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Objective: This study explains the factors affecting the competitive
advantage of knowledge-based companies, emphasizing the resource-based
view (RBV) and examining the role of corporate social responsibility (CSR),
innovation, organizational culture, and differentiation strategy in creating
competitive advantage.

Method: This applied study employed a descriptive—correlational design.
Data were collected using standardized questionnaires from senior and middle
managers of knowledge-based companies in 2025. In total, 158 usable
responses were included in the final analysis. The research hypotheses were
evaluated and validated using partial least squares structural equation
modeling (PLS-SEM).

Results: The results indicate that innovation positively and significantly
affects on competitive advantage. CSR did not have a direct effect on
competitive advantage; however, it indirectly enhanced competitive
advantage through the mediating role of innovation. Moreover, organizational
culture and differentiation strategy both have positive and significant effects
on competitive advantage. Moderation analysis further revealed that these two
variables enhanced the positive relationship between innovation and
competitive advantage.

Conclusion: By proposing a resource-based model, this study demonstrates
that CSR does not create a competitive advantage by itself; rather, it
contributes to competitive outcomes by strengthening innovation.
Furthermore, organizational culture and differentiation strategies significantly
enhance the impact of innovation on competitive advantage in knowledge-
based companies.
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Introduction

The transition from an industrial economy to a knowledge-based economy has
fundamentally transformed the sources of competitive advantage. In this environment,
sustainable advantage depends less on physical assets and increasingly on intangible resources
such as knowledge, innovation capability, organizational culture, and strategic orientation.
Knowledge-based companies create value primarily through specialized expertise,
technological capabilities, and continuous innovation; therefore, effective management of
these intangible resources is essential for long-term competitiveness and survival (Barney,
1991; Dehghanan & Hrandi, 2014).

The resource-based view (RBV) posits that competitive advantage arises when valuable,
rare, and difficult-to-imitate resources are effectively deployed. In knowledge-based
companies, corporate social responsibility (CSR), innovation capability, organizational culture,
and differentiation strategy can function as strategic capabilities that foster sustainable
advantage (Zhang et al., 2025). CSR enhances legitimacy, stakeholder trust, and relational
networks, thereby creating conditions that can stimulate innovation, although its impact on
competitive advantage is not always direct (Bernal-Conesa et al., 2017; Carroll, 1979; Vilanova
et al., 2009).

Innovation is widely recognized as a primary driver of competitive advantage because it
enables firms to create differentiated value that competitors find difficult to replicate (Lee &
Kim, 2009). Simultaneously, a supportive and learning-oriented organizational culture
enhances collaboration, knowledge sharing, and openness to new ideas, thereby strengthening
the effectiveness of innovation (Hogan & Coote, 2014). Furthermore, a differentiation strategy
emphasizes delivering unique customer value; when innovation is aligned with such a strategy,
it is more likely to translate into sustained competitive advantage (Porter, 1985; Grant, 1991).

Despite the importance of these factors, limited research has simultaneously examined them
within an integrated RBV framework, particularly in the context of knowledge-based
companies. To address this gap, this study proposes the following hypotheses:

H1: Innovation positively affects competitive advantage.

H2: CSR positively affects competitive advantage.

H3: CSR positively affects innovation.

H4: Innovation mediates the relationship between CSR and competitive advantage.

HS5: Organizational culture positively affects competitive advantage.

H6: Organizational culture strengthens the relationship between innovation and competitive

advantage.

H7: Differentiation strategy positively affects competitive advantage.

HS8: Differentiation strategy strengthens the relationship between innovation and

competitive advantage.

This model provides an integrated explanation of how intangible resources and strategic
orientation jointly contribute to sustainable competitive advantage in knowledge-based
companies.

Method

This study aims to explain the factors influencing the competitive advantage of knowledge-
based companies from a resource-based perspective, focusing on the roles of CSR,
differentiation strategy, organizational culture, and innovation. This study was applied for
purpose and employed a descriptive—correlational design. Data were collected in 2025 using a
structured questionnaire consisting of two sections: demographic information and
measurement items for the main constructs.

Competitive advantage was measured using a five-item scale adapted from Azeem et al.
(2021). Innovation was assessed using Hurley and Hult ’s (1998) scale. CSR was measured
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using Ehie’s (2016) instrument wich covers economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic
dimensions. Organizational culture and differentiation strategy were measured using scales
adapted from Azeem et al. (2021) and Narver and Slater (1990). All items were rated on a five-
point Likert scale. Content validity was confirmed by an expert review.

The statistical population comprised senior and middle managers of knowledge-based
companies. Over 600 online questionnaires were distributed, yielding 162 responses (158
usable). The sample size met the minimum requirements suggested by Hair et al. (2022). Data
were analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) with
SmartPLS 4. A two-stage approach was employed to estimate higher-order constructs (Sarstedt
etal., 2019).

Results

The analysis was based on 158 valid responses from senior and middle managers of
knowledge-based companies. The sample was gender-balanced (51% male, 49% female).
Eighteen percent of respondents held top executive positions (CEO, chairperson, or board
member), while 82% were middle managers. Regarding education, 36% held a bachelor’s
degree, 38% a master’s degree, and 26% a doctoral degree. In terms of work experience, 47%
had 10 years or less, 45% had 11-20 years, and 8% had more than 20 years of professional
experience.

The measurement model was evaluated using a two-stage approach because CSR was
modeled as a reflective-reflective higher-order construct. In the first stage, indicator loadings,
composite reliability, and average variance extracted (AVE) were assessed for first-order
constructs. With the exception of the first organizational culture item and the fourth ethical
responsibility item, all factor loadings exceeded the acceptable threshold of 0.40. In the second
stage, the higher-order CSR construct was evaluated using four dimensions as indicators. The
results indicated satisfactory convergent validity, as composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha
values exceeded 0.70 and AVE values were above 0.50. Discriminant validity was confirmed
using the HTMT criterion, with all values below the recommended threshold of 0.90, indicating
adequate construct distinctiveness (Hair et al., 2022).

The structural model was assessed using bootstrapping with 5,000 resample. Innovation has
a positive and significant effect on competitive advantage (f = 0.200, p <0.05), supporting the
first hypothesis. CSR had no significant direct effect on competitive advantage (f = 0.066, p >
0.05), indicating that CSR alone does not directly translate into competitive outcomes.
However, CSR has a strong positive effect on innovation ( = 0.405, p <0.001), supporting the
third hypothesis. Mediation analysis revealed a significant indirect effect of CSR on
competitive advantage through innovation (f = 0.081, p < 0.05), whereas the direct effect
remained insignificant, indicating full mediation.

Organizational culture has a positive and significant effect on competitive advantage ( =
0.201, p < 0.01). Furthermore, the interaction between organizational culture and innovation
was significant (f = 0.202, p < 0.01), demonstrating that a supportive culture strengthens the
impact of innovation on competitive advantage. Differentiation strategy also had a strong
positive effect on competitive advantage (f = 0.364, p <0.001). In addition, its interaction with
innovation was significant (B = 0.111, p < 0.05), indicating that differentiation strategy
enhances the extent to which innovation translates into competitive advantage.

Collinearity diagnostics showed that all VIF values were below five, indicating no
multicollinearity concerns. The model demonstrated satisfactory explanatory power, with R?
values of 0.401 and 0.121 for competitive advantage and innovation, respectively. The
predictive relevance assessed through PLSpredict indicated that the model achieved superior
predictive accuracy compared with a linear benchmark model, as RMSE and MAE values were
consistently lower.
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Overall, the findings suggest that innovation plays a central role in building competitive
advantage in knowledge-based companies, whereas CSR contributes indirectly by fostering
innovation. Organizational culture and differentiation strategy not only enhance competitive
advantage directly but also strengthen the effectiveness of innovation in generating competitive
results.

Conclusions

This study sought to explain the determinants of competitive advantage in knowledge-based

companies through the lens of RBV, focusing on the roles of CSR, innovation, organizational
culture, and differentiation strategy. Using PLS-SEM, the findings demonstrate that the
proposed model provides satisfactory explanatory power and that both direct and interaction
effects play meaningful roles in shaping competitive outcomes.
The results confirm that innovation exerts a positive and significant effect on competitive
advantage, reinforcing prior research (Bernal-Conesa et al., 2017; Lee & Kim, 2009; Seyed
Javadin et al., 2026) and supporting RBV logic that innovation transforms intangible resources
into market value and sustained competitive superiority. However, CSR, did not directly
influence competitive advantage; instead, it significantly enhanced innovation, which fully
mediated the CSR—competitive advantage relationship. This finding suggests that CSR
contributes to competitive advantage only when it is translated into innovative capabilities and
outcomes.

Organizational culture positively affects competitive advantage and strengthens the impact
of innovation on competitiveness. A supportive, learning-oriented culture enhances knowledge
sharing, creativity, and risk-taking, thereby amplifying the competitive returns on innovation.
Similarly, differentiation strategy showed a strong positive effect on competitive advantage
and moderated the innovation—competitive advantage relationship. Innovation contributes
more effectively to competitive advantage when aligned with a clear differentiation strategy
that translates innovations into distinctive customer value (Chan et al., 2004; Zhang et al.,
2025).

Overall, the findings indicate that competitive advantage in knowledge-based companies is
primarily innovation-driven and strengthened by supportive cultural contexts and
differentiation strategies. CSR serves as a strategic resource that fosters innovation. For
managers, the results underscore the importance of embedding innovation capabilities,
cultivating a supportive culture, aligning CSR initiatives with innovation goals, and translating
innovations into clear marketplace differentiation.
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