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Abstract
In this study, we integrate the signal institutional theory and stakeholder theory to examine partnership restructure as a criti-
cal mechanism linking environmental corporate social responsibility (ECSR) to corporate financial performance. Keeping 
in line with most prior studies, we first argue that a positive relationship exists between ECSR and firm performance. Then 
we propose that partnership restructure mediates the nexus between ECSR and firm performance because ECSR may moti-
vate firms to change their partners in the better interests of the firms. In addition, we propose that the firms’ industry power 
will exaggerate while dysfunctional competition will weaken the positive nexus between ECSR and partnership restructure. 
Evidence based on a survey covering 206 manufacturing firms in China offers good support for our predictions. This last 
section offers research contributions and implications for the managers based on the findings.

Keywords Environmental corporate social responsibility · Partnership restructure · Dysfunctional competition · Firm 
performance · Industry power

Abbreviations
CSR  Corporate social responsibility
ECSR  Environmental corporate social responsibility
SEM  Structural equation modelling
AMOS  Analysis of moment structures
SPSS  Statistical Package for Social Sciences
CMIN  Chi-square value
RMSEA  Root mean error of approximation

CFI  Comparative fit index
NFI  Normed fit index
NNFI  Non-normed fit index
IFI  Incremental fit index

Introduction

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been a fascinat-
ing field among industrial experts and research scholars in 
the last few decades. According to European Commission 
(2011), CSR is the responsibility of firms for their impacts 
on society. A CSR firm must consider the actions’ social, 
environmental, and consumer consequences to maximize its 
shareholders’ wealth. CSR has become widespread in many 
firms over the last few decades. In this research article, we 
have specifically focused on the environmental domain of 
CSR called environmental corporate social responsibility 
(ECSR) because it can significantly enhance the produc-
tion of critical resources while simultaneously reducing the 
negative impact on the environment (Deng et al. 2022; Işik 
et al. 2017; Song and Yu 2018). Furthermore, it would be 
easier for the firms to manage growing pressure from soci-
ety, government, and international agencies and help firms to 
have a competitive advantage in the market (Calantone et al. 
2002; Khan et al. 2022). Therefore, ECSR aims to reduce the 

Responsible Editor: Arshian Sharif

 * Zohaib Hussain Makhdoom 
 zmakhdoomstu@hust.edu.cn

 Yongqiang Gao 
 yqgao@hust.edu.cn

 Xi Song 
 songq@lzu.edu.cn

 Wali Muhammad Khoso 
 wali_muhammad27@hotmail.com

 Zulfiqar Ali Baloch 
 balochzulfiqarali@nuaa.edu.cn

1 School of Management, Huazhong University of Science 
and Technology, Wuhan, China

2 School of Management, Lanzhou University, Lanzhou, China
3 College of Economics and Management, Nanjing University 

of Aeronautics and Astronautics, Nanjing, China

/ Published online: 9 February 2023

Environmental Science and Pollution Research (2023) 30:48323–48338

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11356-023-25776-1&domain=pdf


1 3

hazardous effect on the environment created through con-
tinuous business activities and maintain firm performance 
simultaneously.

Environmental corporate social responsibility (ECSR) 
refers to organizations’ actions to address environmental 
issues and promote sustainable development. This can include 
reducing carbon emissions, conserving natural resources, 
and promoting environmentally friendly products and ser-
vices. Research has shown that ECSR can positively impact 
a firm’s performance (Habaragoda 2018; Rahman and Post 
2012; Wang et al. 2021). Adopting ECSR practices can lead 
to cost savings through resource efficiency, increased rev-
enue through developing new products and services, and 
improved reputation and brand image (Işık et al. 2021; Raz-
zaq et al. 2022). Additionally, many consumers and investors 
are becoming increasingly interested in socially responsible 
investing and are more likely to support environmentally 
responsible companies.

During the development of sustainable industries, ECSR 
can play a crucial role in helping firms to stay competitive 
(Ahmad et al. 2021a, b; Pata and Isik 2021). It can enable 
firms to take advantage of new market opportunities, improve 
their reputation, and reduce their environmental impact (Işık 
et al. 2022; Sinha et al. 2021). However, it is important to note 
that implementing ECSR practices can also be challenging 
and may require significant investment, so firms should con-
sider the costs and benefits before deciding. Overall, ECSR 
can positively impact a firm’s performance, especially during 
the development of sustainable industries. It can help compa-
nies reduce costs, increase revenue, and improve their reputa-
tion, ultimately leading to better performance.

Partnership restructuring refers to bringing changes in the 
firm’s partnership to deal with unforeseeable issues. When 
a firm adopts high ECSR, it may expect its partners to make 
some change (restructuring). That is because, strategically, 
it is an excellent option to reorganize the firm partnership 
structure to find a competitive position to take advantage of 
the prospects that are currently accessible. Therefore, high 
ECSR may motivate the focal firm to initiate partnership 
restructuring, which will likely enhance firm performance. 
Furthermore, “industrial power” is a term that describes a 
company’s status in a social rank or hierarchy and its level 
of influence inside a particular industry (Feng et al. 2015; 
Khan et al. 2021). In the case of high industrial power, firms 
are often highly recognized with respect and recognition 
from the competitors in terms of performance and status of 
the firm, which is socially constructed (Deng et al. 2022; 
Lee 2009).

Taking the case of emerging countries, the development 
of the market institutions is not stable; suitable property pro-
tection is limited and dysfunctional competition is proven to 
impact the financial performance of the firms negatively (Jean 
et al. 2014; Smirnova 2020). On the other hand, it is believed 

that dysfunctional competition is not necessarily destructive, 
especially regarding new modifications in the business struc-
ture (Xu et al. 2021), as dysfunctional competition has the 
potential to compel a company to sharpen its focus and search 
for a more efficient approach (Liu and Atuahene-Gima 2018) 
by significant innovative practices (Du et al. 2016; Zhao et al. 
2021). This research examines how dysfunctional competition 
moderates between ESCR and partnership restructure.

This research has made several contributions. Firstly, the 
relationship between ECSR and firm performance offers a 
novel contribution to the literature by investigating the poten-
tial mediating and moderating factors that influence the rela-
tionship between ECSR and firm performance. Such as, our 
research investigates the role of different types of partnerships 
structure, such as those with suppliers, customers, and govern-
ment agencies in mediating the relationship between ECSR 
and firm performance. Secondly, our research investigates the 
moderating effect of industry power, such as high and low 
power, on the relationship between ECSR and partnership 
structure. Thirdly, the relationship between ECSR and firm 
performance offers a novel contribution to the literature by 
investigating the relationship in specific industries. For exam-
ple, our research investigates the relationship between ECSR 
and firm performance in emerging economies like China, 
which is undergoing significant transformation. Finally, our 
research provides insights into how the relationship between 
ECSR and firm performance varies and can inform policymak-
ers and practitioners in these specific settings.

In the paper, a whole structure is followed as, in the first 
section of the introduction, the background and significance of 
the research topic are discussed, along with the objectives that 
the study aims to address. In the second section of the litera-
ture review, the existing literature on the topic is reviewed and 
analyzed to provide context and support for the current study. 
In the third section of theory and hypothesis development, 
important theories are integrated, and hypotheses are devel-
oped to test the relationship between variables. The fourth sec-
tion of the research methodology details the methods used to 
conduct the research, including the study design, participants, 
data collection, and analysis techniques. In the fifth section 
of data analysis and results, the findings are presented in this 
section, including any statistical analyses, tables, and figures to 
support the results along with discussion on findings. The con-
clusion’s final section summarizes the main findings, policy 
implications, research limitations, and future direction.

Literature review

A possible link between ECSR and firm performance

Environmental corporate social responsibility (ECSR) 
refers to the actions and policies companies undertake to 
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minimize their negative environmental impact and promote 
sustainability. Several research studies have previously been 
conducted to understand the nexus between ESCR and firm 
performance (Kong et al. 2020; Wang et al. 2020; Wei et al. 
2017). Recent literature suggests that ECSR can have a posi-
tive impact on firm performance. A study by Salim et al. 
(2019) found that ECSR practices, such as implementing 
environmental management systems and reducing carbon 
emissions, are associated with improved financial perfor-
mance. Another study published by Zhou et al. (2021) found 
that ECSR is positively associated with improved reputa-
tion and brand image, leading to increased sales and market 
share.

However, some studies have found that the relationship 
between ECSR and firm performance is not always straight-
forward. According to Yang et al. (2019), ECSR can posi-
tively impact firm performance in developed countries, but 
the relationship may be weaker in developing countries. 
A study by (Wei et al. 2017) found that the relationship 
between ECSR and firm performance is moderated by fac-
tors such as industry type and firm size.

Along with research, scholars have mixed results regard-
ing ECSR and firm performance, but their results support 
the positive nexus between ECSR and firm performance. 
For instance, research scholars stress that when ECSR is 
vital in firms, it will ultimately enhance the firm’s overall 
performance (Habaragoda 2018; Rahman and Post 2012; 
Wang et al. 2021) and reduce its operational risk (Jo and Na 
2012; Zhao et al. 2016), and positively influence the overall 
reputation in the organizational settings and among stake-
holders (Feng et al. 2017; Iwu-Egwuonwu and Chibuike 
2010). Despite this positive effect, the mechanisms linking 
ECSR to firm performance have been less explored in previ-
ous studies. Overall, the literature suggests that ECSR can 
positively impact firm performance, but the relationship is 
complex and may be influenced by various factors. More 
research is needed to understand better the mechanisms 
through which ECSR affects firm performance and to iden-
tify the specific ECSR practices that are most effective in 
improving performance.

Partnership restrucutre

The partnership structure has been identified as a possible 
link between environmental corporate social responsibility 
(ECSR) and firm performance in recent literature. Several 
studies have found that firms that engage in ECSR initia-
tives and form partnerships with stakeholders, such as gov-
ernment agencies and other businesses, positively impact 
their financial performance. According to Fijałkowska et al. 
(2018), firms that engage in ECSR initiatives, such as reduc-
ing greenhouse gas emissions, have a higher return on assets 
and equity than firms that do not engage in these initiatives. 

The study also found that firms that form partnerships with 
stakeholders and government agencies impact their financial 
performance.

Another study by Ho et al. (2021) found that firms in 
the energy sector that engage in ECSR initiatives, such 
as renewable energy projects, and form partnerships with 
other firms impact their financial performance. According to 
Adamkaite et al. (2023), these partnerships help firms share 
knowledge and resources, improving their environmental 
and financial performance. In conclusion, the literature sug-
gests that firms engaging in ECSR initiatives and forming 
partnerships with stakeholders significantly impact their 
financial performance. These partnerships can help firms 
to share knowledge and resources, which in turn improves 
their environmental performance and financial performance.

Dysfunctional competition

Dysfunctional competition is one of the critical environ-
mental elements which defines how firms carry out unfair, 
unlawful, and opportunistic tactics during the competition in 
the market (Saqib et al. 2022; Zhang et al. 2017). It is essen-
tial to investigate this context because businesses have a hard 
time properly harvesting environmental advantages when 
they are up against high levels of dysfunctional competi-
tion, which weakens the partnership construct (Boso et al. 
2019; Suki et al. 2022). Recent literature suggests a moder-
ating effect of dysfunction competition on the relationship 
between ECSR and firm performance.

A study by Kim and Cavusgil (2020) found that when 
firms operate in industries with high levels of dysfunctional 
competition (such as high levels of unethical or illegal 
behavior), the positive relationship between ECSR and firm 
performance is weakened. However, the positive relation-
ship between ECSR and firm performance is strengthened 
in industries with low levels of dysfunctional competition. 
Another study by Zhao et al. (2021) also found that dys-
functional competition moderates the relationship between 
ECSR and firm performance. They found that in industries 
with high levels of dysfunctional competition, firms that 
engage in ECSR activities experience lower financial perfor-
mance compared to firms that do not engage in ECSR activi-
ties. However, in industries with low levels of dysfunctional 
competition, firms that engage in ECSR activities experience 
higher financial performance than firms that do not engage 
in ECSR activities.

Liu and Atuahene-Gima (2018) found that dysfunctional 
competition negatively modifies the relationship between 
ECSR and firm performance. They found that in industries 
with high levels of dysfunctional competition, firms that 
engage in ECSR activities experience lower financial perfor-
mance compared to firms that do not engage in ECSR activi-
ties. However, in industries with low levels of dysfunctional 
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competition, firms that engage in ECSR activities experience 
similar financial performance compared to firms that do not 
engage in ECSR activities. These studies suggest that dys-
functional competition plays a significant role in moderat-
ing the relationship between ECSR and firm performance 
and that the positive relationship between ECSR and firm 
performance is stronger in industries with low levels of dys-
functional competition.

Industry power

Recent literature suggests that industry power can mediate 
the relationship between environmental corporate social 
responsibility (ECSR) and partnership structure. For exam-
ple, a study by Wang (2011) found that in industries with 
high levels of power concentration, companies were less 
likely to engage in ECSR activities but were more likely 
to form partnerships with other firms to address environ-
mental issues. Similarly, a study by Liu et al.Han et al. 
(2016) found that in industries with high levels of power 
concentration, companies were less likely to adopt ECSR 
practices but were more likely to form strategic alliances 
to address environmental concerns.

Industries known for their high power in the market 
have three essential features. Firstly, firms can handle any 
specified task because of their experience (Anser et al. 
2021; Porter 1979). Secondly, it plays a significant role 
in shaping business growth. Firms at the forefront of high 
technology sometimes pioneer technologies that others 
in the industry follow and learn (Khan et al. 2021; Stuart 
et al. 1999). Thirdly, due to its superior industrial posi-
tion, it often possesses significant negotiating leverage 
over the many trade partners it interacts with (Sørensen 
2002). Industry power generates different results when it 
is high or low. When industry power is high, it improves 
the impact of ECSR on partnership restructure, but when 
it is low, it indicates a negative relationship between 
ECSR and partnership restructure.

These findings suggest that companies may be less inclined 
to engage in ECSR activities independently in industries with 
high levels of power concentration but are more likely to 
form partnerships with other firms to address environmental 
issues. That may be because companies in these industries 
face greater barriers to entry and have more limited resources, 
making it more difficult for them to address environmental 
concerns independently. These findings suggest that compa-
nies may be less inclined to engage in ECSR activities inde-
pendently in industries with high levels of power concentra-
tion but are more likely to form partnerships with other firms 
to address environmental issues. That may be because compa-
nies in these industries face greater barriers to entry and have 

more limited resources, making it more difficult for them to 
address environmental concerns independently.

Theory and hypotheses development

Environment corporate social responsibility

Firms have been under enormous pressure to be green as 
environmental problems increase, and firms are considered 
the root cause of those problems (Child and Tsai 2005). 
Therefore, ESCR has increasingly been considered in firms’ 
strategic decision-making and corporate landscapes (Chuang 
and Huang 2018). Although ECSR practical attention is 
widely observed, whether firm performance gets benefits 
remains controversial in several research studies.

Considering the neoclassical economic approach, (Walley 
and Whitehead 1994) suggested that ECSR causes unnec-
essary costs for the firms, such as variable and high fixed 
costs, which negatively affect the firm financial performance. 
When recyclable materials are used in the firm, variable 
costs are increased, and when additional equipment is pur-
chased to control pollution, high fixed costs are increased 
(McWilliams and Siegel 2001). On the other hand, another 
research study examines that because ESCR signifies firm 
green-related capabilities that are not substitutable, a firm’s 
operational efficiency may increase (Hart 1995) and can 
lead to entering into a new sustainable market (Kim 2013). 
Furthermore, ESCR may help a firm to improve reactions 
and relationships of stakeholders (Flammer 2013; Wei et al. 
2017), get the attention of customers (Chuang and Huang 
2018), and access valuable resources (Cheng et al. 2014; 
Wei et al. 2017).

As mixed empirical evidence is presented in several 
research studies, recent studies focus on these irregulari-
ties and identify mediating approaches and contingency 
factors linking firm performance and ECSR. A Dixon-
Fowler et al. (2013) study shows that ECSR’s role relies 
on customer awareness, investors’ environmental cog-
nition, and firm characteristics (such as ownership and 
size). As a result of underlying mediating approaches, Hsu 
(2012) identifies the persuasive and informative adver-
tising impact of CSR. Therefore, it helps to improve the 
firm’s performance and reputation. According to Marquis 
and Qian (2014), CSR reports as a fundamental aspect of 
a political strategy implies an organizational response to 
government demand.

This research article aligns with the current literature 
stream, and our study examines how partnership struc-
tures mediate the relationship between ESCR and firm 
performance. To protect the environment, we also identify 
how dysfunctional competition moderates the relationship 
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between ESCR and partnership restructure. If dysfunc-
tional competition is high, it will not boost the confidence 
among stakeholders because of the uncertain situation of 
the firm performance. Moreover, we also examine indus-
try power to moderate the relationship between ESCR and 
partnership restructure.

Furthermore, this research work has tested a theoretical 
model (Fig. 1) based on data collected from 206 firms in 
China. Talking about China, as it is proliferating, 70% of 
total energy is consumed by industries, which causes great 
harm to the environment as total SO2 emissions are recorded 
at around 83%, and dust and smoke emissions are recorded 
at around 80% (Salaam 2017). Numbers have exaggerated 
environmental concerns, making ECSR practices essential 
for their sustainability. China has continuously changed its 
economical approach to a market-based economy instead 
of a planned economy. So in the case of China, it is essen-
tial to examine the association between ESCR, partnership 
restructuring, dysfunctional competition, industrial power, 
and firm performance.

ECSR and firm performance

As a result of growing concerns over environmental issues, 
more and more industrial firms dedicate time and money 
to fulfilling environmental corporate social responsibility 
(ECSR) (Buysse and Verbeke 2003). ECSR represents a 
company’s energy efficiency function and emission control 
measures. Mazurkiewicz (2004) reported positive affecting 
firm performance. ECSR participation represents a compa-
ny’s alignment with external stakeholders’ environmental 
requirements (Wei et al. 2017).

Positive assessment improves the firm’s performance and 
the connection between firms and their external stakehold-
ers. Previous research indicated that successful organiza-
tions through ECSR are more likely to be profitable (Barnea 
and Rubin 2010). On the one aspect, active ECSR report-
ing can improve a company’s image and attract customers 
and stakeholders (Luo et al. 2012; Matsumura et al. 2014). 

Wide ECSR, in the opposite way, contributes to the posi-
tive role of coordinating stakeholder relationships (Connelly 
et al. 2011; Orlitzky and Benjamin 2001; Salama et al. 2011; 
Sheng et al. 2011; Tencati et al. 2004). Therefore, ECSR can 
signal the shoppers that the firm’s actions are lawful, which 
is essential to the organization (Tzouvanas et al. 2020). This 
signal lowers information asymmetry, promotes informa-
tion transparency, and enhances the efficacy of sharehold-
ers’ interpretations of firm performance. Other stakeholder 
theory researchers claim that companies are intrinsically 
driven to strengthen ECSR on the condition that corpo-
rations see ECSR determine close ties with stakeholders 
(Flammer 2013) and improve firm performance. Therefore, 
we hypothesize.

H1: Environmental corporate social responsibility posi-
tively impacts firm performance.

The mediating effect of partnership restructure

In the organizational setting, bringing changes into this 
market must meet the firm’s goals. Partnership restructur-
ing is crucial to realize the required objectives if the firm 
performs a shot to possess a competitive advantage. While 
restructuring the weather of the firm’s partnership, it is vital 
to supply complementary/new capabilities to boost its per-
formance (Osborn and Hagedoorn 1997). Firms restructure 
their partners in search of resource integration to own power 
for creating a solid network (Das et al. 1998; Lin et al. 2007; 
Sengupta 1998) as the resource base view emphasizes that 
the competitive strategy of the firms is set by its available 
resources (Barney 1991). Although specific resources can-
not be traded effectively, a partnership approach gradually 
provides firms with valuable support from partners (Das and 
Teng 2000).

However, there is also the tutorial viewpoint that alliances 
are only a result of social rationale and social responsibil-
ity (Zukin and DiMaggio 1990). Close associates signifi-
cantly impact the firms’ productivity and success within the 

Fig. 1  Research model

ECSR

Industry power

Partnership restructure

Dysfunctional competition

Firm performance
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marketplace (Baum and Oliver 1991; Podolny 1994). The 
method of restructuring alliances is developed to assist firms 
in claiming their position and building their reputation by 
including more well-known partners (Hitt et al. 2000). Lane 
and Lubatkin (1998) indicate that partnership structure fea-
tures a more significant effect on firm performance.

Dynamic environments and market uncertainties enable 
companies to compete more actively (D'Aveni et al. 2010). 
More broadly, in fast-growing markets, active power, such 
as alliance management, is critical (Eisenhardt and Martin 
2000). According to Sarkar et al. (2001), the restructuring 
partnership alliance’s firepower could significantly reformu-
late partnership insights, presumably showing high business 
growth in increasing market prospects. It provides compa-
nies with incentives to ally with partners who seize inno-
vation opportunities. For example, Park and Zeikus (2002) 
find that businesses are more likely to join partnerships that 
positively impact their corporate results in green innovators.

Similarly, Sarkar et al. (2009) deduced that a competitive 
market grows the partnership’s proactive financial returns. 
Leischnig and Geigenmüller (2018) consider that market 
dynamics are the driving force in strategic and environ-
mental situations. These arguments suggest that partner-
ship restructuring is associated with volatility and ECSR. 
Thus, this study proposes the effects of ECSR on Partner-
ship restructures. Based on the above mentioned, our first 
hypothesis could be:

H2: The relationship between ESCR and firm perfor-
mance is mediated by partnership restructure.

The moderating effect of industrial power

The theory examines the influence of ECSR’s efficiency. 
Organizational-industrial influences affect the firm’s com-
petitiveness with its rivals (Kim and Park 2018; Podolny 
1993) and market strength (Castellucci and Ertug 2010; 
Podolny 1993). Industrial power is a signaling function that 
affects ECSR’s efficiency. Correspondingly, environmental 
performance progress is concentrated on ecological contri-
butions from individual companies and a general commit-
ment to improving environmental governance worldwide 
(Buysse and Verbeke 2003). Companies with industrial 
power alter benchmarks. Therefore, the orientation towards 
growth captivates government attention. Classifying a busi-
ness with low industrial power implies its incompatibility 
with efficiency. The corporation, thence, has little impact 
on the industrial benchmarks. The environmental status is 
insufficient to draw on public interest, thereby weakening 
the effect of ECSR on the partnership restructuring. When 
industrial power rises, its rivals usually learn and imitate it. 
The positive impact of industrial-environmental governance 

is advanced green-manufacturing technologies and high lev-
els of environmental protection, wherein governments strive 
to enhance industrial-environmental efficiency. We consider 
the subsequent hypothesis:

H3: The industry power significantly moderates ECSR’s 
influence on PR, such that it is more efficient for full 
industry power than for low industry power.

The moderating effect of dysfunctional competition

According to the institution-based efficacy argument, insti-
tutional settings restrict managers’ decisions (Peng and 
Delios 2006). When formulating strategies, Chinese man-
agers consider the effects of dysfunctional competition, a 
unique aspect of the country’s institutional setting (Peng 
2013; Sheng et al. 2013; Zhou and Poppo 2010). Companies 
often encounter unfair or illegal competitive market activi-
ties when the dysfunctional competition level is high (Cai 
et al. 2017; Li and Li 2009; Sheng et al. 2013). In addition, 
opportunistic behavior is seldom severely penalized in a dys-
functional market, increasing uncertainty and undermining 
the institutions’ support (Lu et al. 2008; Peng et al. 2009).

Competition starts when an organization launches a 
replacement product within the market or fulfills consumer 
requirements. Although applicable, innovative products 
could enable rivals to imitate or react to new products with 
better characteristics, an institutional structure supported by 
the market, precisely one with a well-developed property 
security system, hinders both imitation and criminality from 
assisting innovators to preserve their innovations’ rewards 
(Dickson 1992; Hunt and Morgan 1995).

Legal rules that operate portals of data aid ECSR’s infor-
mation stakeholders in searching for legitimacy assessments. 
Legal frameworks operate because the government standards 
regulator evaluates whether the ECSR of an enterprise meets 
its requirements. It must enhance ultimate performance to 
the appropriate business partners. Hence, we argue that 
dysfunctional competition is high, and firms could work 
smoothly on ECSR irrespective of the chance taken. Thus, 
we propose the subsequent hypotheses:

H4: The dysfunctional competition significantly moder-
ates the connection between the positive effect of ECSR 
on partnership restructure.

Research methodology

Sample and data collection

For hypothesis testing, an empirical analysis was con-
ducted. This research design is quantitative; the survey was 
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circulated in Chinese manufacturing industries to gather 
primary data to validate the theories. Firstly, we developed 
an initial questionnaire, supported literature evaluation, and 
contacted eight top managers with 12 senior managers’ guid-
ance. We performed a pilot study to ensure that each crite-
rion was well understood about ECSR. The 12 top managers 
were appointed vice presidents, managing executives, and 
executive directors. We asked them to reply to any questions 
from the survey. The pilot test input lets us refine the survey 
questionnaires and approve the ultimate result. Secondly, 
the sample frame would be chosen from local authorities. 
A preliminary analysis has been conducted with no public 
contact information from leading managers—we intercom-
municate with local governments for the corporate list (Wei 
et al. 2015).

We chose 500 businesses spontaneously. The highest 
management rank of those companies received contact 
information. First, we reached the highest managers who 
had spare time and then visited their organizations for an 
on-site survey. Although expensive, managers make it pos-
sible to complete the study and respond appropriately to the 
questionnaire (Li et al. 2010; Sheng et al. 2011). The sample 
questionnaire from team leaders/representatives of the sam-
pling protocol was supported (Lim and Ployhart 2004). The 
listing of Chinese organizations with contact details with 
many top administrators was not openly available. Studies 
depend upon public authorities to produce those lists (Li 
et al. 2010; Walker et al. 2014).

In China, local governments create economic develop-
ment zones for the listed organization. These companies have 
the responsibility of the govt departments. We addressed 
the sustainable growth field. They sent us a rundown of 
thirteen thousand companies, 500 s randomly chosen. We 
obtained the phone numbers from the govt department’s top 
managers’ e-mail and addressed 500 companies that were 
selected. Of the five hundred companies addressed, 296 were 
involved, 126 omitted questionnaires, the sample was done 
slipshod, or non-producing companies left 206 processing 
businesses (34%) with a final study. To calculate the number 
of answers, a t-test was performed to match non-responding 
companies for every organization’s age, scale, and profits. 
There was no risk of non-response. Since all t-statistics have 
not been meaningful, the sample profile is shown in Table 1. 
We have contrasted the placement distribution for surveys A 
and A of the 340 respondents. B. the Mann-White and the 
two-sample tests (Z =  − 0.090, Asymp. Sig. = 0.898). The 
Kolmogorov – Smirnov test revealed an edge of the = 0.242, 
Asympus = 1.00. There was no substantial variation between 
surveys A and B.

The statistical strength of the structural equation model 
(SEM) test made up our minds within the sample size 
(McQuitty 2004). Gender, education, and knowledge were 
considered control variables for this research. Various 

analyses for SPSS and AMOS served, like reliability and 
validity analysis, correlation, and confirmatory factor mul-
tivariate analysis for hypothesis testing. The info was evalu-
ated statistically to associate the independent, moderating, 
mediating, and dependent variables.

Measurements

It was previously argued by Walker et al. (2014) the insuf-
ficient public data in China. Therefore, most of the studies 
rely upon the gathering of survey data. It was essential to 
widen this study’s scope; consequently, we considered pre-
vious reviews and in-depth interviews to gather sufficient 
data. The participants of this study were asked to gauge the 
questions developed at 5 points Likert scale. The developed 
constructs were measured to support the commonality of the 
things. Survey items are reported in Table 1.

Environmental corporate social responsibility

Environmental corporate social responsibility measurement 
supported four items, followed by Zhu and Sarkis (2004) 
study. The four items were developed to pertain to how firms 
put efforts into consuming natural resources, minimizing the 
pollution of a product, accelerating product recycling, and 
controlling the pollution caused by the assembly process 
relative to their competitors. It had been essential to spot 
the greenness of each industry, which was more established 
by its managers. While conducting the pilot study, manag-
ers suggested that managers measure ECSR. It is essential 
to consider significant competitors’ industries than sectors 
that do not set established standards.

Partnership restructure

Partnership restructure was measured with a self-developed 
scale that supported previous studies closely associated with 
partnership restructure. The measurement was allotted for 
partnership restructures and supported five items scale about 
the extent of partnership among competitors for finding new 
partners. It accurately evaluates the potential of its partners, 
establishes a decent relationship with new partners quickly, 
for bringing in new partners who support changes, and is 
opulent at adapting its network of versatilities’ partners. 
Thus, it was crucial to consider these things in measurement 
to grasp the influence of partnership restructures.

Dysfunctional competition and industry power

We have established dysfunctional competition with four 
items from the study of Li and Atuahene-Gima (2001), 
which determine how often the corporate has endured unlaw-
ful actions, including theft, falsification, illegal copying of 
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recent products, and unequal competitive practices. This 
measure was frequently employed in other business and 
institutional evaluation studies in developing economies, 
e.g., (Sheng et al. 2011; Zhang et al. 2007), in an exceed-
ingly resource-based approach (Kraaijenbrink et al. 2010), 
we built an industrial power scale and in-depth interviews 
of Spender and Groen with top managers in each corpora-
tion. Our industrial strength is calculated on a five-point 
scale covering the business’s impact, the business standard, 
consumers, manufacturers, and rivals.

Measurement control variable

Throughout this study, several control variables included 
firm age, size, chemical and pharmaceutical, instrument 
manufacturing, food and textile, special equipment, institu-
tional environment, and resource munificence. We included 
firm age, size, industry type, industry life cycle, technology 
uncertainty, sales ratio, institution inefficiency, government 
influence, and environment munificence as control variables 
to account for extraneous variables’ effects. The requirement 
to involve firm age and size is adopted extensively (Chandy 
and Tellis 2000). We used the logarithm of the number of 

operation years as a representation of firm age, and also, the 
logarithm of the number of employees indicated firm size. 
We involve various dummy variables for industry type to 
represent whether the firm is high-tech or not and whether 
the firm belongs to a particular industry.

Furthermore, the life stage of the essential product serves 
as the starting point for our investigation into the many 
stages of the industry’s life cycle. Since technology uncer-
tainty, the ratio of sales, institution inefficiency, influence on 
governments, and environmental munificence all affect the 
adoption of green performance, we take it all up to the mark. 
Technology uncertainty was measured by a four-item scale 
that supported the work of Goulet. The ratio of sales was 
directly inspected. A 1–5 Likert scale measured institution 
inefficiency, influence on government, and environmental 
munificence.

Reliability and validity

Firstly, to confirm reliability and validity came under a suit-
able threshold. An exploratory correlational analysis was 
carried out on all of the measurement scales by employing 
the principal component approach and the multidimensional 

Table 1  Measurement of the reliability and validity0

Variables Items Loading Reliability and validity

Environmental CSR We have more environmentally friendly products 0.904 CR = 0.878
We consume a lesser amount of natural resources in our production processes 0.904 AVE = 0.749
We employ environmentally friendly production processes to reduce environ-

mental degradation
0.909

The material we use in production can be easily recycled 0.729
Dysfunctional competition Business practices that are unlawful, for example, the unauthorized copying of 

the products
0.789 CR = 0.867

Other firms copy trademarks and products of your firms 0.751 AVE = 0.657
A market competitive where your intellectual property is not protected by law 0.867
When information is released in advance, unfair competition practices can be 

realized
0.829

Industry power We have a great influence on our customers 0.791 CR = 0.870
We have a great influence on our suppliers 0.777 AVE = 0.519
We have a great influence on industrial competition 0.852
We have a great influence on standardizing industrial settings 0.799
We have a great influence on standardizing competition rules of the industries 0.842

Partnership restructure Is good at finding new partners 0.850 CR = 0.913
Accurately evaluate the potential of its partners 0.813 AVE = 0.587
Establish a good relationship with new partners quickly 0.878
Is good at bringing in new partners based on changes 0.883
Is good at adapting its network of partners to change 0.881

Firm performance Sales Return 0.886 CR = 0.854
Investment return 0.886 AVE = 0.573
Return on assets 0.836
Sale growth0 0.769
Profit growth0 0.605
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scaling, and the following five components were extracted: 
firm performance, ECSR, partnership restructure, dysfunc-
tional competition, and industry power. Secondly, confirma-
tory correlational analysis was performed to assess the good-
ness of model fit. The brink was considered for the goodness 
of model fit (the ratio of X2 to a degree of freedom, also 
called CMIN or relative chi-square = 2.22, root mean error 
of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.06, comparative fit index 
(CFI) = 0.93, normed fit index (NFI) = 0.91, non-normed 
fit index (NNFI) = 0.95, incremental fit index (IFI) = 0.93. 
Moreover, Composite reliabilities were greater than the 0.7 
threshold cutoff, indicating adequate reliability. As Fornell 
and Larcker (1981) suggested, 0.5 indicates a high level of 
convergent validity; during this research, the typical varia-
tion extraction for all constructs was above the suggested 
threshold.

Common method variance

In order to decrease the possibility of common method varia-
tion, we adopted ex-ante procedures. (Podsakoff et al. 2003). 
The independent and dependent variables were divided into 
their respective parts at the beginning of the survey. Other 
top managers in a single firm completed different parts. The 
common method’s variation attributing source was greatly 
restricted. As a result, the likelihood of a common method 
was not an issue in our study.

Data analysis and results

During this research, we performed multivariate analysis, 
revealing both moderating and mediating relationships 
(Baron and Kenny 1986). The referred table for results is 
Table No. 1. Multicollinearity was decreased by manag-
ing all variables because of the mean center and interac-
tion terms (Aiken et al. 1991). Within the model analysis, 
the variance inflation factors were kept below 2.1, which is 
extremely low compared to the cutoff value of 10.

Regression results

The first regression analysis for (H1) was performed to 
determine the relationship between ECSR and partner-
ship restructuring. We predicated a significant relationship 
between ECSR and partnership restructuring; the following 
can be seen in model 2, where ECSR positively affects part-
nership restructuring (β 0.388, p < 0.01). Therefore, (H1) is 
strongly supported in our study.

The second regression analysis was performed on (H2) 
to detect the moderating effect of dysfunctional competition 
intra-ECSR and Partnership restructuring. Model 3, seen 
as a coefficient of interaction, indicated that dysfunctional 

competition showed a negative relationship between ECSR 
and partnership restructure (β -0.285, p < 0.01). Therefore, 
(H2) is strongly backed up in this study since dysfunctional 
competition weakened the relationship between ECSR and 
partnership restructuring (Table 2).

The fifth regression analysis for (H5) examined the 
relationship between partnership restructure and firm per-
formance. Per our predictions, the relationship between 
partnership restructures and firm performance proved to 
be positively significant. Model 7 indicated a significant 
relationship between partnership restructure and firm per-
formance (β 0.241, p < 0.01). Therefore, we could strongly 
support (H5) in the study.

The third regression analysis for (H3) was performed to 
correlate the moderating effect of industry power between 
ECSR and partnership restructure. Model 4 indicated that 
the coefficient of interaction in industry power has a negative 
relationship between ECSR and partnership restructures (β 
0.188, p < 0.05). Therefore, we conclude that (H3) was sup-
ported; industry power weakened the relationship between 
ECSR and partnership restructure.

The fourth regression for (H4) was employed to test the 
relationship between ECSR and firm performance. It has 
statistically been proved that there is a positive relationship 
between ESCR and firm performance. In model 6, the link 
between ECSR and firm performance was positively sig-
nificant (β 0.176, p < 0.05). Hence, (H4) is supported in our 
study (Table 3).

Finally, to attest to the mediating effect of partnership 
restructuring between ECSR and firm performance, Baron 
and Kenny (1986) suggested a particular procedure to be 
implied. In models 2 and 3, results indicated that ECSR pos-
itively affected partnership restructuring. Thirdly, in model 
7, the positive relationship between partnership restructuring 
and firm performance was significant. Fourthly, when part-
nership restructuring was added with ECSR in model 5, the 
coefficient of ECSR was found to be insignificant. The Sobel 
test was conducted to examine the positive, indirect mediat-
ing effect of ECSR on firm performance through partnership 
restructures. Our results show that the mediating impact of 
partnership restructures significantly positive. Therefore, we 
conclude that partnership restructures positively mediate the 
link between ECSR and firm performance (Figs. 2 and 3).

Discussion of findings

In this research study, some significant empirical evidence 
shows an interesting mechanism among proposed variables. 
In previous studies, CSR and firm performance were widely 
studied research topics, but most recently, ECSR has been 
given great intention because of environmental issues asso-
ciated with a firm overall performance. Our study finds a 
positive relationship between ECSR and firm performance. 
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Similar findings by Javed et al. (2020) show that ESCR 
positively impacts a firm financial performance. The study 
argues that companies with better ESCR performance are 
more likely to have better financial performance. Moreover, 
ESCR can lead to increased trust, improved reputation, bet-
ter communication, and improved collaboration, leading to 
improved financial performance and higher stock returns.

Furthermore, our study found a positive relationship 
between ECSR and partnership restructuring. Our findings 
are consistent with the study of Al-Tabbaa et al. (2019), who 
found that companies with higher levels of ESCR are more 
likely to form partnerships with firms that focus more on 
environmental issues. The study suggests that companies 
with higher levels of ESCR are seen as more trustworthy 
and reliable partners and that these partnerships can lead to 
improved performance.

Moreover, secondly, within the theoretical framework, 
two moderating variables included dysfunctional compe-
tition and industry power. Both variables’ impacts were 
investigated to examine their moderation with partnership 
restructure and ESCR. The impact of dysfunctional com-
petition weakens the link between ECSR and Partnership 
restructure. A study similar to Wei et al. (2017) defined a 
moderating effect of dysfunctional competition on the rela-
tionship between ECSR and firm performance when dys-
functional competition weakens the link between these two 
concepts by making companies less likely to focus on social 
and environmental responsibility and more focused on win-
ning at all costs. Furthermore, dysfunctional competition is 
where firms take unfair advantage of the competition and 
do not consider ECSR their responsibility; they merely con-
sider getting more benefits without considering environmen-
tal issues. As such, partnership restructuring is necessary 
to manage the dysfunctional competition of firms. Like-
wise, industry power creates an identical situation between 
ECSR and partnership restructuring. The effect of industry 
power weakens the connection between ECSR and partner-
ship restructure. The finding is consistent with th study of 
Broadstock et al. (2020), as they found that increased power 
in the industry negatively impacts the firms’ overall perfor-
mance. Therefore, controlling among industries is vital so 
ESCR activities can positively influence performance. As 
per this empirical study, these assumptions were extended 
and proved statistically.

Theoretical contribution

Nowadays, firms strive to conduct profitable operations in 
competitive business environments. However, environmental 
issues have not been considered very seriously among many 
business firms and cause significant harm to ecological sus-
tainability. They were considering environmental corporate 
social responsibility and its impact on firm performance. Ta
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This study has observed if ECSR indirectly impacts firm 
performance through partnership restructuring in dysfunc-
tional competition and industry power. During this empirical 
study, we observed that ECSR affects partnership restructure 
pursued by firm performance. The positive effect of ECSR 
on partnership restructure weakens when dysfunctional com-
petition and industry power increase.

During this empirical study, two crucial theoretical con-
tributions increase the literature on CSR. Firstly, partner-
ship restructures positively mediate between ECSR and firm 
performance. As partnership restructure could be a newly 
developed variable during this study, no prior research sup-
ports what we have claimed. Although, results have broadly 
supported our claim. Therefore, constructing a replacement 

Table 3  Regression analysis results

 + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 was considered under one-tailed and two-tailed leve of significance

Dependent variable Model 1
Partnership 
restructure

Model 2 
Partnership 
restructure

Model 3 
Partnership 
restructure

Model 4 
Partnership 
restructure

Model 5 Firm 
performance

Model 6 Firm 
performance

Model 7 
Firm per-
formance

Controls
1) Firm age  − 0.116  − 0.125  − 0.73  − 0.084  − 0.065  − 0.053  − 0.068
2) Firm size 0.068 0.138 0.104 0.110 0.270* 0.293* 0.278*
3) Chemical and pharmaceuti-

cal
 − 0.027  − 0.010 0.000  − 0.018  − 0.062  − 0.069  − 0.083

4) Instrument manufacturing  − 0.092  − 0.055  − 0.004  − 0.043 0.030 0.015 0.017
5) Food and textile  − 0.090  − 0.118  − 0.127 +  − 0.115 0.039 0.041 0.016
6) Special equipment  − 0.179*  − 0.085  − 0.059  − 0.107  − 0.208*  − 0.194*  − 0.173*
7) Institutional environment 0.035 0.041 0.019 0.036 0.247* 0.246 0.235
8) Resource Munificence 0.166** 0.044 0.046 0.049 0.192** 0.159 0.128*
Main effect
9) Environmental CSR (ECSR) H1 0.388** 0.453** 0.371** H4 0.176* 0.141*
10) Partnership restructure H5 0.241**
11) Dysfunctional competition 0.088 -0.061
12) Industry power 0.090 0.204**
Interaction effects
13) Dysfunctional competition
ECSR

H2
 − 0.285**

14) Industry power
ECSR

H3
 − 0.188**

R2 0.224 0.280 0.342 0.307 0.360 0.384 0.431
Adjusted R2 0.129 0.185 0.246 0.200 0.286 0.308 0.347
F value 2.344 2.965 3.541 2.864 4.858 5.064 5.152

Fig. 2  Dysfunctional competition played a moderating role between 
partnership restructure and ECSR

Fig. 3  Industrial power moderated between partnership restructure 
and ECSR
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variable is a significant contribution of this paper and can 
extend the literature on partnership restructure.

Moreover, the central motive of this paper is environ-
mental corporate social responsibility. However, other 
areas could be included to increase the research scope, 
like employer relations, corporate governance, and social 
community involvement, strongly supporting the firms’ 
morality for stakeholders (Godfrey et al. 2009). Conse-
quently, other CSR factors may adequately improve firms’ 
partnership restructure and indirectly influence the firm’s 
overall performance. So it will be a critical step to research 
CSR to specialize indirect effects and essential processes 
for CSR efficacy. In addition, the theoretical framework 
was developed in China, and data was collected from Chi-
nese firms. Vigorously, the findings will be implemented 
in emerging economies and countries with highly dysfunc-
tional competition practices. It can periodically benefit the 
firms, significantly contradictory, and this may ultimately 
sacrifice the long-term firm performance and environmen-
tal sustainability.

Managerial implications

This empirical study highlighted several managerial impli-
cations for governments and corporations. China’s rapid 
economic process has challenged the natural ecosystem and 
posed a significant threat to environmental sustainability. 
Heavy fog and haze have drawn severe social and ecologi-
cal issues (Stefan and Paul 2008). Conserving the balance 
between the environment and economic processes in China 
could be a pressing issue. Advancing the methods for ECSR 
and its performance has adequate managerial benefits for 
China. This study has significant practical implications 
for Chinese managers; the research findings head China 
towards innovation. The Chinese should consider control-
ling activities for their firms that are harmful to the environ-
ment, which minimizes performance. Furthermore, manag-
ers should target the indirect role of CSR in promoting the 
company’s success. Managers also deem ECSR a charitable 
activity that embodies the person and society.

Conclusion

This research has contributed to the success of manufactur-
ing companies with ECSR. This study aims to inspire busi-
nesses to partner with ECSR on corporate results. Much 
research has been done to date, but none focused on ECSR 
and company success with the mediating impact of partner-
ship restructuring and moderating effects of dysfunctional 
competition and industry power. Therefore, these variables 

are collectively studied and investigated in this research 
study.

Policy recommendations

Based on the findings, this study offers some essential policy 
recommendations for companies and policymakers to con-
sider, such as the following:

1) Encourage companies to adopt ECSR practices: By pro-
moting ECSR practices, companies can improve their 
partnerships and, ultimately, their financial performance. 
This can be done through incentives such as tax breaks 
or subsidies for companies that engage in ECSR activi-
ties.

2) Support the formation of partnerships: Companies that 
engage in ECSR practices can benefit from forming part-
nerships with other companies. Therefore, policymakers 
should create an environment that supports partnerships 
by providing funding for research and development or by 
creating a legal framework that facilitates partnerships.

3) Monitor the power of industries: It is crucial to monitor 
the power of industries to ensure that they are not engag-
ing in dysfunctional competition. This can be done by 
creating regulations limiting monopolistic practices and 
enforcing antitrust laws.

4) Encourage transparency and reporting: Companies 
should disclose their ECSR practices and performance 
through regular reporting mechanisms. This will ena-
ble stakeholders, including investors and consumers, to 
hold companies accountable for their actions and make 
informed decisions about their engagement with the 
companies (Işık et al. 2020).

5) Encourage collaboration and cooperation: Encourage 
companies to collaborate and cooperate to achieve com-
mon goals related to ECSR. This can be done through 
initiatives such as industry-wide sustainability programs 
or partnerships between companies in different sectors.

6) Virtual collaboration: Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
companies increasingly rely on virtual collaboration to 
form partnerships. To support this, policymakers should 
invest in developing digital platforms and tools that 
facilitate virtual collaboration and communication.

7) Sustainable recovery: To support the economy’s recov-
ery from the COVID-19 pandemic, policymakers should 
invest in sustainable infrastructure and industries that 
promote ECSR. This will not only create jobs but also 
support the development of sustainable business prac-
tices (Irfan et al. 2022).

In summary, these policy recommendations aim to pro-
mote ECSR practices, support the formation of partnerships, 
monitor the power of industries, encourage transparency and 
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reporting, and encourage collaboration and cooperation. 
Implementing these policies can help companies improve 
their partnerships and financial performance while promot-
ing more sustainable and responsible business practices. 
Furthermore, future recommendations aim to support com-
panies during the COVID-19 pandemic by promoting virtual 
collaboration and sustainable recovery (Ahmad et al. 2021a, 
b; Sharif et al. 2020). Implementing these policies can help 
companies adapt to the uncertainty caused by the pandemic 
and improve their partnerships, ultimately, their financial 
performance while promoting more sustainable and respon-
sible business practices.

Limitations and future research

Even though several contributions were addressed, some 
limitations still have to be highlighted for future research 
to realize profound outcomes. Some limitations of this 
study are derived from the empirical context. The sample 
was collected from different firms; however, all firms can-
not be included as various firms have different natures and 
ethics. Since the study has broadly supported the Chinese 
context, results cannot be fully generalized. There are vari-
ous legal environments considering emerging and devel-
oped economies, and this study’s findings must be carefully 
implemented.

Moreover, an off-the-cuff interpretation of its empirical 
findings is not allowed, thanks to cross-sectional data. We 
will highlight central issues if we consider a longitudinal 
approach in future research. Numerous factors are included 
within the prospective study to enhance firm performance 
and correlate with the ECSR phenomena.
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