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Abstract

As competition intensifies in the ecotourism industry and consumer skepticism towards environmental claims
grows, brands face a significant challenge: effectively communicating their commitment to sustainability and
translating that commitment into customer loyalty. While existing literature underscores the positive impact of
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), there remains a notable gap in understanding the underlying
psychological and causal mechanisms involved, particularly regarding how specific communication strategies—
such as storytelling—can foster loyalty through the simultaneous mediating roles of authenticity and trust. This
study addressed this gap by investigating the causal impact of CSR storytelling on brand loyalty, examining the
mediating roles of perceived authenticity and trust, as well as the moderating role of environmental concern. A
quasi-experimental online design with a static control group was employed, involving 337 followers of Iranian
eco-lodge Instagram pages, and the collected data were analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation
Modeling (PLS-SEM). The findings revealed that storytelling significantly enhanced both brand trust and
perceived authenticity. Mediation analyses indicated that brand trust acted as a strong and complete mediator
between narrative communication and customer loyalty. Interestingly, the study found that perceived
authenticity did not have a significant direct effect on loyalty. Furthermore, environmental concern positively
moderated the impact of narrative communication on perceived authenticity though it did not influence trust.
This research contributes to the literature on sustainable marketing and storytelling by providing causal evidence
from an emerging context and testing a moderated mediation model. From a practical perspective, the results
suggested that ecotourism managers should actively craft and communicate authentic CSR narratives focused on
building trust to foster brand loyalty.
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Introduction
The global tourism industry, particularly the rapidly expanding ecotourism sector, stands at a strategic crossroad.
On the one hand, today’s consumers increasingly seek travel experiences that are not only enjoyable, but also
authentic, meaningful, and aligned with their ethical values (Waris et al., 2024). This shift in consumer
expectations has elevated Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) from a peripheral activity to a central element
of an ecolodge's brand identity and strategy (Nassivera et al., 2017). On the other hand, in an age of digital
saturation, consumers are bombarded with marketing messages and have grown increasingly skeptical of
"greenwashing” and inauthentic brand claims (Teraiya et al., 2023). This paradox represented the central
challenge of this research: How can an ecolodge effectively and credibly communicate its genuine commitment
to CSR in a manner that not only fosters positive attitudes, but also encourages lasting behavioral brand loyalty?
The marketing literature has thoroughly documented the "attitude-behavior gap"”, a phenomenon where
consumers’ positive inclinations toward sustainable products do not necessarily translate into actual purchasing
behavior (Nguyen & Cheung, 2016). This gap underscores the inadequacy of merely disseminating information.
In response, CSR storytelling has emerged as an impactful communication tool. However, despite its increasing
popularity on visual platforms like Instagram (Chavadi et al., 2023), there remains a significant knowledge gap
regarding the causal and psychological mechanisms that underpin this process. Most existing research tends to
be either descriptive or focused on simple correlational relationships. This study aimed to fill this void by
proposing and experimentally testing an integrated model that examined the causal impact of CSR storytelling
on brand loyalty. Specifically, the simultaneous mediating roles of two critical brand perceptions—perceived
authenticity and brand trust—were investigated within the unique and under-researched context of Iran's
ecotourism industry.

Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis Development

To elucidate this complex mechanism, this research was founded on an integrated theoretical framework that
drew from 3 key theories. The process began with Narrative Transportation Theory, which posits that a well-
crafted story has the power to immerse an audience, effectively "transporting” them into the narrative world.
This immersion reduces cognitive resistance and enhances the persuasiveness of the story’s embedded messages
(Green & Brock, 2000; Thomas & Grigshy, 2024). In this research, a CSR story, laden with inherent values, was
proposed to serve as a powerful trigger for narrative transportation (H1).

Once this transportation occurred, Signaling Theory came into play. A CSR story functions as a significant
"signal", conveying a brand's unobservable yet essential attributes, such as its ethical commitment and character
(Narayanan & Singh, 2023). These signals were suggested to primarily activate two crucial consumer
perceptions: perceived authenticity, the belief that a brand is genuine and true to its values (Campagna et al.,
2023), which arises in response to a story that reveals the brand's roots and commitments, and brand trust
characterized by confidence in a brand's reliability and integrity (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001), which is
fostered through the transparency and perceived benevolence conveyed in the narrative. Thus, narrative
transportation was hypothesized to positively influence both perceived authenticity (H2a) and brand trust (H2b).

Finally, these positive perceptions were anticipated to translate into behavioral outcomes, a relationship
grounded in Social Exchange Theory (Cook et al., 2013). This theory posits that loyalty is a reciprocal behavior
from customers, who perceive they are receiving value beyond merely an economic transaction. A brand
perceived as authentic and trustworthy enhances this exchange by providing symbolic and emotional value,
thereby motivating customers to reciprocate with loyalty (H3a & H3b). Consequently, perceived authenticity
(H4a) and brand trust (H4b) were proposed to mediate the relationship between narrative transportation and
brand loyalty. Additionally, drawing on Value-Belief-Norm Theory (Stern, 2000), we asserted that a customer’s
pre-existing environmental concern would moderate this process, amplifying the impact of narrative
transportation on brand perceptions (H5a & H5b) as the CSR message resonated more strongly with their
personal values.

Materials &Methods
To test the proposed conceptual model and its causal linkages, this study employed an online quasi-experimental
design with a static-group comparison. This design was intentionally selected to balance the need for causal
inference with the practical constraints of conducting research on social media platforms in Iran, where access to
advanced A/B testing tools was limited (Shadish et al., 2002).

Two active ecolodges in Gilan Province were chosen to represent the treatment and control groups. These
lodges were matched based on key criteria, including architectural style, price range, service quality, and
Instagram follower count. Two versions of a carousel-style Instagram post were created, both featuring an
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identical main cover image and brand identity to minimize confounding variables. The experimental
manipulation was embedded in the caption and the second image of the carousel:

e Control Group: The caption highlighted the functional and hedonic attributes of the ecolodge (e.g.,
"Experience tranquility in the heart of Gilan forests™), while the second image displayed the interior of a room.

e Treatment Group: The caption included a brief narrative about the ecolodge commitment to protecting
the local Hyrcanian forests. The second image was a straightforward infographic visually representing this CSR
initiative.

Over a two-week period, the treatment group’s Instagram page featured the CSR storytelling content, while
the control group adhered to its standard content strategy. Subsequently, a link to an online questionnaire was
shared via Instagram Stories on both pages, inviting followers to participate in a university research study for a
chance to win a discount voucher. This approach yielded a total of 337 valid responses, 171 from the treatment
group and 166 from the control group.

All constructs were measured by using validated multi-item scales from prior literature, utilizing a 7-point
Likert scale. Narrative transportation was assessed by using a 3-item scale from Cao et al. (2021). Perceived
brand authenticity was measured with a 4-item scale from Campagna et al. (2022). Brand trust was evaluated by
using the classic 3-item scale from Chaudhuri & Holbrook (2001). Brand loyalty as the dependent variable was
measured with a 3-item scale from Abbasi et al. (2024) adapted for the tourism context. Finally, environmental
concern as the moderator was assessed with a 4-item scale from Verma et al. (2019). The sample consisted of
62% female participants with a mean age of 31.7 years. A chi-square test confirmed that there were no
significant demographic differences between the two groups (p>.05).

Research Findings

The data were analyzed by using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) in SmartPLS
4. The measurement model demonstrated strong reliability and validity with all Cronbach's Alpha and
Composite Reliability values exceeding 0.85 and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values well above the 0.50
threshold. Discriminant validity was confirmed by using both the Fornell-Larcker criterion and the HTMT ratio.

The structural model assessment revealed several key findings. First, a manipulation check indicated the
success of the intervention: participants in the treatment group were able to identify the CSR content
significantly more often than those in the control group. An independent samples t-test confirmed Hypothesis 1
(H1), showing that the treatment group reported significantly higher levels of narrative transportation (M=5.41)
compared to the control group (M=4.51).

The primary path analysis found that narrative transportation had a strong, positive, and significant effect on
both perceived authenticity (=0.612, p<.001), supporting Hypothesis 2a (H2a) and brand trust ($=0.588,
p<.001), supporting Hypothesis 2b (H2b). In the subsequent analysis, brand trust demonstrated a strong positive
effect on brand loyalty (f=0.415, p<.001), thus supporting Hypothesis 3b (H3b). However, in a surprising
finding, the direct path from perceived authenticity to brand loyalty was not statistically significant (f=0.089,
p=.158), leading to the rejection of Hypothesis 3a (H3a).

The mediation analysis further clarified these relationships. Brand trust was identified as a full and significant
mediator between narrative transportation and brand loyalty (Indirect Effect=0.244, p<.001), supporting
Hypothesis 4b (H4b). Conversely, the mediating role of perceived authenticity was not statistically significant,
resulting in the rejection of Hypothesis 4a (H4a). Finally, the moderation analysis indicated that environmental
concern positively and significantly moderated the path from narrative transportation to perceived authenticity
(B=0.121, p=.015), supporting Hypothesis 5a (H5a). A simple slope plot illustrated that this relationship was
notably stronger among individuals with high environmental concern. However, the moderating effect on the
pathway to brand trust was not significant, leading to the rejection of Hypothesis 5b (H5b). Overall, the model
accounted for a substantial 48.1% of the variance in brand loyalty (R2=0.481).

Discussion of Results & Conclusion
This study aimed to uncover the psychological mechanisms, through which CSR storytelling influenced brand
loyalty in the ecotourism industry. The findings offered a nuanced, multi-layered understanding of this process,
supporting certain aspects of the proposed theoretical model while challenging others, thus making significant
contributions to the existing literature.

A central finding of this research highlighted the critical role of brand trust as the primary mediator in this
relationship. The results confirmed a robust causal chain: CSR storytelling fostered narrative transportation,
which effectively enhanced brand trust and this trust, in turn, served as a key driver of brand loyalty. This aligns
well with both signaling theory and commitment-trust theory, suggesting that in the uncertain landscape of
service consumption, credible signals of a brand's benevolence and integrity are the most influential factors in
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cultivating relational commitment. Ultimately, the pathway from an engaging story to a loyal customer is
fundamentally paved with trust.

One of the most intriguing findings was the rejection of the direct path from perceived authenticity to brand
loyalty. While CSR storytelling significantly enhanced perceptions of authenticity, this perception alone proved
insufficient to generate behavioral loyalty. This challenged the simplistic assumption that authenticity directly
drove loyalty. We contended that authenticity was a value-laden, identity-based perception, whereas loyalty
constituted a relational, behavioral commitment that required a higher level of confidence and risk mitigation. In
today's market, where numerous brands claim authenticity, consumers may regard it as a "necessary but not
sufficient" condition for loyalty. This study suggested that for authenticity to translate into loyalty, it must first
evolve into a more robust relational construct—namely, trust. While consumers may perceive a brand as
"authentic”, they are unlikely to commit until they "trust" that the brand will consistently deliver on its promises.

The moderation analysis provided further nuanced insights. Environmental concern was found to strengthen
the effect of narrative transportation on perceived authenticity although it did not impact brand trust. This
distinction held theoretical significance. We propose that this phenomenon can be attributed to "value
congruence”. For individuals with high environmental concern, a CSR story serves not merely as a narrative, but
as a validation of their core values. This alignment renders the brand's story more "real™ and "genuine"”, thereby
amplifying perceptions of authenticity. In contrast, brand trust may function as a more universal construct built
on perceptions of competence and benevolence that resonate with a broader audience, regardless of their specific
environmental values. This suggests that CSR storytelling exerts a dual impact: a broad-based effect on building
trust across diverse audiences and a more specialized, potent effect on enhancing perceived authenticity among
value-aligned consumers.
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