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Abstract 

While environmental corporate social responsibility (CSR) has gained increased attention in 

sustainable tourism research, little is known about its impacts on customers in the context of 

the airlines. This study investigates the impact of environmental CSR on two critical 

customer outcomes, namely, purchase intention (PI) and switching behavior (SB). 

In light of the stimulus–organism–response (S-O-R) framework, this study further examines 

the joint mediating impact of customer equity drivers (CEDs) in the previously mentioned 

relationships. With a sample of Iranian air travelers, the results of the structural equation 

model revealed that environmental CSR significantly affects CEDs. While CEDs predict PI, 

they failed to reduce SB. Hence, CEDs jointly mediate the impact of environmental CSR on 

PI only. The results of the current study reveal nuances in the service marketing research by 

extending the impact of environmental CSR on travelers’ PI and SB via CEDs. Theoretical 

and practical implications are provided. 
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Introduction 

The airline industry has emerged as a fast-growing sector and experienced an average annual 

growth of 5% over the last two decades (Kumar & Gupta, 2020). The airline industry in 

particular is the most attractive mode of transportation for travelers with 12.5 million 

travelers being transported each day in 2019. The contribution of the airline industry to 

tourism development is projected to cover about 10 billion travelers each year by 2050. These 

figures reflect the significant contribution of the air transport sector to the global gross 

domestic product, which has been %4.1 in a normal year (ATAG, 2020). Nevertheless, the 

practices and operationsof the tourism industry in general (Xiong et al., 2022) and the airline 

industry in particular (Hwang & Choi, 2021; Kim, Lee & Roh, 2020, Lee & Park, 2019) have 

produced negative consequences, such as air pollution, climate change, global warming, 

noise pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, and environmental disruptions. 

As a notable example, airlines generated 895 million tons of carbon dioxide (CO2) 

worldwide in 2018, and it is estimated that air transport’s contribution to CO2 global 

emissions reaches 22% by 2050 (Chuah et al., 2020). Hence, there is great concern among 

stakeholders regarding the significant environmental footprint of airlines urging them to align 

their operations to sustainability principles (e.g., International Air Transport Association 

(IATA), 2021, 2022). Airlines are mainly service-oriented (Jing & Moon, 2021), and 

consistent with the service-dominant logic of marketing (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2017), they 

are required to fulfill the needs of stakeholders continuously and satisfy their interests to 

generate sustainable wealth and create value (Garriga, 2014; Jang, 2022). 

Environmental corporate social responsibility (CSR) is an integral part of CSR (Flammer, 

2013) that deals with firms’ proactive initiatives to impose a positive impact on the 

environment (Islam et al, 2018). Environmental CSR is usually driven by several factors, 

such as rivalry among competitors, market pressures, and stakeholders’ environmental 

consciousness (De Roeck & Delobbe, 2012; Prasad et al., 2019), that can affect consumers’ 



purchasing behavior, consumption patterns, and postpurchase decisions (Han, Al-Ansi, et al., 

2020; 

Han, Chi, et al., 2020). Therefore, companies with a high reputation in environmental CSR 

are more likely to decrease the level of customer switching behavior (SB) and improve the 

firm’s image among customers (Han et al., 2019a). 

More important, environmental responsibility, among various components of firms’ 

responsibility, is the most significant factor in determining the level of competitiveness 

among different service providers (Park et al., 2016). This could be because the number of 

customers who engage with and react to a company’s CSR initiatives is rapidly increasing 

(Chomvilailuk & Butcher, 2021; D’Acunto et al., 2020). 

This is particularly the case in the airline industry, where travelers increasingly choose 

airlines that incorporate environment- friendly activities (Niu et al., 2016). Therefore, airlines 

must emphasize the need for environmental CSR and build a green image to positively 

influence customers’ purchase intention (PI) while reducing their SB. 

The impact of environmental CSR has been tested in industries such as the fashion industry 

(Sun et al., 2014), the retail industry (Godefroit-Winkel et al., 2022), the hospitality industry 

(D’Acunto et al., 2020; Rhou & Singal, 2020), and the general service sector (Jeon et al., 

2020). However, previous research remains scarce in exploring the impact of environmental 

CSR as an important concern that could potentially influence customer equity and lead to 

critical behavioral outcomes in the airline industry. Considering the negative environmental 

impacts of the airline industry (Kim, Lee & Roh, 2020) and an urge to pursue environmental 

CSR in the service industry (Schill & Godefroit-Winkel, 2022), such a void in tourism 

sustainability literature sounds significant. 

The airline industry is a strong facilitator of tourism development (Papatheodorou, 2021), and 

sustainable tourism literature should take into consideration the significant environmental 

impacts of the airline industry and offer solutions for eco-friendly traveler behavior. In 

essence, airlines are required to consider travelers’ environmental concerns and 

consciousness and promote environmental activities to establish a strong and long-term 

relationship with their travelers. 

Customer equity is a tool for service organizations for maintaining such a relationship with 

their customers that “serves as an institution’s (i.e., a firm’s or a destination’s) key strategic 

initiative to achieve long-term marketing success, and it represents values generated from the 

institution’s current and potential customers/tourists by maintaining a prolonged relationship 

with them” (Wong et al., 2021, p. 5). 

Customer equity can be gauged by its drivers manifested by value equity, brand equity, and 

relationship equity (Ho & Chung, 2020; Rust et al., 2004). Nevertheless, customer equity 

research is in a “state of beginning,” and empirical research is called for to investigate the 

antecedents of customer equity drivers (CEDs) in the service marketing literature (Lee & 

Park, 2019, p. 179). 

Against this realization, this study uses a stimulus–organism– response (S-O-R) framework 

(Mehrabian & Russell, 1974) to contribute to the sustainable tourism literature by 

theoretically developing and empirically testing a conceptual model that treats CEDs as the 

mediator of the impact of environmental CSR on travelers’ PI and SB. Hence, the purpose of 

this study is to investigate the impact of (a) environmental 

CSR on CEDs, (b) CEDs on PI and SB, and (c) the mediating role of CEDs in the 

relationship among environmental CSR, PI, and SB. 

 

Contributions of the Study 

This study contributes to sustainable tourism research in several ways. First, in light of rising 

consumer awareness about tourism sustainability (Font & McCabe, 2017), it seems plausible 



to study the mechanism that affects travelers’ behavioral response to environmental factors in 

terms of PI (Zhuang et al., 2021) and SB (Hussain et al., 2022) for improved financial 

performance (Olya et al., 2021). In this regard, the proposed conceptual model acts as a 

response to the call for more empirical research to test the process in which environmental 

CSR can result in consumer behavioural outcomes in travel and tourism research (Chuah et 

al., 2020). 

Specifically, this study advances the current understanding of environmental CSR by drawing 

insights from the airline industry to fill in the void appertaining the impact of environmental 

CSR in the context of airlines. 

Second, this study draws insights from the Iranian air transportation market to respond to the 

call for more research on Asian contexts representing developing economies (Olya et al., 

2021). National culture and geographical region are assumed to have distinct impacts on the 

consumer decisionmaking process (Modica et al., 2020). This study uses the concept of 

environmental CSR to investigate the perception of eco-friendly practices implemented by 

airlines and assess the impact of environmental CSR on fostering CEDs using a sample of 

travelers in Iran. 

Third, underpinned by the S-O-R framework and in response to the call for more research 

concerning customers’ perception of favorable sustainability strategies (Sun et al., 2020), this 

study advances the current knowledge about the mechanism (CEDS as the organism) through 

which environmental CSR (stimulus) can positively promote traveler eco-friendly behavior in 

terms of PI (positive response) and adversely affect travelers’ SB (negative response). 

Finally, Zhuang et al. (2021) referred to the inconsistencies in studying consumers’ green PI 

and called for research addressing the antecedents of such behavior in service marketing 

literature. Moreover, Hussain et al. (2022) argued that the environmental factors affecting 

consumers’ SB deserve more research attention. Hence, the application of PI and SB as 

critical outcome variables is a response to the dearth of research in relatively less investigated 

areas. 

 

Literature Review and Hypothesis Development 

S-O-R Framework 

First developed by Mehrabian and Russell (1974), the S-O-R framework is an environmental 

psychology theory that has been extensively used in service marketing literature to 

understand consumer responses to different stimuli (Ortegón- Cortázar & Royo-Vela, 2019; 

Vieira, 2013). While extensively applied theories such as the theory of reasoned actions 

(Azjen & Fishbein, 1980) and the theory of planned behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977) in 

tourism sustainability research (Han, 2021) fail to underline the cognitive, emotional, and 

psychological mechanisms in the customer decision-making process, the S-O-R framework is 

a powerful approach for investigating the complex nature of the customer decisionmaking 

process (So & Li, 2020). 

According to Mehrabian and Russell (1974), stimuli from the firms (S) would tackle 

consumers’ internal states (O), bringing about various attitudinal and behavioral responses 

(R). While stimuli are the signals sent by the firm and are external to the individual 

customers, they could affect how customers feel about the firm and ultimately alter their 

response. Schill and Godefroit-Winkel (2022) argued that environmental CSR can play a role 

(stimuli component) to represent the characteristics of the firm and result in enhanced 

customer experience. It is assumed that an established level of CEDs (organism component) 

in turn would influence critical  customer outcomes (response component). 

Despite the strength of this framework to address emotions and cognitions (organism 

component; Mehrabian & Russell, 1974; Yoo et al., 1998), the empirical evidence conferring 

CEDs as the cognitive organism component is lacking in travel and tourism research. The 



mediating application of CEDs as the organism relating firms’ strategies to consumers’ 

attitudes, cognitions, and behavior is well documented in the extant literature (e.g., Sun & 

Ko, 2016; Sun et al., 2014; Vogel et al., 2008; Wong et al., 2021); however, the impact of 

CEDs have been largely tested in isolation. As shown in Figure 1, this study fills the void by 

treating CEDs as a second-order construct to demystify CEDs as the joint mediator of the 

impact of environmental CSR on a positive (i.e., PI) and a negative (i.e., SB) outcome among 

travelers. 

 

Stimulus: Environmental CSR 

CSR as a part of organizations’ sustainable practices includes economic, social, and 

environmental dimensions (Habitzreuter& Koenigstorfer, 2021). Indeed, CSR could be 

defined as a series of measures adopted by corporations to promote social good and meet the 

stakeholders’ needs (Chuah et al., 2020). 

However, the activities and practices of the corporations could have adverse effects on the 

natural environment, and therefore, CSR practices toward the environment are generally of 

primary importance (Murshed et al., 2021). Environmental CSR refers to “company’s 

business activities in a manner, which is coherent with environment protection and complies 

with local regulations and governmental policies” (Han, 2021, p. 1029), and usually includes 

different forms of recycling, spurring sustainable consumption, lowering emissions, and 

promoting the environment. In the same vein, the corporations’ engagement in eco-friendly 

activities represents the fact that they strive to make necessary changes in their strategies to 

align their offerings with the rising environmental concerns and awareness among customers 

(Eid et al., 2021; Nimri et al., 2020). Having said that, drawing on the resource dependency 

theory, firms are not capable of meeting all their needs internally, and they are heavily reliant 

on their external environment to provide resources (Kassinis & Vafeas, 2006). Nevertheless, 

resource allocation could cause damaging impacts on the environment. 

Hence, there is a need for organizations to buffer the negative environmental effects caused 

by their operations and establish an improved relationship with their stakeholders to benefit 

greatly from them. The organizations’ CSR initiatives toward the environment could improve 

the organizational reputation and consumers’ satisfaction (Park, 2019; Park et al., 2016), as 

well as alter consumers’ attitudes and behavior positively (Han, Chua, et al., 2020). Such an 

attitude change among customers could be even more salient in light of the rapidly growing 

number of consumers with extensive concern for the ecological environment. Such 

consumers often show a great tendency to patronize the products and services offered by 

firms that are environmentally and socially responsible (Han & Yoon, 2015; Park, 2019). The 

tendency to support environmentally responsible organizations provides a revealing insight 

regarding how nonmonetary factors could influence customers’ purchase decisions to use a 

product or service. According to Hu et al. (2011), customers experience functional and 

emotional value when utilizing a product or service. Although the functional value is 

generated with quality and price, the emotional value is developed from the feelings or 

affective states that a product or service produces. 

Therefore, customers with a green consumption tendency are more likely to endorse 

organizations with an effective environmental CSR approach and patronize their products and 

services since it is compatible with the environment and generates a good feeling 

(Habitzreuter & Koenigstorfer, 2021).This is particularly true in the case of the airline 

industry, as travelers are not generally disposed to support airlines with a poor reputation in 

terms of environmental CSR (Han, Al-Ansi, et al., 2020). According to Sun et al. (2020), 

creating an eco-friendly image and offering green products increase the level of customer 

equity among Chinese customers. However, Sun et al. (2014) suggest that in the fast fashion 

industry, firms’ environmental practices may not be easily perceived by customers as 



opposed to heavy industries. This highlights the fact that airlines with a high level of carbon 

footprints require to implement environmental CSR activities significantly to increase 

customer equity. This is consistent with the study of Han, Al-Ansi, et al. (2020), in which 

they infer that environmental responsibility in the airline industry is the most significant 

representative of the airline’s CSR activities. More interestingly, Lee (2016), applied 

neuromarketing and argued that CSR messages provoke favourabl responses in customer due 

to the feeling of empathy, which could enhance customer equity related to pro-social brands. 

Hence, the following hypothesis is expected: 

H1: Environmental CSR is positively related to CEDs. 

 

 

Organism: CEDs 

Customer equity can be understood in light of its drivers, namely value equity, brand equity, 

and relationship equity (Blattberg & Deighton, 1996). Value equity is the measure of a 

customer’s objective assessment of gains and losses (Lemon et al., 2001; Sun et al., 2020). 

Brand equity is established through subjective meanings and indicates customers’ intangible 

assessments (Ou et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2019). Relationship equity as the third driver of 

customer equity refers to establishing a customer relationship and the tendency of the 

customer to use the brand (Lemon et al., 2001; Sun et al., 2020). Based on the concept of 

customer lifetime value (CLV), customer equity plays an important role in gaining a 

competitive advantage (Sun et al., 2020). 

Airlines are required to consider CLV, which refers to the “net present value of the stream of 

future profits expected over the customer’s lifetime purchases” (Sun et al., 2020, p.2), to 

increase customer retention rate and attract potential customers in the competitive air 

transportation market environment. 

As a general assumption, PI as a tendency to buy products is concerned with the behavior, 

perceptions, and attitudes of customers (Holehonnur et al., 2009; Zhuang et al., 2021). 

Therefore, it is assumed that PI can be influenced by the price, quality, and value of the 

products. Consistently, the significant impact of customer equity on PI is well established in 

the current literature (e.g., Ho & Chung, 

2020; Holehonnur et al., 2009; Majeed et al., 2021; Rust et al., 2004). 

That is, customers’ objective assessment through value equity and their subjective perception 

in the form of brand equity could have a direct impact on the PI (Irshad, 2012). Using the 

insight from sustainability literature, Kazmi et al. (2021) suggested that positive green brand 

equity has a significant effect on the PI of green brands. In a similar vein, Chen and Chang 

(2008) used a sample of international air travelers’ in Taiwan to demonstrate brand equity has 

a direct impact on their PI. Therefore, the following hypothesis is expected: 

 

H2: CEDs are positively related to travelers’ PI. 

 

An extremely competitive and broadly proliferated market with several brands is the grim 

reality that nowadays marketing managers are engaged with. Not surprisingly, aviation is also 

considered one of the aggressive markets (Singh, 2021) in which consumers are being 

derived to switch more frequently between brands. Correspondingly, businesses lose about 

50% of their consumers every 5 years while being unable to describe the applicable basis for 

brand SB (Saeed & Azmi, 2019). The idea of switching is considered a negative factor by 

service providers, and as a result, it has gained established attention from researchers 

(Tiamiyu et al., 2020). Nevertheless, few pieces of research have concentrated on green SB in 

the context of airlines (Wu et al., 2018). According to Bansal and Taylor (1999), SB 

represents the action of changing or replacing the current service provider with an alternative 



supplier. As such, SB, as an opposite construct of loyalty, can mainly produce unfavorable 

outcomes for providers and suppliers (Han et al., 2011). In essence, SB can be influenced by 

cultural factors, which highlight the fact that individuals with distinct cultural backgrounds 

may think, feel, and respond differently (Minkov & Hofstede, 2012). Having this in mind, 

Saeed and Azmi (2019) argued that customer equity affects the brand SB of Muslim 

consumers within the context of the two different cultures of Pakistan and Malaysia. They 

found that switching intention positively mediates the association between customer equity 

and brand SB. Furthermore, Jung et al. (2017), in a study of travelers’ SB, applied the push–

pull–mooring migration theory and found that pulling factors including attractiveness and 

availability of alternatives and mooring factors such as switching cost and variety-seeking 

tendency have a significant impact on traveler SB. In a similar vein, Wu et al. (2016) propose 

that green equity can enhance green satisfaction and affect the green switching intention 

negatively. Therefore, the following hypothesis is expected: 

 

H3: CEDs are negatively associated with travelers’ SB. 

 

The Mediating Role of CEDs 

Underpinned by the S-O-R framework and in light of the earlier discussion, it can be inferred 

that CEDs play a mediating mechanism in the relationship between environmental CSR as 

the stimulus and PI and SB as the positive and negative response, respectively. It is assumed 

that customers reward businesses that are engaged with CSR practices and have an eco-

friendly image (De Roeck & Delobbe, 2012). Such behaviors among customers could be due 

to the reason that firms’ environmental CSR influences customers positively and spur them to 

establish a supportive relationship with the organization (Christis & Wang, 2021; 

Habitzreuter & Koenigstorfer, 2021). Customers’ favorable reactions toward firms can be 

evidenced by indicating a higher level of PI. According to Christis and Wang (2021), 

environmental CSR practices can have a positive impact on customers’ PI. Furthermore, 

extant literature suggests that customers with more environmental involvement and 

consciousness appear to have higher PI toward companies with improved environmental 

performance (Christis & Wang, 2021; Grimmer & Bingham, 2013). Nevertheless, 

environmental CSR might not be a sufficient tool to directly tackle PI. Hence, the mediating 

role of CEDs in the association between environment CSR and PI is considered to better 

justify the link between environmental CSR practices and customers’ PI. 

According to Moise et al. (2019), companies’ environmental practices influence brand equity 

and boost customer satisfaction. Such practices would also help customers shape positive 

relationships and feelings toward environmentally responsible organizations, which could 

result in higher levels of customers’ PI (Ramesh et al., 2019). Such an argument is 

particularly valid for customers living in a collectivist society who have a great tendency and 

higher PI toward buying products and services that are consistent with their subjective norms. 

Such customers have strong cohesive links with other people and feel more engaged with 

groups (Ruiz-Mafe et al., 2013). This tendency toward following the social norms in 

collectivistic cultures and societies becomes more practical for firms when environmental 

consciousness becomes a social norm (Liere & Dunlap, 1980). This means that firms with an 

emphasis on CSR can take consumer equity forward regarding their environmentally friendly 

activities and, in turn, will experience higher levels of PI among their customers. Thus, the 

following hypothesis is expected: 

 

H4: CEDs mediate the impact of environmental CSR on travelers’ PI. 

 



The existing pool of customers has long been considered a significant asset for businesses. 

Accordingly, customer retention is essential to ensure that customers will not be attracted by 

competitors (Han, Shim, et al., 2019). As Keaveney (1995) argued, the reason for customers’ 

SB could be different due to well-established differences between goods and services. By and 

large, customers exhibit SB in the service industry for service failures, inconvenient services, 

inflated prices, and ethical problems. One possible solution to tackle the issue of SB is to 

adapt CSR activities. For instance, companies in the airline industry with high carbon 

footprints choose to exercise CSR environmental activities (Jing & Moon, 2021), which may 

be more useful in reducing customer SB than traditional marketing mix attributes, such as 

promotion. In other words, when firms undertake different types of CSR activities, they are 

more likely to succeed financially (Ghaderi et al., 2019), and environmentally conscious 

customers may be reluctant to display SB. Particularly, the impact of environmental CSR 

activities on customers’ SB can be mediated through the CEDs. Companies strive to improve 

their brand image and build brand equity since higher levels of brand equity may lead to 

lower levels of customers’ SB. 

This statement is valid because customers, particularly in collectivist societies, prefer to 

consume products and services from businesses with high brand reputations since they can 

meet their social needs and gain face (Liao & Wang, 2009). Furthermore, firms with a high 

reputation in environmental CSR are more likely to reduce customer SB (Han et al., 2019a). 

Thus, the following hypothesis is expected: 

 

H5: CEDs mediate the impact of environmental CSR on travelers’ SB. 

 

Methods 

Sampling and Data Collection 

The data were collected from a convenient sample of travellers in two main airports in 

Tehran, the capital city of Iran. Travelers were asked to consider the airline they are planning 

to fly with and answer the questionnaire items accordingly. This would help reduce the 

impact of recall bias (Rylander et al., 1995). In particular, the questionnaire was distributed 

among travelers with a cover letter explaining the aims of the study and assuring the 

confidentiality of responses. Respondents were instructed that there are no right or wrong 

answers to the questionnaire items, with all scale items ordered counterbalanced. The 

aforementioned remedies were adopted to avoid the common method bias (Johnson et al., 

2011; Podsakoff et al., 2003). 

In all, 500 questionnaires were distributed among travelers, and 398 usable responses were 

returned. This yielded a 79% response rate. Respondents were spread across age groups 

ranging from 17 to 25 years (24.6%), 26 to 33 years (40.7%), 34 to 41 years (22.1%), and the 

rest were 41 years old or older. Forty-five percent of respondents were male, and the rest 

were female. More than half of the respondents (62.3%) were married, and the rest were 

single/divorced. Respondents also spanned across education levels, with 11% having high 

school or an associate degree, 34% having an undergraduate degree, 44% having a 

postgraduate degree, and the rest having a doctorate. Respondents were asked to indicate 

their ticket type as well. The majority of the respondents (81.4%) were flying in economy 

class, while the rest were flying in business (11%) and first class (7.5%). 

 

Operationalization of Scale Items 

Environmental CSR was measured using six items from Alvarado-Herrera et al. (2017). 

CEDs were operationalized with ten items from Gao et al. (2020). CEDs are manifested 

through the value equity of the customer (3 items), the brand equity of the customer (3 items), 

and the relationship equity of the customer (4 items). Three items from (Zhang et al., 2009) 



were used to measure traveler SB, and four items from (Dodds et al., 1991) were adopted to 

measure PI. The previously mentioned scale items were measured with a 7-point Likert scale 

ranging from “1 = strongly disagree” to “7 = strongly agree.” The questionnaire items, 

including measurement scales, to capture travelers’ demographic characteristics are presented 

in the Appendix. The questionnaire was subject to a pilot study with 25 travelers to ensure 

that there were no difficulties in understanding the scale items. No changes were made to the 

questionnaire items as a result of the pilot study. Specifically, the questionnaire items were 

presented in Farsi using the backtranslation method (Brislin, 1970). 

 

Analysis 

A two-step approach was taken in the current study. The first step included confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA) of the measurement model (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988), and the 

second step incorporated hypothesis testing using structural equation modeling (SEM) 

estimation. Harman’s one-factor model was utilized to ascertain the potential impact of 

common method bias. Consistent with the current literature (e.g., Han et al., 2019b), the 

impact of gender has been controlled in the study relationships. In addition, this study applied 

a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) test to determine the distinctions in traveler 

behavior across three types of flights, namely, first class, business class, and economy class. 

According to Li et al. (2020), there is a limited understanding of how individuals across 

different market segments would respond to firms’ environmental CSR. In addition, there is a 

piece of ample evidence showing travelers’ intentions and reactions to an airline’s service 

attributes differ across classes of flight (Brochado et al., 2019; Hwang & Hyun, 2017; Sezgen 

et al., 2019). Hence, assessing the proposed study relationships across the three types of flight 

would draw more insights into the impact of environmental CSR on CEDs and travelers’ 

responses in the context of the airline industry. SPSS 26 was used to report the descriptive 

statistics of responses and correlations among study variables. In addition, AMOS 26 was 

used to capture the SEM results. 

 

Results 

Measurement Model Estimation 

As a result of CFA, the proposed measurement model, including all study variables, revealed 

good fit statistics ( χ2 = 617.995, df = 208, χ2 /df = 2.971, comparative fit index [CFI] = 

0.962, parsimony comparative fit index [PCFI] = 0.791, root-mean-square error of 

approximation [RMSEA] = 0.07; Bagozzi & Yi, 1988). Specifically, the second factor model 

for CEDs ( χ2 = 70.230, df = 24, χ2 /df = 2.92, CFI = 0.989, PCFI = 0.527, RMSEA = 0.07) 

was deemed acceptable for its significant fit statistics. According to the results of CFA, all 

factor loadings were significantly loaded above the cutoff level of 0.5 on their corresponding 

latent variable, ranging from 0.702 to 0.969. Consistent with Fornell and Larcker (1981), the 

average variance extracted by all items was deemed acceptable, as they have been equal to or 

greater than 0.5. The composite reliability of all scale items exceeded the minimum cutoff 

level (i.e., 0.60) recommended by Bagozzi and Yi (1988), and each coefficient alpha was 

larger than the 0.70 threshold. 

In all, the results suggest that the measurement model has convergent validity. Table 1 

represents the information regarding the convergent validity of the proposed measurement 

model (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988; Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Discriminant validity of the 

measurement model was also evident since none of the correlations between the pairs of 

study variables was greater than the square root of their corresponding average variance 

extracted (AVE) score (Fornell and Larcker’s, 1981, criterion). The correlation among study 

variables is reported in Table 2. Common method bias was controlled using Harman’s one-

factor test with unrotated exploratory factor analysis. The first factor accounted for only 



33.36% of the total variance. Since it is below 50% (Fuller et al., 2016), the common method 

bias could not be a concerning issue. 

 

SEM Estimation 

The partially mediated model was compared with the hypothesized model. The assessment of 

model fit statistics with the chi-square difference test revealed that the difference between the 

partially mediated model ( χ2 = 627.488, df = 211, χ2 /df = 2.97) and the hypothesized model 

( χ2 = 621.548, df = 209, χ2 /df = 2.97) with 2 degrees of freedom was not significant. 

Accordingly, the hypothesized model ( χ2 = 627.488, df = 211, χ2 /df = 2.97, CFI = 0.96, 

PCFI = 0.80, RMSEA = 0.07; Bagozzi & Yi, 1988) was used for the SEM estimation. This 

study assessed the joint mediating impact of CEDs in the association between environmental 

CSR, PI, and SB. As depicted in Figure 2, relationship equity (λ = 0.965) is the most 

significant indicator of CEDs. This is followed by value equity (λ = 0.938) and brand equity 

(λ = 0.887). Hypothesis 1 concerning the positive impact of environmental CSR on CEDs 

was supported (β = 0.574, t = 11.61). Hypothesis 2, which addressed the direct impact of 

CEDs on PI (β = 0.776, t = 12.95), was significantly supported by the empirical data. 

Nevertheless, the impact of CEDs on SB (β = −0.12, t = −1.82) was not empirically 

supported. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was rejected. Hypotheses 4 and 5 proposed that CEDs 

jointly mediate the impact of environmental CSR on travelers’ PI and SB, respectively. To 

test these hypotheses, the direct impact of environmental CSR on PI and SB was tested first. 

The statistical results revealed that environmental CSR does not exert a significant impact on 

PI (β = −0.09, t = −1.05) and SB (β = 0.09, t = 1.48). Hence, the indirect impact of 

environmental CSR on PI and SB via the mediating role of CEDs was assessed using the 

Sobel test. The results revealed that CEDs fully mediate the impact of environmental CSR on 

PI (z = 8.64). This provides empirical support for Hypothesis 4.  

 

 

Table 1. Convergent Validity Estimates and Internal Consistency Results. 

 

 



Note. AVE = average variance extracted; CR = composite reliability; CSR = corporate social responsibility; CED = customer 

equity drivers. Kaiser– Meyer–Olkin measure of sampling adequacy: 0.934; Bartlett’s test of sphericity sig: .000. All data 

have been normally distributed. The variance inflation factor estimation for environmental CSR (1.49) and CEDs (1.48) as 

manifested by brand equity (3.10), value equity (3.01), and relationship equity (3.79) revealed that the multicollinearity is 

not a concerning factor (Hair et al., 2010). 

 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations. 

 
Note. CSR = corporate social responsibility; CED = customer equity drivers; PI = purchase intention; SB = switching 

behavior. 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed). 

 

However, Hypothesis 5 was rejected, since CEDs exert no mediating effect in the 

relationshipbetween environmental CSR and SB. In addition, the impact of gender was 

controlled for statistical confounds. The  results showed that the impact of gender on CEDs, 

PI, and SB was not significant. Moreover, a one-way ANOVA was performed to assess the 

differences in CEDs, PI, and SB across three types of flights, including first class, business 

class, and economy class. According to the results, there was a significant difference across 

groups conferring CEDs (F = 4.98, p < 0.01) and PI (F = 5.092, p < 0.01). 

The results of Tukey’s posthoc analysis further revealed a significant difference between 

travelers flying in economy class and first class in terms of CEDs (p = 0.030) and PI (p = 

0.018). As shown in Figure 3, travelers flying in economy class (coded 3) tend to demonstrate 

lower CEDs and PI, respectively. Nevertheless, the results revealed a none significant 

difference across flight types concerning traveler SB (p = 0.938). In all, the proposed SEM 

explains 33% variance in CEDs, 52% variance in PI, and relatively a limited variance (i.e., 

1%) in SB. 

 

Discussion 

This study successfully contributes to the service marketing literature, in general, and 

sustainable tourism literature, in particular, by theoretically developing a conceptual model 

and empirically examining the relationship among environmental CSR, CEDs, PI, and SB.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Conceptual model. 



 
Figure 2. Structural parameter estimates. 

Note. CFI = comparative fit index; PCFI = parsimony comparative fit index; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of 

approximation; ns = not significant. 

 

Underpinned by the service-dominant logic of marketing (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2017) and 

the S-O-R framework (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974), the current research extends the growing 

body of knowledge in sustainable tourism literature by examining the joint mediating role of 

CEDs as manifested by brand equity, value equity, and relationship equity in the relationships 

between environmental CSR, travelers’ PI, and SB in the airline industry. Environmental 

CSR plays a major part in establishing an appropriate relationship with customers and 

creating an eco-friendly image. 

The airline industry is an integral pillar of tourism development (Papatheodorou, 2021), and 

its negative environmental impacts contribute to the overall environmental concerns 

associated with tourism. In line with the extant literature (e.g., Sun et al., 2014, 2020; Sun & 

Ko, 2016), this study revealed that environmental CSR as a significant dimension of CSR in 

the airline industry (Han, Al-Ansi, et al., 2020), is positively associated with CEDs. This 

study is unique concerning the assessment of environmental CSR in the airline industry, as 

previous research has been scant in the context of heavy industries, such as the airline 

industry with a high level of carbon footprint and negative repercussions, such as air 

pollution, climate change, and global warming (Hwang & Choi, 2021; Kim, Kim & Hwang, 

2020). According to Sun et al. (2014), environmental activities performed by organizations 

usually will be ignored by customers in industries with low negative environmental impact 

while highlighting the significance of such initiatives in industries with high negative 

environmental footprints. This implies the fact that the association between environmental 

CSR and CEDs is of great importance in industries such as the airline industry which strongly 

influences the environment. 

In addition, relationship equity was found as the most significant indicator of CEDs in the 

airline industry. According to Lemon et al. (2001), relationship equity plays a vital part in 

service industries, such as the airline industry, because customer loyalty and future purchase 

are among key success factors for such service settings. As such, it sounds plausible for 

airlines to establish a beneficial and profitable relationship with their customers and 

encourage them to use their brands by implementing environmental CSR initiatives. Indeed, 

establishing an improved relationship with customers could benefit companies greatly. 

According to Niu et al. (2016), the aviation industry in developing countries can receive 

financial support from their customers to promote their environmental protection activities. 

This is also consistent with the studies by Hao and Chon (2022), Ou and Verhoef (2017), and 



Lee and Park (2019), who found that relationship equity is a key driver of customer equity in 

the tourism and hospitality industries. 

However, this finding varies from the study of Hyun (2009) carried out in the context of 

chain restaurants, with brand value being the most important driver of customer equity. Such 

variations in findings within the extant CEDs literature underline the significance of business 

context and setting in determining the most important indicators of CEDs across industries 

(Lee & Park, 2019). Even though customer equity is receiving rising research attention in the 

service marketing literature (Lee & Park, 2019), less is known about the antecedents and 

consequences of such a phenomenon in the airline industry. More importantly, the findings 

demonstrate that CEDs have a positive impact on travelers’ PI and fully mediate the impact 

of environmental CSR on travelers’ PI in the airline industry. 

A large number of previous studies have shown that value equity and brand equity as the 

drivers of customer equity has a direct impact on the customers’ PI through tangible attributes 

(e.g., price and physical settings) and intangible aspects (e.g., brand image and relationships; 

Holehonnur et al., 2009; Irshad, 2012; Ashill and Sinha, 2004; Chang & Liu, 2009). 

However, this study postulates that relationship equity accumulated by travelers through their 

interactions with the airline not only has a stronger direct impact on their PI but can also 

enhance the impact of environmental CSR on travelers’ PI. This could be due to the reason 

that environmental CSRlinks firms with ethical values, sustainability, and reliability 

(Martínez et al., 2014), which could positively influence the customers’ responses to such 

initiatives and enhance their PI. From a cultural standpoint, it can be argued that in 

collectivist societies such as Iran, individuals are expected to follow the social norms and 

have strong cohesive relationships with other people, which indicates that better and more 

enhanced relationships between customers and organizations could potentially lead to a 

higher level of customer PI (Ruiz-Mafe et al., 2013).  

 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Tukey posthoc results. 

 

 

Iran is a country with a collectivist culture and the significance of the aforementioned 

association can be well established. This study also examined the impact of CEDs on 

travelers’ SB. According to Vogel et al. (2008), CEDs can significantly predict future sales, 

and hence, it is important to know how CEDs affect customer SB. Surprisingly and contrary 

to the extant literature(e.g., Jung et al., 2017; Saeed & Azmi, 2019; Vogel et al., 2008; Wu et 

al., 2016), the negative hypothetical relationship between CEDs and travelers’ SB has been 

rejected by the empirical data. Generally, dissatisfied customers with low perceived quality or 

inflated prices (i.e., low in value equity; Fu & Hu, 2011), show a greater tendency to switch 

(Ou & Verhoef, 2017). Moreover, the perceived value is the core need for the firms to 

establish an appropriate and long-term relationship with the customers, and if customers feel 



that the offered products or services do not fulfill their needs, brand and relationship equity as 

other drivers of customer equity cannot result in generating more revenue and profits for the 

firms (Lemon et al., 2001). Surprisingly, CEDs could not predict travelers’ SB in the Iranian 

airline industry, which is an inconsistent behavior that requires further investigation. Having 

said that, one possible explanation for exhibiting such behavior lies in the fact that cultural 

and contextual factors, including uncertainty avoidance, have an influential impact on 

customers’ SB (Saeed & Azmi, 2019; Shukla, 2009). According to Scherer et al. (2011), 

consumers might react differently to the same stimulus across various cultural backgrounds. 

More specifically, uncertainty avoidance, as Hofstede’s (Hofstede et al., 2005) cultural 

dimension measures the level of uncertainty that members of a culture are willing to tolerate 

through unstructured situations. Unstructured situations are mainly surprising and vary from 

what is usual; hence, members of a culture with a relatively high score in uncertainty 

avoidance are more disposed to minimize their SB to maintain their past behavior and 

attitudes. In a similar vein, the mediating relationship of environmental CSR and SB through 

CEDs has also been rejected. A possible explanation could be that consumers’ choices in 

poor economies are mainly driven by the price range. In addition, Paul et al. (2016) argued 

that customers in developed countries appear to be more concerned with environmental issues 

than those in developing countries. 

Therefore, it could be argued that such customers, from developing countries, do not 

potentially include environmental concerns and considerations in their purchase behavior due 

to their limited environmental knowledge and financial difficulties. Such variations have also 

been evident in travelers’ ratings of CEDs and their PI across different types of flights. It 

appears that the impact of environmental CSR on CEDs and PI is stronger for travellers 

flying first class compared to the ones who are flying economy class. These findings are 

consistent with the findings of Brochado et al. (2019) and have implications for airline 

marketing. 

 

Theoretical Contributions 

This study contributes to service marketing as well as sustainable tourism research by 

extending environmental CSR literature to the airline industry. Despite a few studies that 

have investigated CSR activities in the airline industry (Chang et al., 2015; Cowper-Smith & 

de Grosbois, 2011; Jing & Moon, 2021; Karaman & Akman, 2018; Kuo et al., 2016), less is 

known about the impact of environmental CSR on travelers’ perceptions and other significant 

values (Han, Chua, et al., 2020; Hwang & Lyu, 2020; Lee, 2016). This study revealed that 

while environmental CSR predicts traveller PI through the mediation of CEDs, it fails to 

impact SB in the context of the Iranian air transport market. This study further advances the 

current knowledge appertaining the joint mediating impact of CEDs on environmental CSR 

and travelers’ critical outcomes. 

A review of extant literature revealed that CEDs have been widely tested in isolation (e.g., 

Sun & Ko, 2016; Sun et al., 2014; Vogel et al., 2008), and with some exceptions (e.g., Bruhn 

et al., 2008; Furinto et al., 2009; Kim, 2015), there is limited knowledge about the 

simultaneous impact of customer equity drivers on customers’ behavioral outcomes. 

Accordingly, this study fills the gap by treating customer equity drivers as a second-order 

construct to advance the current knowledge regarding the joint impact of CEDs on 

travelers’PI and SB in the airline industry. Relationship equity is focused on firms’ attempts 

to build a successful relationship with customers (Kim, Kim & Hwang 2020) and was found 

as the most salient element of CEDs. 

Specifically, the results empirically supported the full mediating role of CEDs in the 

previously mentioned associations. In all, the results revealed that a strong mediating 

mechanism is needed to boost the impact of environmental CSR on travelers’ PI. 



Nevertheless, travelers in the Iranian air travel market may still switch to other airlines for 

more favorable values beyond environmental concerns. This implies that researchers capture 

cultural differences and investigate the mediating mechanisms that would significantly affect 

customer SB in environmental CSR research. In particular, this research has adapted S-O-R 

as a theoretical framework to understand customer behaviors. The S-O-R framework has 

been previously used in the service marketing literature (Peng & Kim, 2014; Luqman et al., 

2017). Given the S-O-R framework (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974), the current study 

indicates that environmental CSR as the stimulus (S) could cause changes in customers’ 

organismic states (O) in terms of CEDs and result in PI as the behavioural response (R). 

However, the S-O-R framework failed to predict SB among travelers in the context of the 

Iranian air travel market. Even though Nardella et al. (2020) argue that customers perceive 

negative emotions when they understand that the company does not invest in CSR, Louis et 

al. (2019) postulated that the impact of environmental CSR is contingent on the groups of 

consumers considered very responsible consumers and the least responsible consumers. 

Finally, this study advances the current understanding of airline engagement with the United 

Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs; Perryman et al., 2022). Through 

environmental CSR adaptation, airlines’ attempt to invoke responsible consumption and 

production profiled under Goal 12 and responds to the call for climate action as Goal 13 and 

reduced dependency on fossil fuel as the central target of SDG 12 (Naidoo and Fisher, 2020; 

United Nations, 2015), and energy-efficiency initiatives as a significant contribution to Goal 

7 (i.e., universal access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy; Nurunnabi et 

al., 2019). 

 

Practical Implications 

A moral firm that actively uses CSR initiatives, particularly in environmentally conscious 

ways, has a better chance of increasing customer retention rates and building a 

positivereputation and attitude toward the firm. This is even more true in the airline industry 

(Kim, Lee, & Roh, 2020), but the firm needs a tool for forecasting and evaluating the success 

of their sustainable marketing activities, and customer equitycan do it efficiently (Sun & Ko, 

2016). Concerning the research results, environmental CSR has been identified as a 

significant factor that has a positive effect on CEDs and it is shown that airline eco-friendly 

activities can alter consumers’ behaviors and attitudes. 

More important, performing environmental activities, such as reductions in fuel consumption 

and greenhouse gas emissions in the airline industry could influence travelers’ behaviors in 

order to support the airlines that strive to contribute to SDGs, in terms of responsible 

consumption and production (Goal 12), affordable and clean energy (Goal 7), and climate 

action (Goal 13; United Nations, 2015). As Lee et al. (2018) suggest, firms’ eco-friendly 

activities can be undertaken without sacrificing firms’ financial performance. 

Therefore, it is recommended that airline managers engage in environmental CSR practices 

and energy efficiency projects to respond to SDGs (Moneva et al., 2019; Nurunnabi et al., 

2019). Findings also suggest that CEDs as manifested by value equity, brand equity, and 

relationship equity, can mediate the impact of environmental CSR activities on travelers’ PI. 

The results initially ring the alarm for airline managers to consider the contributions of 

environmental CSR as positive signals of the airline’s goodwill toward the environment. This 

would in turn facilitates consumers’ identification of the firm leading to an improved level of 

relationship quality between customers and the firm (Aljarah et al., 2018). As such, airline 

managers should reinforce environmental CSR communication and set environmentally 

friendly actions at the corporate strategic level. Airline managers are also encouraged to 

invest in strategies that enhance CEDs among travelers. Specifically, relationship equity as 

the strongest indicator of CEDs needs further attention for an established amount of public 



awareness devoted to the importance of environmental sustainability, and significant changes 

in individuals’ lifestyles with a tendency toward environmentally friendly behavior (Han, Al-

Ansi, et al., 2020). 

Relationship equity enhancement can be reached by utilizing different engagement strategies, 

such as loyalty programs (Hao & Chon, 2022; Yoshida & Gordon, 2012). As declared by Liu 

and Mattila (2016), there is impressive proof to recommend that CSR programs may well be 

a key for firms to build brand relationships with consumers. 

Appropriately, service companies have begun to compound CSR into their loyalty programs. 

In line with this, airline managers can work on plans that facilitate loyalty program 

memberships for passengers who exhibit green behaviors such as online check-in or 

willingness to pay for green products in their air travel. Such enhanced relationship equity 

enables airline managers to know their customers better, customize their offers based on 

customers’ needs, and retain them as satisfied and loyal customers (Casais et al., 2020; Mohd 

Sam & Tahir, 2009). In addition, innovative products and services in form of (a) 

technologically driven innovations including winglets, continuous descent approach, and 

biofuels and (b) process-driven innovations such as CO2- offset programs, online check-in 

processes, and charges for checked luggage (Yan et al., 2016) can be deployed to develop 

perceived value equity (Sun et al., 2014). 

Among various marketing facilities, social media has been a significant tool to present 

numerous services and products to the market. Social media affects the brand image designed 

by marketers and support it to be delivered online via consumers. On the contrary, it is 

making a reformation in the ways consumers obtain their preferred information. 

Respectively, brand awareness as another component of brand equity is impacted by social 

media (Masa’deh et al., 2021; Seo et al., 2020). Consistently, Book et al. (2018) argued that 

online reviews have a great impact on the evaluations and choices of consumers. Therefore, 

airline managers are encouraged to leverage the potential of social media and enhance brand 

equity not only through environmental CSR-related interactions between the firm and 

customers but also by preparing a suitable context for customers to engage with the electronic 

word of mouth about eco-friendly attempts of the airline. 

Finally, brand equity is an important competitive tool to attract and retain consumers 

(Hajipour et al., 2013). Loyal customers are satisfied, have trust in the brand, and are less 

likely to switch brands. Such customers are less expensive to retain and relatively require less 

marketing budget and act as strong barriers for competitors to enter the market. Therefore, 

airline managers are strongly recommended to enhance brand equity to affect passengers’ 

choice of their brand, PI, and overall satisfaction with their services (de Oliveira & Caetano, 

2019). 

 

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

The results of the current study should be interpreted in light of its limitations. First, the data 

were collected with crosssectional data that referenced the knowledge of passengers about a 

specific airline. Collectively, these would raise the issue of the common method variance 

(CMV) and memory bias. In light of Harman’s one-factor test, CMV was not a statistical 

issue, and the memory bias was controlled with the reference to the immediate airline that the 

passengers tendedto fly with. However, future research is encouraged to capture the proposed 

associations using longitudinal data to avoid the limitations associated with the cross-

sectional data. 

This study used CEDs as the mediating mechanism to assess the impact of environmental 

CSR on passengers’ critical outcomes. In future research, additional mediators such as brand 

love and brand identity could be used to enhance the current knowledge regarding the impact 

of environmental CSR on passengers’ PI and SB. In light of inconsistencies found between 



the results of the current study and the extant literature and in line with Godefroit-Winkel et 

al. (2022) regarding the differential impact of environmental CSR on customers’ responses 

across cultures, future research is called for to assess the significance of such association in 

different cultural settings such as China and the United Kingdom to determine the role of 

culture in consumer behaviour concerning environmental CSR. 

Specifically, Olya et al. (2021) found that in collectivist cultures, environmental sustainability 

should be followed by social and economic suitability practices to predict customer 

responses. Therefore, a combination of predictor variables (i.e., environmental, social, and 

economic CSR) should develop the current understanding of the CSR–customer response 

nexus in tourism sustainability literature. Furthermore, the results of the current research 

revealed that first-class travelers are having more favorable approachtoward environmental 

CSR activities of the airline and are more willing to show PI toward the perceived 

economically friendly airline. Such a distinction calls for more research to investigate the 

significant impact of environmental CSR initiatives across various segments of tourism and 

hospitality markets. In closing, this study was conducted in the airline industry; therefore, a 

replication of the study could help advance the knowledge about the associations of 

environmental CSR, CEDS, PI, and SB in other contexts such as hotels and restaurants. 
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