacks a cohesive theoretical
foundation [81], most studies examining the impact of CSR on company performance
consistently emphasise the benefits derived from stronger stakeholder relationships, partic-
ularly when deploying the 3Ps [82]. Integrating these impacts into a firm’s operations by
aligning its plans with its vision, mission, and strategies is critical.

CSR is considered one of the foundational building blocks for corporate sustainability;
beyond just economic goals, it integrates social issues, such as having ethical practices
and creating societal value [83]. Ref. [84] suggest that integrating CSR programs into
organisations’ strategies influences sustainability performance. When analysing data from
NYSE-listed firms, these programs substantially impact their sustainable growth rate and
market value. Ref. [84] also argue that these outcomes correspond with Stakeholder Theory,
which considers the interests of various stakeholders, especially the general public and the
surrounding environment, as crucial for long-term sustainability. In addition, recent biblio-
metric studies have expressed several emerging themes, including CSR’s connection with
corporate sustainability and “environmental performance”, “corporate social performance”,
and “green supply chain management”. It is also an essential orientation for modifying
corporate practices in response to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [85]. More
importantly, ref. [85] implied a significant lack of studies on the relationship between CSR
and sustainability in emerging countries. Thus, more in-depth analyses of how CSR affects
corporate sustainability in various situations are needed.

CSR is essential in enhancing the competitiveness of tourism enterprises. CSR fos-
ters corporate sustainability and enhances economic performance, competitiveness, and
societal advantages [84,85]. These positive links are increasingly documented globally,
specifically within emerging and developing economies. For instance, studies have shown
positive associations between CSR activities and firm financial performance (measured via
ROA /ROE) in developing countries like Bangladesh and Kazakhstan [86,87]. Furthermore,
CSR engagement in emerging markets can enhance overall SME performance, potentially
mediated through factors like corporate reputation and customer purchase intentions [88].

Directly pertinent to the current study’s context, research within Vietnam'’s tourism
sector has empirically confirmed a significant positive influence of multiple CSR dimensions
(including human-oriented and social activity-oriented CSR) on the competitiveness of
tourist enterprises [43], with social responsibility also identified as a crucial factor for post-
pandemic business efficiency in the sector The increase in CSR activities assists companies
in improving their reputation and fulfilling the greater purpose of society, as there is a
positive relationship between residents” well-being and competitiveness [89]. Moreover,
CSR programs have the potential to shape behaviours in extensive ways. For instance,
ref. [90] reported that CSR positively affects hospitality consumer engagement when brands
holding altruistic values are promoted among consumers. This highlights the significance of
CSR in influencing consumers’ perceptions and building brand loyalty. Recent research on
CSR in tourism has grown, highlighting emerging themes related to strategic approaches
and tourist behaviours, underscoring the crucial role of CSR in the tourism industry,
particularly in spa tourism.

Despite industry changes and competitive convergence, CSR remains a strategic
concept that can drive positive consumer behaviour and enhance brand advocacy for
competitive advantage [90]. Ref. [91] demonstrated that CSR positively affects competi-
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tiveness, especially for larger organisations adopting a proactive strategy. Ref. [92] further
contended that CSR programs enhance SMEs’ innovation and learning orientation, ulti-
mately leading to improved competitiveness. Other recent studies also suggest that CSP
may foster competitiveness since it is in line with SDGs, as well as reinforce the legitimacy
of the firm and its relations with stakeholders [85]. Several aspects associated with the
relationship between competitiveness and performance have been evaluated, including
human resource management, CSR, and environmental, social, and governance (ESG)
performance. Numerous performance indicators, including accounting and market-based
performance, are confirmed to be improved by sustainability goals, particularly relating to
the environment [93]. Moreover, sustainability can enhance competitiveness by mitigating
risks, improving efficiency, strengthening brand identity, and generating new market op-
portunities [94]. In addition, incorporating sustainability into a business strategy cultivates
distinctive competencies and responds to external constraints, hence enhancing long-term
competitive relevance [95] and corporate competitiveness [96]. Thus, CSP, reflecting the
firm’s achieved performance across key sustainability dimensions including economic
outcomes, is hypothesised to positively influence the broader construct of competitiveness,
defined as the spa’s overall standing relative to its rivals.

It is essential to differentiate the conceptualisations of CSR and CSP used in this study,
particularly as these terms can sometimes overlap in the literature. Following [80], “CSR”
refers to the firm’s specific actions, policies, and orientations regarding stakeholder expec-
tations across economic, social, and environmental domains. It represents the commitment
and activities undertaken by the spa, as measured by the stakeholder-oriented dimensions
adapted from [97]. On the other hand, “CSP” is conceptualised as the measurable out-
comes or results stemming from these CSR activities, reflecting the actual performance
achieved across the TBL pillars [57,58]. Especially in the context of spa tourism and emerg-
ing economies like Vietnam, CSR is broadly understood as a spa’s commitment to ethical
obligations and societal well-being beyond its immediate financial interests. Meanwhile,
CSP refers to their activities associated with sustainable development strategies, and it is
measured through economic, environmental, and social performance based on the TBL
theory [98-100]. In this study, CSP was adapted from [101] to capture the multi-dimensional
performance (sustainability performance), including economic/financial (e.g., profitability,
market share), social (e.g., customer/employee satisfaction, reputation), and environmental
indicators. Thus, the proposed model posits a causal pathway from CSR actions/policies
to CSP outcomes.

The foregoing discussion leads to the development of the following hypotheses:

Hj: CSR positively and significantly influences spa competitiveness.
H,: CSR positively and significantly influences spa sustainability performance.
Hj: Spa sustainability performance positively and significantly influences spa competitiveness.

Hy: Spa sustainability performance mediates the effect of the relationship between CSR and
spa competitiveness.

2.4. The Relationships Between Innovation and CSR, Spas’ Sustainability Performance, and
Competitiveness

In light of the role of innovation in mediating the relationship between CSR, CSP, and
competitiveness, innovation is essential for extracting sustainable value from CSR. The
recognised positive relationship between CSR and innovation is evident as companies
endeavour to develop enduring CSR strategies that provide them with competitiveness
rooted in innovation [102,103]. The role of CSR as an antecedent to innovation and subse-
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quent competitiveness is also supported by research from developing countries. Studies
suggest that CSR activities significantly contribute to fostering environmentally sustainable
growth, often propelled by investments in green innovation [104]. Engaging proactively
in CSR may signal to stakeholders that firms possess superior capabilities, helping them
navigate institutional voids common in emerging markets and attract resources crucial
for innovation and sustained competitiveness [105]. The significance of research and de-
velopment and innovation has gained increased attention due to the depletion of natural
resources, resulting in a greater emphasis on developing new techniques to create innova-
tive production systems [106]. In addition, drawing on resource advantage theory [107], the
previous studies conceptualised innovation as a strategic asset that can confer competitive
benefits to organisations. Their proposal posits that innovation is a greatly valued resource
with the capacity to enhance a company’s competitive standing in the market. Moreover,
innovation mediates the relationship between CSR efforts and competitiveness.

Prior studies indicate that multiple aspects of innovation affect corporate sustainability.
Accordingly, by improving environmental commitment and green innovation performance,
innovation contributes to enhancing corporate sustainability in the context of green mar-
keting strategies [108]. Moreover, innovation, CSR, as well as environmental practices,
are indicated to substantially affect organisational sustainability [109]. According to [110],
proactive sustainability strategies, such as sustainable innovation and digital transforma-
tion, assist in significantly improving CSP. These studies demonstrate that innovation
drives CSP across various aspects of organisational operations and strategies to achieve
sustainability goals.

For an extended period, a significant body of research has primarily focused on the
positive aspects of innovation, often overlooking its potentially negative consequences,
which can be characterised as the “dark side” of management [111,112]. As a result, in
response to these negative practices, there has been increased research relating to ethical
and social issues inherent in the innovation process [111]. This has led to the concept of
Responsible Innovation (RI).

According to [113], “RI is related but distinct concept from sustainability and eco-
innovation”, and the framework adopted in this study, developed by [114], conceptualises
it as a process for governing research and innovation activities more effectively in the
public interest. It emphasises that stakeholders need to collectively manage the innovation
process, considering potential prospects and uncertainties [115], to steer outcomes towards
being “ethically acceptable, societally desirable, and sustainable” [116]. This framework
focuses on how innovation is conducted rather than solely on innovative content (e.g.,
whether it is ‘green’).

Stilgoe et al. [114] influential model, which underpins this study, identifies four key
process dimensions for governing innovation responsibly: anticipation (systematically
thinking about potential downstream impacts, intended and unintended), reflexivity (criti-
cally reflecting on the underlying purposes, values, motivations, and assumptions driving
the innovation), inclusion (engaging in dialogue with diverse stakeholders and the public
early and throughout the process), and responsiveness (using the insights from anticipation,
reflexivity, and inclusion to adapt and shape the innovation’s direction) [114]. This frame-
work has been widely adopted [113,117-119], including by research councils [120], precisely
because it offers a practical approach to embedding ethical and societal considerations into
the innovation lifecycle.

Therefore, in this paper, RI with four main dimensions (anticipation, reflexivity, in-
clusion, and responsiveness) is considered in the conceptual framework as an aspect of
innovation (both the positive and negative impacts). Consistent with this process-oriented
definition, the measurement scale for RI was adapted from [113], who specifically de-
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veloped and validated items to operationalise these four dimensions. The scale items
consequently assess how responsibly innovation is governed within the spa facilities, cap-
turing aspects like foresight, ethical assessment, stakeholder participation, and adaptive
capacity. The paper postulated a direct correlation between RI and two primary dimensions:
competitiveness and CSP.

Hs: CSR initiatives in spa facilities positively and significantly influence RI.
He: RI positively and significantly impacts CSP.
Hy: RI is positively and significantly related to spa competitiveness.

Hg: RI mediates the effect of CSR on spa competitiveness.

2.5. The Conceptual Model

The prior sections collectively establish a comprehensive set of interrelationships cru-
cial to the proposed conceptual model (Figure 1). CSR has a direct and positive influence
on both CSP and spa competitiveness. Specifically, integrating CSR programs into organi-
sational strategies has a significant impact on CSP [83,84]. Then, CSP can, in turn, enhance
spa competitiveness, as sustainability can enhance competitiveness by mitigating risks,
improving efficiency, and strengthening brand identity [94]. Prior studies also mentioned
CSP as a mediator in the relationship between CSR and overall competitiveness, suggesting
that CSR enhances competitiveness by improving CSP [83,84].

Indirect effects

H4: CSR --> CSP --> Spa Competitiveness
H8: CSR --> Rl --> Spa Competitiveness

H2 1
Corporate
Sustainability

f i Performance

HE (CSP)
Corporate Social Responsible )
Responsibility — H5 =— Innovation e
(CSR) (R1) v
H7
k 3 Spa
Competitiveness
H1 }

Figure 1. A proposed conceptual model. Source: developed by the authors.

Section 2.4 suggests that CSR initiatives foster RI, given the recognised positive relation-
ship where companies develop enduring CSR strategies rooted in RI [102,103]. This RI, in
turn, is expected to enhance CSP and spa competitiveness [109,110], with innovation being
viewed as a strategic asset that confers competitive benefits [107]. Consequently, Rl is also
considered a significant mediator, channelling the effects of CSR onto spa competitiveness,
as prior studies indicate innovation mediates the CSR—competitiveness relationship [92].

Hence, these sections outline how CSR initiatives translate into spa competitiveness
through the enhancement of CSP and RL

The research findings are expected to assist spa facilities in optimising their CSR
performance, allocating resources effectively, and improving competitive advantage.
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3. Methods
3.1. Research Design, Data, and Sample

This study uses a quantitative research methodology to evaluate the relationships
between CSR, RI, CSP, and competitiveness constructs. Using a quantitative approach
allows for systematic evaluation of the proposed hypotheses, thereby ensuring valid and
reliable results [121]. In addition, a quantitative approach often employs large sample sizes,
strengthening the generalisation of key findings.

Using a convenient sampling technique, a Qualtrics survey link was distributed
to spa managers and employees at hotel /resort spas, thermal/mineral springs spas, and
day/club/salon spas across three capital cities of Vietnam, namely Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City,
and Da Nang City from mid-June 2024 to mid-September 2024. A total of 877 respondents
volunteered to participate in the survey. After screening for missing data and removing
outliers to ensure completeness and validity, 786 responses were retained and used in the
final analysis. In addition, the study received ethics approval from the Human Research
Ethics Committee of Victoria University (VUHREC) (HRE24-011).

3.2. Measurement

This research applied a five-point Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to
5 = strongly agree) to measure constructs such as CSR, RI, CSP, and competitiveness. All
measurement scales were adapted from established instruments used in prior research
at the business level, targeting management and employees. Additionally, these scales
were refined and adjusted to align with the context of spa tourism. The original question-
naire was written in English then translated into Vietnamese and then translated back into
English to achieve content equivalence. The research adopted 17 items of CSR by [97],
categorised into four sub-scales: CSR to environment, CSR to employees, CSR to customers,
and CSR to government. The measurement scale of RI was adopted from [113], with 27
items categorised into four sub-scales: anticipation, reflexivity, inclusion, and responsive-
ness. CSP with seven items was adapted from [101], and finally, spa competitiveness
consisting of six items was adapted from [122] (Table A1). It should be noted that the CSP
scale incorporates economic performance indicators such as profitability (cSP2) and market
share (cSP4). It is explicitly designed as a multidimensional measure reflecting overall CSP
across economic, social (cSP1, cSP3, ¢cSP5, and cSP6), and environmental (cSP7) aspects,
consistent with the TBL framework. Therefore, CSP as measured in this study is distinct
from and significantly broader than purely Financial Performance (FP).

3.3. Statistical Methods

Structural equation modelling (SEM) with higher-order constructs was employed to
validate the proposed hypotheses and scales. According to [123], the benefits of selecting
SEM include the ability to (i) estimate interrelated relationships of multiple constructs at
the same time, (ii) integrate latent constructs that are not gauged directly, (iii) combine
measurements and structural relationships into a model, (iv) identify the degree to which
manifest variables can describe latent variables, and (v) validate the hypotheses proposed
using the data collected from Vietnam spa enterprises

Partial Least-Squares Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) is applied to validate
this study’s proposed conceptual framework and hypotheses. This technique works sim-
ilarly to other multivariate approaches, aiming to explain the variance in the dependent
variables. The application of PLS-SEM in this study is appropriate for the following reasons:
(i) the exploration of complex problems [124], (ii) the evaluation of causal relationships
(exploratory analysis) [125], and (iii) its widespread adoption in research in the tourism
sector [120,126-129].
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There are three main phases in the process of data analysis. The first phase is the
descriptive statistics to profile the demographic characteristics of all respondents. The
second phase is Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), which detects common underlying
factors and determines measured items to explore differences in these latent factors [130].
The descriptive statistics and EFA reports were extracted from the analytical results of
SPSS 30. Subsequently, they are subjected to further statistical analyses (PLS-SEM). For the
PLS-SEM results in the third phase, the report of SmartPLS 4.1.0.9 software includes two
fundamental components: the “Outer Model” (the “Measurement Model”) illustrating the
associations between manifest variables and latent variables, and the “Inner Model” (the
“Structural Model”) presenting the associations among latent variables [123,131].

4. Results

Table 1 presents the characteristics of respondents. The study consists of 39.1% males
and 60.9% females. Regarding marital status, single accounted for 68.7%, with married
comprising 31.3% of the total respondents. Two-thirds of the respondents were Gen Y,
followed by Gen Z (31.2%). The education levels of the respondents appeared to be skewed
to secondary school and lower (61.6%), followed by undergraduate degrees (30.3%). The
levels of income were categorised into three groups: less than 120 million VND per year
(34.5%), between 120 and 240 million VND per year (53.9%), and 240 million VND per year
and more (11.6%). Management and non-management (staff) groups constituted 11.2% and
88.3%, respectively. The majority of respondents worked full-time (79.2%), followed by
part-time (11.4%), and then casual (9.4%). Nearly 80% of respondents had less than five
years of working experience, and 20.8% had 5 years or longer.

Table 1. Characteristics of respondents.

Frequency o
Items (n = 786) (%)

Gender

Male 307 39.1

Female 479 60.9
Marital Status

Single 540 68.7

Married 246 31.3
Age

18-27 245 312

28-43 509 64.8

44-59 31 3.9

>60 1 0.1
Education

Secondary School or lower 484 61.6

High School 54 6.9

Vocational College 6 0.7

Undergraduate degree 238 30.3

Postgraduate degree 4 0.5
Position

Management 92 11.7

Non-management (staff) 694 88.3
Income

<120 million VND 271 345

120 million VND-less than 240

million VND 424 239

>240 million VND 91 11.6
Working mode

Full-time 623 79.2

Part-time 90 114

Casual 73 9.4
Years in the spa sector

<1 year 26 3.3

1 year-less than 3 years 249 31.7

3 years-less than 5 years 348 443

>5 years 163 20.7
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The analysis of respondent data reveals a workforce primarily composed of individuals
with less than five years of experience (79.2%), which, coupled with the predominance of
Gen Y (68.7%) and Gen Z (31.2%) respondents, suggests a relatively young and burgeoning
Vietnamese industry in line with statements made in [132]. Regarding income, the majority
of respondents (53.9%) fall within the 120-240 million VND per year, reflecting an average
earning capacity typical of this service sector in Vietnam [133], while a smaller percentage
(11.6%) report incomes exceeding 240 million VND annually, which could potentially
be in the management group. The educational level of the sector varies, with 61.6% of
respondents having attained a secondary school education or lower, indicating that the
spa industry offers opportunities for individuals with diverse educational backgrounds.
However, a significant proportion of respondents holding undergraduate degrees (30.3%)
expressed a trend towards higher educational attainment within the workforce, indicating
an increase in professionalisation within the sector.

Before analysing with SmartPLS 4, The Common Method Variance (CMV) test (Har-
man’s single factor) was also conducted to evaluate the issues related to the variance
influenced by the measurement method, resulting in the validity of estimates [134]. Here,
the SPSS 30 results indicated that the total variance explained for only one factor was
25.427%, supporting the acceptance of the CMV test since this estimate is lower than the
maximum value of 50% [134].

4.1. The Measurement Model

As mentioned in the measurement instrument, both CSR and RI were built by second-
order constructs with four sub-scales. Thus, the outer model requires separate assessments
of both the first order and the second order.

4.1.1. The First-Order Measurement Model

To validate the measurement instrument of ten first-order constructs, the estimations of
outer loadings, Cronbach’s Alpha (CA), Composite Reliability (CR), and Average Variance
Extracted (AVE) were used in this step. Table 2 presents these coefficients for 10 first-order
factors and 57 measurement instruments. The additional item—RefRI7—was eliminated
from the 28 items of RI because its loading value in EFA is less than the minimum acceptance
threshold (0.5) [135].

In this table, the first outcome column is outer loading values. According to Hair and
his colleagues, these values are within the range of —1.0 to 1.0, and a stronger correlation
of an item with a latent factor is presented by a higher loading value [123]. In addition,
these loadings are recommended to be greater than 0.708, which means that a construct can
explain more than 50% of the variance of an indicator [123]. In Table 2, the outer loading
values of 57 items range from 0.716 to 0.910; thus, these values are satisfactory with the
minimum acceptable threshold.

The next criterion to be assessed is internal consistency reliability corresponding with
the next two outcome columns in Table 2 (CA and CR). All ten CA and CR values range
from 0.800 to 0.926 and from 0.882 to 0.938, respectively. Typically, these two indicators
vary from 0 to 1, and the higher the values are, the higher the level of reliability is. In more
detail, the ranges of 0.6 to 0.7 are considered acceptable, and values above 0.7 can be seen
as satisfactory; these values, however, can be regarded as not desirable if they are above
0.95 due to the results of “semantically redundant items” [136]. Accordingly, all values of
these two indicators in Table 2 can satisfy these requirements.
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Table 2. Result of reliability and convergent validity (the first-order constructs).
Second Order First Order Constructs Items Oufer CA CR AVE
Constructs Loadings
EnCSR1 0.768
EnCSR2 0.783
CSR to environment, EnCSR3 0.807
future generations, EnCSR4 0.759 0.894 0.917 0.611
NGOs, (EnCSR) EnCSR5 0.796
EnCSR6 0.780
EnCSR7 0.777
EmCSR1 0.838
oK CSR to employees EmCSR2 0.845
(EmCSR) ploy EmCSR3 0.818 0886 0917  0.687
EmCSR4 0.824
EmCSR5 0.820
CuCSR1 0.834
(Ccsfcté’lgusmme“ CuCSR2 0.848 0800 0882 0714
CuCSR3 0.853
CSR to government LeCSR1 0.910
(LeCSR) LeCSR2 0.902 0.781 0901 0821
AntRI1 0.817
AntRI2 0.816
Anticipation (AntRI) AntRI3 0.818 0.871 0.906 0.659
AntRI4 0.810
AntRI5 0.799
RefRI1 0.812
RefRI2 0.823
. RefRI3 0.813
Reflexivity (RefRI) RefRI4 0.803 0.900 0.923 0.667
RefRI5 0.826
RefRI6 0.821
IncRI1 0.842
RI IncRI2 0.820
IncRI3 0.813
Inclusion (IncRI) IncRI4 0.821 0.919 0.935 0.673
IncRI5 0.798
IncRI6 0.807
IncRI7 0.841
ResRI1 0.771
ResRI2 0.799
ResRI3 0.782
ResRI4 0.792
Responsiveness (ResRI) ResRI5 0.793 0.926 0.938 0.627
ResRI6 0.804
ResRI7 0.802
ResRI8 0.793
ResRI9 0.789
cSP1 0.773
cSP2 0.771
cSP3 0.755
Corporate Sustainability Performance (cSP) cSP4 0.786 0.884 0.909 0.589
cSP5 0.769
cSP6 0.748
cSP7 0.769
Compl 0.741
Comp2 0.722
" Comp3 0.856
Competitiveness (Comp) Comp4 0.720 0.846 0.887 0.568
Compb 0.716
Comp6 0.755

Source: SmartPLS 4 Results.

The estimations of convergent validity are presented in the last outcome column of

Table 2—AVE indicators. Ref. [137] argued that this criterion could be satisfactory when

these AVE indicators are equal to or greater than 0.5. If an AVE indicator is not less than
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the acceptable level, it means that the construct can “explain at least 50% of the variance of
its items” [137]. All ten estimations of AVE indicators range from 0.568 to 0.821 and are
greater than the acceptable level.

For the assessment of discriminant validity, the study applied the heterotrait-monotrait
(HTMT) ratio of the correlations [138] to replace the Fornell and Larcker matrix [139].
According to [140], the acceptable level of the HTMT ratio is suggested equal to or lower
than 0.85. Table 3 below indicates the results of the HTMT ratio matrix for all ten first-order
constructs. The HTMT ratios range from 0.147 to 0.566 and are lower than the acceptable
level of 0.85.

Table 3. The result of discriminant validity—HTMT (first-order constructs).

(1)

(2 (3) ) (5) (6) (7) (8) (C)] (10)

EnCSR (1)
EmCSR (2)
CuCSR (3)
LeCSR (4)
AntRI (5)
RefRI (6)
IncRI (7)
ResRI (8)
cSP (9)
Comp (10)

0.497
0.383
0.495
0.147
0.163
0.182
0.232
0.175
0.216

0.545

0.545 0.471

0.186 0.147 0.196

0.250 0.200 0.219 0.551

0.315 0.214 0.270 0.510 0.566

0.249 0.192 0.263 0.521 0.551 0.556

0.330 0.246 0.311 0.201 0.302 0.321 0.241

0.402 0.282 0.390 0.359 0.479 0.499 0.460 0.548

Source: SmartPLS 4 Results.

4.1.2. The Second-Order Measurement Model

As mentioned, this study includes two second-order constructs: CSR and RI, and these
two constructs are measured as reflective-reflective HOCs in this paper.

A prior study argued that the two second-order constructs need to be passed reliability
and convergent and discriminant validity tests for further analyses [141]. Accordingly, the
reliability and validity assessment of the second-order measurement model uses the same
set of indicators compared with the first-order measurement model, including Cronbach’s
Alpha, CR, AVE (Table 4), and the HTMT ratio (Table 5). More importantly, the threshold
values for these indicators also do not change. In this paper, the estimated results of these
indicators are also satisfactory with the acceptable levels mentioned in the previous section.

Table 4. Results of reliability and convergent validity (the second-order constructs).

Construct CA CR AVE
CSR 0.737 0.834 0.557
RI 0.794 0.865 0.616

Source: SmartPLS 4 Results.

Table 5. The result of discriminant validity—HTMT (second-order constructs).

CSR RI cSP Comp
CSR
RI 0.418
cSP 0.379 0.363
Comp 0.461 0.612 0.548

Source: SmartPLS 4 Results.

4.2. The Structure Model

The next step after the satisfaction of the assessment of the measurement model
is the assessment of the structural model. This step includes several standard criteria,
including R-squared, Q-squared, and “the statistical significance and relevance of the path
coefficients” [142].
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The variance inflation factor (VIF indicators) of all constructs in the structural model
were considered. The VIF indicators in this study range from 1.00 to 1.19 (Table A2) and
are below the maximum acceptable value of 5.00 [142]. Thus, it could be concluded that
there is no evidence supporting the hypotheses on the collinearity among four constructs
(CSR, R, ¢SP, and Comp).

Table 6 presents the values of R? and Q2. The first value is R*—the coefficient of
determination measures the variance, which is explained in dependent latent constructs
(Comp, cSP, and RI), and is thus considered a gauge of the explanatory power of the
model [142]. The R? values typically range from 0 to 1, and the higher the value, the greater
the explanatory power. Accordingly, ref. [142], R? values always need to be interpreted
in association with the context of the research paper. However, R? should be in the range
of 0.1 and 0.9 to be regarded as satisfactory. In this paper, these values range from 0.109
and 0.391 and can be considered satisfactory. More importantly, the R? value of Comp (the
main dependent latent variable) is 0.391, which can be regarded as moderate satisfaction
and acceptable in this case.

Table 6. Results of R and Q2.

Construct R2—The Coefficient of Determination Q2—The Cross-Validated Redundancy
Comp 0.391 0.209
cSP 0.149 0.097
RI 0.109 0.062

Source: SmartPLS 4 Results.

The second value is Q? (the cross-validated redundancy index). Q? is a metric used
to evaluate the predictive relevance of the structural model. The values of Q? are above 0,
indicating that the model has predictive relevance; in contrast, it implies a lack of predictive
relevance in this model [142]. In Table 6, all values of Q? are greater than 0, which implies
that this criterion is acceptable in this case.

The next step applied non-parametric bootstrapping calculation with 5000 replications
to test the structural model (5000 replications is the default value in SmartPLS 4). Tables 7
and 8 present the estimation results of the structural model from SmartPLS 4. At first
glance, all evaluated direct and indirect effects in Tables 7 and 8 are statistically significant
with p-values < 0.01. Thus, it can be concluded that the estimations of path coefficients
uphold the hypotheses on the relationship between CSR, RI, CSP, and competitiveness. In
more detail, when considering the relationships” strength between the four constructs, the
most considerable effect is obtained for the path of RI and competitiveness (Hy: 3 = 0.358,
t=9.072, p < 0.01), a slightly weaker intensity is obtained for the path of CSR and RI (Hs:
3 =0.330, t =9.036, p < 0.01), and the weakest intensity is observed for the direct effect of
CSR on competitiveness (H;: 3 =0.161, t = 4.760, p < 0.01).

Table 7. Bootstrap parameter estimation of the structural model (the direct effect).

Hypothesis Direct Relationship Path Coefficient (3) t-Value p-Value Decision
H; CSR — COMP 0.161 4.760 x Supported
H, CSR — CSP 0.241 5.910 ek Supported
H; CSP — COMP 0.313 8.582 ok Supported
Hs CSR — RI 0.330 9.036 il Supported
Hs RI — CSP 0.232 5.823 ok Supported
H; RI - COMP 0.358 9.072 o Supported

***p <0.01, Source: SmartPLS 4 Results.
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Table 8. Bootstrap parameter estimation of the structural model (the indirect effect).
Hypothesis Direct Relationship Path Coefficient (3) t-Value p-Value Decision
Hy CSR — CSP — COMP 0.075 4.863 b Supported
Hs CSR — RI — COMP 0.118 6.493 ek Supported

*** p < 0.01, Source: SmartPLS 4 Results.

The results of mediating effects are presented in Table 8 in which the estimations
reveal the statistically significant mediating roles of RI (Hg: = 0.118, t = 6.493, p < 0.01)
and CSP (Hy: B =0.075, t = 4.863, p < 0.01).

Apart from assessing the direct effect of CSR on competitiveness, an assessment of
its indirect effects via mediating roles of RI and CSP has been conducted. The integration
of both direct and indirect effects is also known as the total effect [142]. Notwithstanding
the slightly weak intensity of the direct effect of CSR on competitiveness in this case,
as mentioned, the total effect of CSR on competitiveness is more distinctly pronounced
(B =0.378, t =12.066, p < 0.01) (Table A3), implying that the mediating roles of RI and CSP
should be taken into account in explaining competitiveness. In short, these results confirm
that RI and CSP mediate the relationship between CSR and competitiveness. Hence, these
analytical results indicate that the data support all of the proposed hypotheses (H;-Hsg).

Figure 2 illustrates the estimations of the path coefficients and t-values of
hypotheses testing.

IncRI RefRI

AntRI ResRI

0815 (0.000) 0804 (0.000) /'

0.725 (0.000) 0.793 (0.000)

Comp1

CuCSR

Comp2
0.330 (9.036) 0.358 (9.072) 0.741 (0.000)

EmCSR 0.697 (0.000) 0.719 (0.000)

0.827 (0.000) Comp3
’ : 0.161 (4.760) ~___ 0.855(0.000)

s 4— 0682(0000) 0722 (0.000)
Comp4
0771 (0.000) 0718 (0.000
Comp .718 (0.000)
0.232 (5.823)

LecsR 0.241 (5.910) 0.313 (8.582) 0.757 (0.000)

Comp5

Comp6

0172 (o.ooo/ 0.769 (0.000)
/ 0771 (0.000) 0.747 (0.000) \
<sP1 SP7

0.755 (0.000) 0.768 (0.000)

/ 0.788 (0.000) \
cSP2 <SP6

cSP3 <SP5

cSP4

Figure 2. The PLS-SEM model. Source: SmartPLS 4 Results.

One of the key model fit indicators in PLS-SEM is the Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual (SRMR), which assesses the difference between the observed and predicted
correlations. In this study, the SRMR value is 0.052, which is below the commonly accepted
threshold of 0.08, indicating a satisfactory model fit. This result aligns with the criteria
proposed by Dijkstra and Henseler (2015) [143], supporting the overall adequacy of the
structural model.

In addition, this study also assessed the Importance-Performance Map Analysis
(IPMA) with the target structure Comp (Appendix B). The analytical results indicate that RI
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is the most important construct, followed by CSR. The performance of Rl is, however, the
lowest among the structures considered in the map. This result led to several theoretical
and practical implications, especially regarding policies to improve the performance of RI
in the context of spa tourism in general and Vietnam’s spa tourism in particular.

5. Discussion

The estimation results have confirmed the direct relationship between CSR and
spa competitiveness (RQ;). This finding aligns with previous studies investigating the
positive relationship between CSR activities and competitiveness across various indus-
tries [89,132,144]. It suggests that engaging in the four dimensions of CSR considered
here—CSR towards the environment, future generations, NGOs, CSR towards employees,
CSR towards customers, and CSR towards the government—contributes positively to the
competitive standing of spa facilities in Vietnam. Ref. [145] argued that corporations that
effectively respond to stakeholder concerns regarding ethical and responsible practices (“do-
ing good”) tend to achieve enhanced long-term competitiveness. Furthermore, ref. [126]
emphasised that corporations demonstrating strong social responsibility often cultivate
greater employee commitment, reinforcing that contributions to social and environmental
value underpin sustained competitiveness.

Furthermore, the analytical results support RQ,, demonstrating that RI and CSP sig-
nificantly mediate the relationship between CSR and spa competitiveness. These findings
are consistent with prior studies highlighting the mediating roles of innovation and sus-
tainability performance in the CSR-competitiveness nexus [83,84,92,129,146]. Innovation,
particularly when framed responsibly, is a crucial bridge, translating CSR efforts into tangi-
ble competitiveness. Refs. [92,146] indicated that innovation facilitates the development
of new products, services, processes, and market strategies; when integrated with CSR
objectives, it not only drives sustainability performance but also enhances competitiveness.
This study extends this understanding by focusing on RI, which incorporates anticipation,
reflexivity, inclusion, and responsiveness, suggesting that a more holistic and stakeholder-
oriented approach to innovation, closely aligned with CSR strategies targeting diverse
stakeholders, substantially contributes to sustainability performance and competitiveness
in the spa sector.

Similarly, the mediating role of CSP underscores the strategic importance of integrat-
ing sustainability into core business operations. As emerging research themes highlight,
aligning business strategies with sustainability goals and balancing economic, social, and
environmental performance enables firms to improve competitiveness, positively influence
their operating environment, and achieve long-term success. Consistent with Stakeholder
Theory, CSR efforts that genuinely address stakeholders” environmental and social concerns
can improve sustainability performance, enhancing long-term competitiveness. Therefore,
the findings imply that CSR initiatives undertaken by Vietnamese spas have the potential
to strengthen their CSP across multiple dimensions, thereby positively influencing their
competitive positioning in the industry.

Furthermore, the significant positive relationships observed express the crucial role
of internal stakeholders. Spa managers” and employees’ perceptions and engagement are
essential in transforming CSR initiatives into tangible outcomes like RI and improved CSP,
subsequently driving spa competitiveness.

5.1. Theoretical Contributions

This study makes several contributions to the theoretical understanding of the rela-
tionship between CSR, RI, CSP, and competitiveness, particularly within the tourism sector
and emerging market contexts.
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First, this research assists in extending Stakeholder Theory and TBL theory by empiri-
cally confirming the mediating mechanisms through which CSR initiatives translate into en-
hanced competitiveness for spa enterprises. While prior literature acknowledges the general
positive link between CSR and overall performance, especially financial performance [147],
this study moves beyond broad correlations to demonstrate the integral roles of both RI
and multi-dimensional CSP as distinct mechanisms. By confirming these mediating effects,
the study clarifies how addressing diverse stakeholder interests and pursuing balanced
economic, social, and environmental outcomes strategically fosters competitiveness. It
provides empirical weight to the argument that CSR can act as a strategic differentiator
when effectively channelled through innovation and holistic performance improvements.

Second, this research contributes to RI’s burgeoning field by explicitly integrating
RI into the CSR—competitiveness model within a service industry context. Rather than
treating innovation generically, the study adopts the RI framework, emphasising antici-
pation, reflexivity, inclusion, and responsiveness [113,114,148], which aligns closely with
the proactive and stakeholder-oriented nature of contemporary CSR. Demonstrating RI’s
significant mediating role suggests that incorporating ethical considerations, foresight, and
broad stakeholder engagement within the innovation process is a critical capability that
allows companies to leverage CSR investments for competitive gains [149]. This extends
theoretical discussions by directly connecting the RI process to strategic outcomes like
competitiveness, mediated further by CSP.

Third, the study empirically validates these theoretical linkages to emerging markets
(like Vietnam). Much research on CSR, RI, and competitiveness originates from devel-
oped Western markets. By confirming these relationships in Vietnam'’s spa tourism sector,
where CSR adoption is relatively nascent and institutional contexts may differ [150], this
research enhances the geographical scope and contextual understanding of these theories.
It provides valuable evidence supporting the applicability of Stakeholder Theory, TBL
principles, and the strategic importance of RI and CSP beyond traditional research settings,
contributing to a more globally nuanced understanding of how businesses, particularly in
the growing tourism sector [151-153], can pursue competitiveness sustainably.

5.2. Practical Implications

This paper has provided theoretical and practical implications for Vietnam’s spa
tourism industry’s competitiveness. It is intended for spa management, policymakers,
investors, and other stakeholders.

5.2.1. Implications for Spa Management

The research findings provide significant, actionable implications for spa managers
aiming to enhance their competitiveness through strategic choices. The Importance—
Performance Map Analysis (IPMA) results indicate that RI is the most critical driver
of competitiveness among the factors studied. Still, RI performs at a lower performance
level compared to CSR and CSP. This highlights that RI should be a key area for managerial
efforts and strategic investment. In order to leverage RI effectively, managers should focus
on improving its core dimensions:

Enhancing Inclusion: This dimension requires managers to go beyond traditional
internal innovation systems and develop an open innovation environment for diverse
stakeholders’ participation. In order to do so, managers need to create accessible channels
(e.g., structured workshops, regular feedback forums, advisory panels, and collaborative
pilot projects) for loyal customers, representatives of the local community, employees from
a variety of roles and levels, and external experts in their field to contribute ideas, express
concerns, and critique innovation pathways early and throughout the development process.
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Managers are responsible for actively acknowledging and incorporating these “new voices”
and taking necessary measures to ensure that the spa’s innovation decisions focus on
advancing long-term stakeholder benefit and meeting societal expectations, rather than
short-term gains.

Strengthening Reflexivity: Managers should embed critical reflection within the spa’s
innovation culture and processes. This means instituting regular practices where manage-
ment and staff collectively pause to examine and question the underlying values, norms,
goals, and potential unintended consequences (both positive and negative) of proposed
innovations, new technologies, or service offerings. It involves moving beyond technical
feasibility to include systematic business ethics assessments specific to innovation activities
and demonstrating a willingness to adapt or stop initiatives based on this reflective scrutiny
and collective input regarding core assumptions.

Increasing Responsiveness: Spa managers should build organisational agility to re-
spond and adjust to the ever-changing external environment. Organisational agility relates
to developing flexible management systems and processes within the spa, so they can
quickly amend their purpose and innovation targets, the ways they work, and employed
technologies to meet changing guest expectations, new wellness trends, competition, unpre-
dictable external factors, and changing public policies and societal behaviours. This means
spa managers need to define guiding principles for innovation activities and processes for
making changes and responding to new opportunities or challenges.

Our findings reaffirm the importance of the core CSR commitment in addition to a
strategic focus on RI, but the primary concern is with internal stakeholders. Spa managers
need to implement fair and transparent managerial practices concerning their employees,
legitimately flexible policies that promote a healthy balance of work and home life, and
willingly invest in employee development and career progression. Creating clear internal
best-practice codes of conduct and upholding commonly accepted operational standards is
necessary to enforce this commitment effectively.

The study also suggests that achieving outstanding competitiveness requires managers
to move beyond viewing these elements as isolated initiatives. Instead, they have to
strategically weave CSR principles, RI processes, and the pursuit of balanced CSP (across
economic, social, and environmental dimensions) into the core fabric of the spa’s daily
operations, organisational culture, and long-term strategic vision. This integrated approach
is key to enduring competitiveness and fostering sustainable value creation.

5.2.2. Implications for Policymakers and Other Stakeholders

Furthermore, our findings have implications for policymakers involved in tourism
development and regulating businesses in Vietnam. First, government departments could
encourage CSR uptake and improve transparency regarding CSR guidelines and reporting
by introducing clear voluntary guidelines or standards for CSR reporting and practices that
are contextualised to the spa and wellness tourism sector within Vietham. Second, in con-
junction with this, public recognition, tax incentives, or expedited administrative processes
should be considered policy instruments for spas with verifiable CSR commitments, RI
policies, and positive CSP. Third, there is value in better referencing CSR and sustainable
operational practices and responsibilities in national and regional tourism development
strategies and master plans, as this would raise the international profile of Vietnam’s spa
tourism sector and encourage competitiveness. Fourth, capacity-building initiatives with
public—private partnerships, such as educational institutions and industry groups, are also
crucial for improving knowledge and confidence in understanding and implementing
CSR and RI policies and practices, particularly for the significant numbers of small and
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medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the spa sector. Finally, local authorities also play a role
in ongoing oversight of employee welfare practices and commitment to CSR.

Other stakeholders also have roles to play. For example, industry associations within
the tourism and spa sectors are uniquely positioned to act as catalysts by developing
sector-specific best-practice toolkits, fostering peer-to-peer learning forums on CSR and RI
implementation, and collaborating on sustainability goals with members. Furthermore, in
line with inclusive and responsive innovation principles, spas can strengthen their social
license to operate and promote mutual benefit by proactively engaging local communities
and relevant NGOs and actively incorporating their perspectives into innovation roadmaps
and ongoing CSR strategies.

6. Conclusions

This study explored the impact of CSR on spa competitiveness within Vietnam’s
emerging spa tourism sector and the mediating roles played by RI and CSP. Specifically,
the research addressed two research questions regarding the direct link between CSR
and competitiveness and the indirect link between CSR and competitiveness via RI and
CSP, respectively, to clarify the effect of CSR practices on spa competitiveness within an
emerging market context. A quantitative research approach was used to analyse the survey
data, based on the responses from 786 spa managers and employees in the three main cities
in Vietnam, using PLS-SEM.

The findings confirm that CSR directly and indirectly affects spa competitiveness. The
results suggested that CSR activities directed towards different stakeholders improved
competitiveness in support of Stakeholder Theory and the TBL perspective. Furthermore,
the analytical results also demonstrated the impactful mediating roles of RI and CSP in
the relationship between CSR and competitiveness. The findings were consistent with
previous research, determining that innovation and economic performance are linked to
competitiveness. At the same time, this study was different in that it examined RI and
multi-dimensional CSP within the under-researched spa industry.

This study significantly advances the understanding of CSR’s role in fostering spa
competitiveness within an emerging economy. Its core originality lies in being the first to
empirically validate CSP as a key mediator in the relationship between CSR and competi-
tiveness. In addition, the research makes several significant contributions: Theoretically,
it enriches Stakeholder and TBL theories by demonstrating CSP alongside the mediating
role of RI, all within the under-researched context of Vietnamese spas. Methodologically,
the application of PLS-SEM, combined with context-specific scales, underpins these find-
ings. Practically, the study offers actionable insights for spa managers, highlighting the
strategic necessity of integrating CSR to enhance their competitive standing and achieve
sustainable success.

While this study has produced notable research results, some limitations can provide
opportunities for future research. Given the survey’s focus on three main cities and the
casual sampling used to gather the sample, the study results have limited generalisability
to a larger context. Future research can provide more robust results by expanding the
geographical sampling of Vietnam or validating the conceptual model in other emerging
markets. Additionally, using probability sampling would improve the sample’s repre-
sentativeness. Other areas for future research that may be of interest are to examine the
possible moderating effect of firm size on the CSR—competitiveness relationship and alter-
native qualitative methodologies to better understand the applications of technology and
innovation processes within the Vietnamese spa industry.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, C.-T.N., T-H.N., A.A. and A.V.; Methodology, C.-T.N. and
T.-H.N.; Software, C.-T.N.; Formal analysis, C.-T.N.; Investigation, T.-H.N.; Writing—original draft, C.-



Sustainability 2025, 17, 5427

22 of 31

T.N.; Writing—review & editing, T-H.N., A.A. and A.V.; Visualization, C.-T.N. and A.V.; Supervision,
T-H.N. and A.A. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki, and approved by the Victoria University Human Research Ethics Committee (VUHREC)
(protocol code HRE24-011 and date of approval 15 March 2024).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: The original contributions presented in the study are included in the
article, further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Appendix A

Table A1l. Questionnaire.

Construct/Dimensions Items
EnCSR1 Our spa makes investments to create a better life for future
generations
EnCSR2 Our spa targets sustainable growth, which considers future
generations
EnCSR3 Qur spa supports nongovernmental organisations working
in problematic areas
CSR to environment, future EnCSR4 Our spa contributes to campaigns and projects to promote
generations, NGOs the local community’s well-being
EnCSR5 Our spa encourages its employees to participate in
voluntary activities
Our spa participates in activities that aim to protect the
EnCSR6 . .
quality of the natural environment
Our spa implements special programs to minimise its
EnCSR7 S .
negative impact on the natural environment
EmCSR1 Ogr spa policies encourage the employees to develop their
skills and careers
EmCSR2 Our spa m?nagement is primarily concerned with
employees’ needs and wants
CSR CSR to employees EmCSR3 Our spa implements ﬂex1ble policies to provide a good
work-life balance for its employees
EmCSRA4 The managenal decisions related to the employees are
usually fair
EmCSR5 Our. spa supports .employees who want to acquire
additional education
CuCSR1 Our spa respects consumer rights beyond the legal
requirements
Our spa provides customers with full and accurate
CSR to customers CuCSR2 information about its products/services
CuCSR3 Customer satisfaction is highly important for our spa
LeCSR1 Our. spa always pays its taxes on a regular and continuing
CSR to government basis
LeCSR2 Our spa complies with legal regulations completely and

promptly
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Table Al. Cont.

Construct/Dimensions Items
AntRI1 Our spa recognises the complexities of innovation
AntRI2 Qur spa anticipates long-term technological changes in its
industry
Anticipation AntRI3 Our spa ha§ foresight techniques to recognise innovation
opportunities

Our spa uses assessment techniques to recognise the

AntRI4 possible impacts of innovation (i.e., upside and downside)
Our spa uses various methods to tease out the future
AntRI5 L - .
implications of innovation
RefRI1 Qur spa reviews its values and norms in managing
innovation
RefRI2 Our spa periodically reflects on its role in innovation
Our spa regularly reviews its methods and objectives for
RefRI3 . .
innovation
Reflexivity Our spa conducts business ethics assessments in
RefRI4 . .
innovation
Our spa ensures its staff collectively provides input on
RefRI5 . .
innovation
RefRI6 Our spa engages multiple stakeholders to review its
assumptions in innovation
RefRI7 Our spa is innovative
Our spa cultivates an environment of openness to have
IncRI1 . . -
more stakeholders participate in innovation
IncRI2 Our spa includes stakeholders to discuss the broad
RI implications of innovation
Our spa gets new voices on innovation from various
. IncRI3
Inclusion stakeholders
IncRI4 Our spa uses domain experts in the innovation process
Our spa involves the users throughout the innovation
IncRI5
process
Our spa involves key external communities in innovation
IncRI6 .
decisions
IneRT7 Our spa develops innovation considering the stakeholders’
long-term interests
ResRI1 Our spa responds to new technology in innovation.
ResRT2 Qur spa responds to the grand societal challenges of
innovation
ResRI3 Our spa reacts to the public interest in innovation
Our spa captures new opportunities to meet the demands
ResRI4
of stakeholders
ResRI5 Our spa has a system to respond to changing situations in
Responsiveness innovation
The innovation management in my organisation adapts to
ResRI6 . . 2.
changes in public policies
ResRT7 Our spa adjusts its innovation goals during the innovation
process
ResRI8 Our spa has mechanisms to respond to unexpected events
in the innovation process
ResRI9 Ou.r spa has the principles to support its innovation
activities
cSP1 Our spa has a high level of customer satisfaction
cSP2 Our spa is highly profitable
cSP3 Our spa has a high level of employee job satisfaction
CSP cSP4 Our spa has a high market share in the spa industry
cSP5 Our spa has a good reputation in the spa industry
cSP6 Our spa is a socially responsible business
cSP7 Our spa is an environmentally friendly business
The quality of the spa’s products and/or services is better
Compl RIS .
than that of the competitor’s products or services
Comp2 The spa is more capable of R&D than the competitors
Comp3 The spa has better managerial capability than the
Competitiveness competitors
Comp4 The spa’s profitability is better than the competitors
Comp5 The spa image of the company is better than that of the
competitors
It would be difficult for our competitors to meet our
Comp6

standards
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Table A2. Collinearity Statistics (VIF).

CSR RI cSP Comp
CSR
RI 1.000
cSP 1.122 1.122
Comp 1.190 1.185 1.175
Table A3. The estimation results of the total effects.
Relationship Path Coefficient (3) t-Value p-Value
CSR — COMP 0.378 12.066 xxx
CSR — RI 0.330 9.036 o
CSP — ¢SP 0.317 8.741 bl
RI — COMP 0.430 11.147 i
RI — ¢SP 0.232 5.823 wHx
cSP — COMP 0.313 8.582 i
< 0.01.
Table A4. The estimation result of SRMR goodness of fit).
Original Sample (O) Sample Mean (M) 95% 99%
Saturated model 0.052 0.042 0.044 0.045
Estimated model 0.052 0.042 0.044 0.045

Appendix B The Results of IPMA Analysis

Importance-performance map

Performance

0.382 0387 0392 0.397 0.402 0407 0412 0.417 0422 042

Importance (Total effects)

OCSR ORI @cSP

Figure A1. The report of IPMA analysis for constructs. Source: SmartPLS 4 Results.
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Importance-performance map

Performance

06 0065 007 0075 008 0085 009 0095 01 0105 011 0115 012 0125 013 0135 014 0145 015 0155 0162

Importance (Total effects)

@ AntRI CuCSR @ EmCSR EnCSR IncRI @ LeCSR @ RefRI ResRI cSP1 @ cSP2 cSP3 cSP4 cSP5 cSP6
cSP7

Figure A2. The report of IPMA analysis for items (second-order constructs). Source: SmartPLS 4

Results.
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