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ABSTRACT

The dairy sector contributes significantly to agricultural economies through its role in food security, nutrition,
and rural livelihoods. Although agri-food firms increasingly adopt Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG)
practices, empirical evidence on how these practices translate into brand-related market outcomes in emerging
agricultural markets remains scarce. Drawing on stakeholder theory and signaling theory, this study investigates
whether ESG practices function as signals that shape customer-based brand equity in the dairy industry. Survey
data collected from 280 dairy consumers in Vietnam were analyzed using partial least squares structural equation
modeling. The results indicate asymmetric effects of ESG dimensions on customer-based brand equity. Governance
practices influence all brand equity dimensions, environmental practices are associated with brand associations
and brand loyalty, while social practices primarily relate to brand loyalty. These results suggest that ESG initia-
tives help reduce information asymmetry and strengthen the perceived credibility of agri-food brands. This study
contributes to branding and agri-food sustainability research by providing evidence of asymmetric ESG signaling ef-
fects in an emerging market context. The findings further inform managers and policymakers about the importance
of governance transparency and ESG communication in building consumer trust and enhancing competitiveness in
developing dairy markets.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, firms have increasingly recog-
nized that long-term competitiveness and sustainability
depend not only on financial performance but also on
their ability to address environmental, social, and gover-
nance (ESG) responsibilities. ESG has emerged as a com-
prehensive framework that extends beyond traditional
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) by emphasizing
measurable, strategic, and governance-related practices
that influence firm value and stakeholder trust!!, ESG
builds on CSR by providing measurable criteria to eval-
uate a company’s ethical, social, and governance perfor-
mance, while CSR lays the foundation by promoting cor-
porate responsibility toward stakeholders, society, and
the environment[?). As markets become more transpar-
ent and information more accessible, consumers are no
longer passive recipients of corporate claims but active
evaluators of firms’ environmental stewardship, social
engagement, and ethical governance.

From a marketing perspective, ESG practices play
an important role in shaping consumer perceptions and
strengthening brand-related outcomes. Prior research
suggests that responsible corporate behavior enhances
consumer trust, favorable brand attitudes, and purchase
intentions, thereby contributing to stronger brand eq-
uity[>*. Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE), as con-
ceptualized by Keller [°], refers to the differential effect of
brand knowledge on consumer responses to marketing
activities. ESG practices may influence CBBE by signal-
ing credibility, transparency, and a firm'’s long-term com-
mitment to stakeholders, thereby shaping consumers’
Compared to CSR, ESG
provides a more structured and multidimensional lens

evaluations of brand value 5]

through which consumers may evaluate corporate re-
sponsibility and brand value.

Prior studies have shown that ESG practices en-
hance corporate reputation, stakeholder trust, and cus-
tomer loyalty[®-°], existing research has largely concen-
trated on macro-level outcomes such as financial per-
formance and investor behavior!'®!1, Consequently,
the mechanisms through which ESG initiatives influ-
ence consumer-level brand responses remain underex-

8,9,12]

plored! Existing research has primarily exam-

ined the relationship between sustainability initiatives
and customer-based brand equity (CBBE) in service
industries and consumer goods sectors, such as fash-
ion®, banking!'3], and energy'*l. However, the mech-
anisms through which ESG practices influence brand eqg-
uity may differ significantly in agri-food contexts due to
the unique characteristics of agricultural products, in-
cluding issues related to food safety, traceability, and
complex value chains. Agri-food markets are character-
ized by a high prevalence of credence attributes, includ-
ing food safety, animal welfare, environmental sustain-
ability, and production transparency, which consumers
Under

such conditions, consumers often rely on external sig-

cannot easily verify even after consumption.

nals to assess product quality and brand credibility [ 71,
ESG-related initiatives may therefore function as infor-
mational signals that reduce uncertainty, enhance per-
ceived brand reliability, and thereby shape consumer
evaluations of brand value.

Despite the relevance of this mechanism, exist-
ing literature has not sufficiently examined how differ-
ent ESG dimensions contribute to the formation of spe-
cific components of customer-based brand equity within
agricultural markets. Against this backdrop, the dairy
sector provides a particularly relevant setting for inves-
tigating these dynamics. In such a setting, ESG practices
may influence not only consumer perceptions of brand
credibility but also broader market coordination mech-
anisms that sustain trust across stakeholders. These dy-
namics may become even more salient in emerging dairy
markets, where rapid industry expansion, evolving regu-
latory frameworks, and growing public attention to food
safety and environmental sustainability heighten con-
sumer sensitivity to ESG-related information when form-
ing brand evaluations. However, most empirical studies
examining ESG-branding relationships have been con-
ducted in developed economies and have not systemati-
cally explored how ESG initiatives influence brand equity
formation in emerging agri-food markets.

Vietnam represents a particularly relevant context
for examining sustainability and ESG practices in the
dairy sector. The Vietnamese dairy market has experi-
enced rapid expansion in recent years, driven by rising

incomes, urbanization, and increasing health awareness.
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Market reports estimate that the industry reached ap-
proximately USD 5.7 billion in 2024 and is projected to
exceed USD 13 billion by 2033151, Similarly, Statista[16]
reports that the Dairy Products & Eggs market in Viet-
nam is expected to generate USD 8.495 billion in rev-
enue in 2024, with a projected compound annual growth
rate (CAGR) of 7.61% from 2024 to 2029, reaching USD
12.257 billion by 2029. This rapid expansion highlights
the growing importance of trust, quality assurance, and
transparency in shaping consumer perceptions of dairy
brands. At the same time, increasing consumer aware-
ness of food safety, health, and corporate responsibility
has intensified expectations for sustainable and respon-
sible business practices. Despite these developments,
empirical evidence on how environmental, social, and
governance (ESG) practices influence consumer percep-
tions and brand-related outcomes in Vietnam’s dairy in-
dustry remains limited [17-201,

To address this gap, the present study exam-
ines the impact of Environmental, Social, and Gover-
nance (ESG) practices on Customer-Based Brand Eg-
uity (CBBE) in the Vietnamese dairy industry. This re-
search contributes to the literature in three important
ways. First, it develops a clearer theoretical linkage be-
tween ESG practices and the customer-based brand eq-
uity framework within agri-food markets. Specifically,
the study conceptualizes ESG initiatives as credibility sig-
nals that reduce information asymmetry and influence
consumers’ brand evaluations in markets where prod-
uct quality and production processes are difficult for con-
sumers to directly observe. By framing ESG as a signal-
ing mechanism, the study explains how sustainability
practices can shape consumer perceptions of trust, re-
sponsibility, and brand value. Second, the study extends
ESG and branding research to the context of an emerging
agricultural economy. Empirical evidence from the Viet-
namese dairy sector highlights how governance quality,
transparency, and social responsibility function as crit-
ical mechanisms for strengthening trust in agricultural
value chains. Finally, the research provides insights
into how ESG-driven branding strategies may enhance
brand equity while simultaneously supporting sustain-
able agricultural market development, linking consumer

perceptions with broader value-chain governance and

long-term market sustainability.

The remainder of the paper is structured as fol-
lows. The next section reviews the theoretical founda-
tions and relevant literature on ESG and customer-based
brand equity, followed by the development of the re-
search framework and hypotheses. The methodology
section describes the data collection procedures and an-
alytical approach. The results are then presented and
discussed in relation to existing literature. Finally, the
study concludes with implications, limitations, and di-
rections for future research.

2. Literature Review and Hypothe-
ses Development

2.1. Underpinning Theory

This study draws on stakeholder theory and sig-
naling theory to explain the relationship between Envi-
ronmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) practices and
Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE) in the dairy in-
dustry. Stakeholder theory conceptualizes firms as en-
tities that are accountable not only to shareholders but
also to a wider set of stakeholders whose interests are
affected by corporate activities 21231, In food-related in-
dustries such as dairy, consumers constitute a particu-
larly influential stakeholder group due to the close link-
age between products, public health, nutrition, and ev-
eryday consumption. From this perspective, consumers
do not merely evaluate functional product attributes but
also assess firms’ environmental responsibility, social
engagement, and ethical standards when forming brand-
related judgments. When dairy firms demonstrate ESG
practices that are consistent with stakeholder expecta-
tions, they are more likely to achieve legitimacy and cul-
tivate trust, which serve as essential foundations for the
development of strong brand equity.

While stakeholder theory explains firms’ motiva-
tions to adopt ESG practices, signaling theory provides
insight into how such practices shape consumer percep-
tions in markets characterized by information asymme-
try. Signaling theory addresses situations in which one
party holds superior information and communicates this
information through observable signals to reduce uncer-
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24251 In the dairy sector,

tainty for the receiving party!
consumers often lack the ability to directly verify criti-
cal attributes such as food safety, nutritional quality, pro-
duction processes, or ethical sourcing prior to purchase.
Consequently, ESG practices operate as salient market
signals that convey information about a firm's credibil-
ity, quality orientation, and long-term commitment. Sig-
naling theory further highlights that consumers are of-
ten exposed to multiple signals that may be complemen-
tary or contradictory, requiring them to integrate di-
verse pieces of information when forming brand evalu-

5125261 In industries characterized by high levels

ation
of information asymmetry, such as the dairy industry,
the interpretation of ESG-related signals becomes par-
ticularly important. Well-aligned and coherent ESG prac-
tices help reduce perceived uncertainty and mitigate am-
biguity, thereby supporting more positive assessments
of brand credibility and integrity.

Environmental initiatives, social responsibility pro-
grams, and governance mechanisms function as visi-
ble indicators that allow consumers to infer a firm’s
ethical orientation and operational reliability. Previ-
ous studies suggest that consumers increasingly rely
on sustainability-related cues when evaluating food
brands, particularly in contexts where concerns about
health, safety, and environmental impact are pro-
nounced (2?27 281 The effectiveness of these signals de-
pends not only on their presence but also on their per-
ceived consistency and transparency. Clear and credi-
ble communication of ESG commitments enhances sig-
nal reliability, strengthens consumer confidence, and

fosters favorable brand perceptions 28 2°]

. By integrat-
ing stakeholder theory and signaling theory, this study
conceptualizes ESG practices as strategic responses to
stakeholder expectations that simultaneously function

as market signals to reduce information asymmetry.

2.2. Environmental, Social, and Governance

Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) has
emerged as a dominant framework for assessing cor-
porate sustainability and ethical performance beyond
traditional financial indicators. Unlike Corporate So-
cial Responsibility (CSR), which is often conceptualized

as voluntary and philanthropic, ESG emphasizes struc-

tured, measurable, and strategically integrated practices
that reflect firms’ accountability to a broad set of stake-
holders!!. The ESG framework encompasses environ-
mental responsibility, such as resource efficiency and
emissions reduction; social responsibility, including la-
bor practices, community engagement, and consumer
protection; and governance quality reflected in trans-
parency, accountability, and ethical leadership.

From a theoretical perspective, ESG is closely
aligned with stakeholder theory, which posits that firms
generate long-term value by addressing the interests
of multiple stakeholder groups rather than prioritizing

shareholders alone (%2l

ESG practices signal a firm’s
commitment to responsible value creation, thereby re-
ducing information asymmetry and enhancing stake-
holder trust. From the lens of signaling theory, ESG
initiatives serve as observable indicators of firm qual-
ity, particularly in markets where consumers have lim-
ited ability to directly evaluate product safety, ethical
standards, or corporate integrity[!°l. In marketing and
branding research, ESG has increasingly been recog-
nized as an important driver of consumer perceptions
and brand-related outcomes. Empirical studies suggest
that firms with strong ESG performance tend to enjoy
higher levels of consumer trust, more favorable brand
t[4301 By

associating brands with ethical values, social contribu-

attitudes, and stronger emotional attachmen

tion, and long-term orientation, ESG initiatives enhance
brand meaning and strengthen customer-based brand
equity®l. Compared to CSR, ESG provides a more com-
prehensive and credible framework that allows con-
sumers to evaluate not only firms’ environmental and so-
cial engagement but also the consistency and reliability
of such efforts through governance mechanisms.
Despite the growing body of ESG research, much
of the existing literature remains focused on financial
outcomes, including firm performance, risk mitigation,
and investment attractiveness!®!l. Empirical studies
adopting a consumer-centric perspective, particularly
those examining the impact of ESG on brand equity di-

mensions, remain relatively limited [18-20],

This gap is
especially evident in emerging markets, where institu-
tional environments, consumer awareness, and regula-

tory frameworks differ substantially from those in devel-
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oped economies.

The relevance of ESG becomes particularly pro-
nounced in the dairy industry due to its direct connec-
tion to environmental sustainability, public health, and
social welfare. Dairy production is resource-intensive,
involving substantial water consumption, greenhouse
gas emissions, and land use, which places considerable

pressure on environmental systems[32],

Consequently,
environmental ESG practices in the dairy sector com-
monly focus on sustainable sourcing, waste manage-
ment, emissions control, and animal welfare. Firms
that demonstrate strong environmental responsibility
are more likely to be perceived by consumers as trust-
worthy and forward-looking, which may positively influ-
ence brand evaluations.

Social ESG practices are equally critical in the dairy
industry because dairy products are closely associated
with nutrition, food safety, and family well-being. Con-
sumers expect dairy firms to ensure high product qual-
ity, transparent labeling, fair treatment of farmers and
employees, and meaningful contributions to community
development![®l. Social responsibility initiatives related
to consumer health, farmer support programs, and com-
munity engagement can foster emotional connections
between consumers and brands, thereby strengthening
brand loyalty and positive brand associations.

Governance practices play a fundamental yet often
underexamined role in shaping consumer perceptions
in the dairy sector. Strong governance mechanisms, in-
cluding transparent reporting, ethical leadership, effec-
tive quality control systems, and compliance with food
safety regulations, are essential for ensuring the credi-
bility of environmental and social claims!33l. In indus-
tries characterized by high information asymmetry and
perceived consumer risk, such as food and dairy, gover-
nance quality is particularly important for building trust
and mitigating concerns related to greenwashing or mis-
leading sustainability communication. In emerging mar-
kets such as Vietnam, ESG adoption in the dairy industry
is shaped by rapid market growth, evolving regulatory
frameworks, and rising consumer awareness of sustain-
ability issues. While leading dairy firms have increas-
ingly incorporated ESG principles into their strategies,

empirical evidence on how these practices influence con-

sumer perceptions and customer-based brand equity re-
mains scarce. Existing studies in Vietnam tend to em-
phasize CSR disclosure or general sustainability aware-
ness rather than examining ESG as a multidimensional
construct and its impact on specific branding outcomes.
This lack of empirical insight highlights the need for sys-
tematic research that investigates the relationship be-
tween ESG practices and customer-based brand equity
in the dairy industry.

2.3. Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE)

Aaker3* 35 was among the first to propose that
brand equity from a customer perspective is composed
of four key dimensions: brand loyalty, brand aware-
ness, perceived quality, and brand associations[3¢]. Ac-

r34, brand equity consists of several

cording to Aake
key assets that create value for a company, including
brand loyalty, brand awareness, perceived brand quality,
brand associations, and other proprietary brand assets
such as patents, trademarks, and distribution relation-
ships. Among these, brand loyalty, awareness, and per-
ceived quality are considered the most critical, as loyalty
drives predictable sales and profit streams, while aware-
ness and perceived quality shape consumer perceptions
and overall brand evaluation. Brand associations fur-
ther enhance the consumer’s connection with the brand,
whereas other proprietary assets are generally of lesser
importance.

Keller®! defines CBBE as the differential effect of
brand knowledge on consumer response to marketing
efforts. This concept emphasizes that brand equity is
created when consumers possess strong, favorable, and
unique brand associations, leading to outcomes such as
higher willingness to pay, brand loyalty, and resistance
to competitors. Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE)
thus refers to the value a brand holds in the minds of
consumers, reflected in their perceptions, attitudes, and
behavioral responses toward the brand’s marketing ac-
tivities (535371,

The CBBE framework typically consists of several
key dimensions, including brand awareness, brand as-
sociations, perceived quality, and brand loyalty 2% 23],
Brand awareness reflects consumers’ ability to recog-

nize and recall a brand, while brand associations en-
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compass the meanings, images, and values linked to the
brand in consumers’ memory. According to Zeithaml (38,
perceived quality represents consumers’ subjective eval-
uation of a product’s overall excellence, distinct from ob-
jective product-based quality. Brand loyalty captures
the extent of consumers’ commitment to repurchasing a
particular brand. Together, these dimensions constitute
the foundation of sustainable brand equity.

In the dairy industry, CBBE plays a particularly criti-
cal role due to the nature of dairy products as frequently
purchased, low-involvement yet high-trust goods. Con-
sumers often rely on brand cues to reduce perceived risk
related to food safety, nutritional value, and product au-

(131, As aresult, dairy brands with strong CBBE

thenticity
are more likely to gain consumer confidence and main-
tain long-term market positions. Brand loyalty in the
dairy sector is often reinforced through consistent prod-
uct quality, transparent information, and credible corpo-
rate behavior. Empirical studies indicate that perceived
quality is one of the most influential dimensions of CBBE
in food and dairy markets, as it directly affects consumer
satisfaction and repeat purchase intentions®°l, More-
over, positive brand associations related to health bene-
fits, natural ingredients, and ethical production practices
significantly enhance consumers’ evaluations of dairy
brands. Brand awareness also remains essential in com-
petitive retail environments, where consumers are ex-
posed to a wide range of similar dairy products and must
make quick purchase decisions.

In emerging markets such as Vietnam, the devel-
opment of CBBE in the dairy industry is shaped by in-
creasing consumer sophistication and heightened sen-
sitivity to corporate credibility. Vietnamese consumers
tend to associate strong brands with higher safety stan-
dards and responsible business practices, particularly in

(401, However,

the context of past food safety incidents
despite the growing importance of brand equity in the
dairy sector, limited research has examined how CBBE
is formed and strengthened through non-traditional
branding drivers such as corporate sustainability prac-
tices. Overall, the literature highlights that CBBE is a cru-
cial determinant of competitive advantage in the dairy in-
dustry, and understanding the drivers of CBBE is essen-

tial for dairy firms seeking to build strong, trustworthy,

and sustainable brands in both developed and emerging
markets.

2.4. ESG Practices, Customer-Based Brand
Equity and Sustainable Agricultural
Development

Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) prac-
tices reflect firms’ strategic orientation toward responsi-
ble and sustainable value creation. From a stakeholder
perspective, firms that address the expectations of multi-
ple stakeholder groups are more likely to generate long-
term value and receive favorable stakeholder evalua-

tions [® 9],

Complementing this view, signaling theory
posits that ESG initiatives provide observable signals of
firm quality, credibility, and ethical orientation in mar-
kets characterized by information asymmetry, such as
agri-food systems where consumers have limited abil-
ity to verify production processes and corporate con-
duct (2024,

Recent years have seen growing attention to ESG
among investors, regulators, and the public, leading
firms to adopt more stakeholder-oriented strategies and
expand nonfinancial disclosures3® 411, Policymakers
have also strengthened regulatory frameworks to en-
hance transparency and accountability in ESG report-
ing[*2. A large body of literature has examined ESG dis-
closure and its implications for stakeholder responses,
firm valuation, and market outcomes. Prior studies
show that ESG transparency reduces information asym-
metry and influences investor and stakeholder percep-
tions!. In marketing research, sustainability initiatives
have been shown to influence consumer trust, brand atti-
tudes, and loyalty®*. However, sustainability commu-
nication is also associated with concerns about green-
washing and consumer skepticism, particularly when
governance mechanisms are weak or disclosures are
perceived as symbolic rather than substantive [43,

In agri-food markets, many product attributes rep-
resent credence characteristics that consumers cannot
directly verify, making institutional and corporate gov-
ernance mechanisms central to trust formation 7181, In
this context, ESG practices may function as quality as-
surance and credibility signals within agricultural value

chains, influencing consumer-based brand equity and
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coordination among supply chain actors. Accordingly,
this study conceptualizes ESG as a multidimensional con-
struct and investigates the direct effects of environmen-
tal, social, and governance practices on customer-based

brand equity in the Vietnamese dairy industry.

2.5. Hypotheses Development

2.5.1. Environmental Practices and CBBE
Dimensions

Environmental practices reflect firms’ efforts to re-
duce environmental impact through sustainable sourc-
ing, emissions control, waste management, and environ-
mentally friendly production processes. In the food and
dairy industry, environmental responsibility is increas-
ingly salient due to growing public concern over eco-
logical sustainability and product safety. Environmen-
tally responsible firms are more likely to be recognized
and recalled by consumers, thereby enhancing brand
awareness and differentiating their brands through fa-
vorable environmental associations[®/. Within the food
and beverage sector, and particularly in the dairy indus-
try, firms’ environmental practices play a critical role in
shaping consumer choice and reinforcing brand legiti-
macy. Prior research suggests that consumers increas-
ingly prefer healthier food products and are more likely
to purchase from companies that embed responsible and
sustainable practices into their operations 7 18],

Furthermore, consumers often interpret environ-
mental responsibility as an indicator of superior produc-
tion standards and long-term orientation, which posi-
tively influences perceived quality. Over time, consistent
environmental practices reinforce consumer confidence
and commitment, leading to stronger brand loyalty 3.
Focusing on environmental issues has gained increas-
ing importance, not only due to ethical obligations but
also because it offers a strategic advantage by enhanc-
ing customer loyalty and boosting profitability (12, This
shift is associated with a growing environmental aware-
ness among individuals who are more conscious of crit-
ical ecological and biological changes occurring world-
44]

wide*, As a result, environmental responsibility has

emerged as a significant competitive asset. Many or-

ganizations have recognized the benefits of integrating

eco-friendly practices into their corporate social respon-
sibility programs and have launched sustainable prod-
ucts to meet the expanding demand from environmen-
tally conscious consumers*®l. In signaling terms, such
sustained environmental efforts strengthen the credibil-
ity of the signals sent to the market, thereby reinforcing
positive brand evaluations across multiple dimensions.
Accordingly, environmental practices are expected to ex-
ert a positive influence on all core components of CBBE.
Therefore, environmental practices are expected to pos-
itively influence all key dimensions of CBBE. Drawing on
these arguments, this study proposes the following hy-
potheses:

H1a. Environmental practices positively influence brand

awareness.

H1b. Environmental practices positively influence brand
associations.

Hilc.
ceived quality.

Environmental practices positively influence per-

H1d. Environmental practices positively influence brand
loyalty.

2.5.2. Social Practices and CBBE Dimensions

Favorable consumer perceptions of a dairy firm’s
social and ethical practices play an important role in
shaping and strengthening brand equity. From a strate-
gic perspective, sustained engagement in socially re-
sponsible activities, such as ensuring food safety, im-
plementing responsible production standards, and sup-
porting local communities, contributes to the develop-
ment of a credible and reputable brand and should
therefore be viewed as a long-term strategic invest-
ment. Prior research consistently indicates that ethical
and socially responsible firm behavior significantly in-
fluences consumer evaluations and brand-related out-
comes across different market contexts. Specifically,
socially responsible practices have been shown to en-
hance brand equity by improving brand credibility and
reputation*®], as well as by strengthening brand eq-
uity outcomes in service settings where ethical con-
(471 In the

Vietnamese dairy context, the perceived authenticity of

sumerism conditions consumer responses

firms’ social engagement has been found to reinforce
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consumer trust and stimulate advocacy behaviors 48,
More broadly, evidence from the food and beverage
sector suggests that comprehensive engagement with
ESG principles strengthens brand trust and deepens con-
sumer firm relationships, highlighting the importance of
ethical and social attributes in shaping food consump-
tion decisions. Existing studies therefore underscore
the central role of responsible business practices in at-
tracting consumers and enhancing brand equity, partic-
ularly in product categories where trustis a fundamental
driver of choice[*® 471,

Within the ESG framework, social practices capture
a firm’s responsibilities toward key stakeholder groups,
including consumers, employees, communities, and sup-
ply chain partners, and encompass issues such as prod-
uct safety, consumer health, fair labor practices, and
community involvement. In the dairy industry, the so-
cial dimension of ESG is especially salient given the close
linkage between dairy products, nutrition, family well-
being, and daily consumption. From a signaling theory
perspective, firms’ social initiatives function as observ-
able signals that communicate ethical commitment, care,
and concern for societal welfare, thereby reducing infor-
mation asymmetry and shaping favorable consumer in-
terpretations3l. Firms that consistently engage in so-
cial practices are therefore more likely to receive positive
consumer evaluations. Empirical evidence further sug-
gests that strong social performance enhances favorable
brand associations and perceived quality by reinforcing
consumers’ beliefs that firms prioritize safety and well-
being[*l. These positive perceptions foster emotional at-
tachment and commitment, which ultimately translate
into higher levels of brand loyalty. Accordingly, the so-
cial dimension of ESG is expected to exert a positive in-
fluence on all key dimensions of CBBE. Based on these
arguments, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H2a. Social practices positively influence brand aware-

ness.

H2b. Social practices positively influence brand associa-
tions.

H2c. Social practices positively influence perceived qual-
ity.

H2d. Social practices positively influence brand loyalty.

2.5.3. Governance Practices and CBBE Di-
mensions

Governance practices reflect the quality of corpo-
rate leadership, transparency, accountability, and adher-
ence to ethical and regulatory standards. Strong gover-
nance mechanisms are essential for ensuring the cred-
ibility and consistency of environmental and social ini-
tiatives, thereby reducing consumer skepticism and per-

1331 In industries characterized by high in-

ceived risk!
formation asymmetry and potential health risks, such as
dairy products, governance quality plays a critical role in
shaping consumer evaluations 7 18],

From a signaling theory perspective, transparent
and ethical governance practices function as credible
and observable signals of a firm’s integrity, reliabil-
ity, and long-term commitment to responsible manage-
ment. Such signals reduce information asymmetry be-
tween firms and consumers and enhance brand credibil-
ity, which in turn strengthens brand associations and el-

311 Moreover, the consistent

evates perceived quality!
application of sound governance practices reinforces
consumer confidence in a brand’s long-term integrity,
thereby fostering stronger brand loyalty. Accordingly,
governance practices are expected to exert a positive in-
fluence on all key components of CBBE.

Prior research provides empirical evidence that
corporate governance practices significantly influence
consumer-related outcomes, particularly in the food
and beverage sector. Effective governance mechanisms
enhance food safety management, quality assurance,
and ethical oversight, which are critical determinants
of consumer trust and brand evaluation in food mar-
kets [49:50],

closely linked to health, nutrition, and daily consump-

In the dairy industry, where products are

tion, governance structures are especially salient in
shaping consumer perceptions by ensuring regulatory
compliance, consistent production standards, and ac-
countability across the supply chain, thereby reducing
perceived risk 5% 521,

Moreover, transparent and accountable gover-
nance practices, including rigorous quality control sys-
tems and clear disclosure of production processes, act
as credible signals of product reliability and ethical con-

duct['3 41 These governance-related signals enhance
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perceived quality and strengthen favorable brand as-
sociations in high credence food categories such as
dairy, ultimately influencing consumers’ purchasing de-
cisions and brand-related behaviors by reinforcing trust
and brand credibility. These governance-related sig-
nals enhance consumers’ perceptions of quality and re-
inforce favorable brand associations. As a result, con-
sumers’ brand related behaviors in the dairy sector
are strongly influenced by the governance mechanisms
adopted by firms. When such mechanisms are perceived
as open, transparent, and responsible, consumers are
more likely to develop trust based relationships with
dairy brands, ultimately contributing to the develop-

ment and strengthening of customer-based brand eq-

ESG Practices

Environmental Practices (EP)

Social Practices (SP)

Governance Practices (GP)

34,45

uity [3* %1, Drawing on the above discussion, the follow-

ing hypotheses are formulated:

H3a.

awareness.

Governance practices positively influence brand

H3b. Governance practices positively influence brand as-
sociations.

H3c. Governance practices positively influence perceived
quality.

H3d. Governance practices positively influence brand loy-
alty.

Figure 1 illustrates the proposed conceptual re-

search model.

Customer-Based Brand Equity
(CBBE)

Brand Awareness (BAW)

Brand Associations (BAS)

Perceived Quality (PQ)

Brand Loyalty (LOY)

Figure 1. Proposed research model.

3. Methodology

3.1. Measurements

The questionnaire consisted of two main sections.
The first section collected respondents’ demographic in-
formation, while the second section measured the key
constructs of the study, including environmental, social,
and governance (ESG) practices and Customer-Based
Brand Equity (CBBE). All measurement items were as-
sessed using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”).

The measurement of ESG practices was primar-
ily adapted from the scales developed by Puriwat and
Tripopsakul?! and Nugroho et al.[*# which conceptu-

alize ESG as a multidimensional construct encompass-

ing environmental, social, and governance dimensions.
To ensure contextual relevance and content validity,
a qualitative focus group discussion was conducted
prior to the main survey to refine and adjust the mea-
surement items. The focus group consisted of market-
ing academics, industry practitioners in the dairy sec-
tor, and consumers with regular dairy purchasing ex-
perience. Participants were asked to evaluate the clar-
ity, relevance, and appropriateness of each item in re-
flecting ESG practices within the Vietnamese dairy in-
dustry. Based on the feedback obtained, minor word-
ingrevisions were made to improve clarity, cultural rel-
evance, and ease of understanding, while maintaining
consistency with the original conceptual definitions of
ESG.

The environmental dimension captured con-
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sumers’ perceptions of dairy companies’ efforts to mini-
mize environmental impacts, reduce resource consump-
tion, and manage waste and packaging responsibly. The
social dimension reflected firms’ responsibilities toward
consumers, local communities, and dairy farmers, in-
cluding initiatives related to nutrition, social welfare,
and community development. The governance dimen-
sion assessed perceptions of legal compliance, ethical
conduct, transparency, and anti-corruption practices.
The refined items were considered suitable for capturing
consumers’ perceptions of ESG practices in the context
of Vietnam’s dairy industry.

Customer-Based Brand Equity was operationalized

as a multidimensional construct consisting of brand
awareness, brand associations, perceived quality, and
brand loyalty. Measurement items for CBBE were
adapted from established branding literature, particu-
larly Aaker[®° and Keller®”). Similar to the ESG scales,
the CBBE measurement items were reviewed and re-
fined through the focus group discussion to ensure that
the wording was clear and relevant to dairy consump-
tion behavior in Vietnam. The adjustments helped align
the items with consumers’ actual experiences and per-
ceptions, while preserving the theoretical foundations of
the original scales. All measurement items used in this
study are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Constructs and Items.

Constructs Code Items
ESG Practices [% 441
EP1 The dairy company X reduces water, energy, and other resource consumption as much as possible without harming the environment.
Environmental Practices (EP) EP2 The dairy company X actively uses environmentally friendly packaging and materials.
EP3 The dairy company X efficiently manages recycling, waste disposal, and by-products from milk production.
SP1 The dairy company X respects social norms, traditions, and local farming cultures.
Social Practices (SP) SP2 The dairy company X improves the long-term welfare and nutrition of consumers and communities.
SP3 The dairy company X contributes to social and economic development, including supporting local dairy farmers.
SP4 The dairy company X supports charities, nutrition programs, or initiatives targeting underprivileged groups.
GP1 The dairy company X fully complies with laws and regulations related to food safety, environmental standards, and labor.
. GP2 The dairy company X ensures transparency and responsibility toward partners, farmers, and shareholders.
Governance Practices (GP) . S . L L
GP3 The ethical principles of the dairy company X have priority over purely economic performance.
GP4 The dairy company X makes every effort to prevent and avoid corruption in its interactions with government and industry partners.

Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE) 135,371

BAW1 I am aware of the dairy brand X.
BAW2 I know what the dairy brand X stands for.
Brand Awareness (BAW) BAW3 I have an opinion about the dairy brand X.
BAW4 I can name the dairy brand X among other brands in this product category.
BAS1 Dairy Company X has a distinctive personality.
- BAS2 Dairy Company X is interesting and appealing.
Brand Association (BAS) BAS3 I trust Dairy Company X to follow ethical and sustainable practices.
BAS4 Dairy Company X stands out from other dairy brands due to its ESG practices.
PQ1 Compared to other dairy brands, Dairy Company X offers high-quality products
Perceived Quality (PQ) PQ2 Compared to other dairy brands, Dairy Company X is one of the best in the market in terms of quality and sustainability.
PQ3 Dairy Company X provides consistent product quality and follows responsible production practices.
LOY1 I have reasons to choose Dairy Company X over other dairy brands in Vietnam because of its quality and responsible practices.
LOY2 I was satisfied with Dairy Company X’s products the last time I used them.
Brand Loyalty (LOY) LOY3 I would buy Dairy Company X again on my next purchase.
LOY4 I would recommend Dairy Company X to my friends and family because of its quality and responsible practices.

3.2. Sample and Data Collection

This study employed a quantitative survey design
to examine the impact of environmental, social, and gov-
ernance (ESG) practices on Customer-Based Brand Eq-
uity (CBBE) in Vietnam'’s dairy industry. Data were col-
lected using a structured questionnaire administered
both online and through on-site surveys in Ho Chi Minh
City, a major consumption hub for dairy products in Viet-
nam. To ensure the relevance and validity of the sam-

ple, respondents were screened based on three key cri-

teria. First, participants were required to be at least 18
years old. Second, they had to have decision-making
responsibility in purchasing dairy products for them-
selves or their households. Third, respondents were re-
quired to have prior exposure to or experience with ESG-
related programs, campaigns, or communications imple-
mented by dairy companies. Specifically, participants
were asked whether they had encountered any initia-
tives demonstrating a dairy company’s commitment to
environmental protection, social responsibility, and eth-
ical governance. Only respondents who answered “yes”
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to this screening question were included in the study.
This screening criterion was applied to ensure that re-
spondents possessed sufficient awareness to meaning-
fully evaluate firms’ ESG practices. Assessing percep-
tions of corporate ESG initiatives presumes a minimum
level of informational exposure; respondents without
such exposure may provide uninformed or arbitrary re-
sponses, potentially undermining the validity of the con-
structs measured. Restricting the sample to consumers
who were aware of ESG-related activities undertaken
by dairy companies, therefore helped improve the reli-
ability and accuracy of the measurement of ESG percep-
tions and their influence on consumer-based brand eq-
uity. This procedure is consistent with prior studies ex-
amining consumer perceptions of sustainability or ESG
initiatives (121, However, this sampling approach may in-
troduce self-selection bias and may limit the generaliz-
ability of the findings to consumers who already possess
some level of ESG awareness.

The sample size for the quantitative study was de-
termined based on the requirements of Partial Least
Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM), which
provides guidelines for ensuring adequate statistical
power and model estimation reliability. According to
Hair et al.°3l, the minimum sample size in PLS-SEM
should be ten times the largest number of indicators of a
formative construct or the largest number of structural
paths directed at a particular construct. Prior method-
ological research indicates that sample sizes above 200
are generally sufficient to detect medium effect sizes
with acceptable statistical power in PLS-SEM models of

moderate complexity >3 >4

. Therefore, this study col-
lected a substantially larger sample (n = 250) to ensure
adequate statistical power, improve parameter estima-
tion accuracy, and enhance the robustness and general-
izability of the findings. Trained interviewers were re-
cruited and instructed on standardized survey admin-
istration procedures to minimize response bias. Par-
ticipants were informed about the voluntary nature of
the study, and informed consent was obtained prior to
participation. A total of 420 questionnaires were dis-
After

removing 70 incomplete questionnaires, 280 valid re-

tributed, resulting in 350 returned responses.

sponses were retained, yielding a valid response rate of

80.0%.

Data analysis was conducted in two stages. First,
SPSS version 26 was used to perform descriptive statis-
tical analyses and to assess potential common method
bias. Second, Partial Least Squares Structural Equa-
tion Modeling (PLS-SEM) was performed using Smart-
PLS version 3.3.3 to evaluate the measurement model
and test the structural relationships between ESG prac-
tices and Customer-Based Brand Equity dimensions [>>.
PLS-SEM was selected due to its suitability for analyz-
ing complex models involving latent constructs, its ro-
bustness with non-normal data, and its strong predic-
tive capability, making it appropriate for exploratory re-

r[®4. To en-

search in marketing and consumer behavio
rich the interpretation of the quantitative findings, sup-
plementary qualitative insights were obtained through
in-depth consultations with three marketing experts in
the dairy industry. These experts have extensive pro-
fessional experience in dairy marketing, brand manage-
ment, and sustainability initiatives within the agri-food
sector. The consultations were conducted in the form
of semi-structured interviews to gather expert perspec-
tives on the role of environmental, social, and gover-
nance (ESG) practices in shaping brand perceptions and
supporting sustainable agricultural development in the
dairy industry. The purpose of these expert consulta-
tions was not to generate independent qualitative find-
ings but to provide contextual insights that support the
interpretation of the quantitative results. Therefore, the
insights derived from these interviews were used selec-
tively in the discussion section to complement and con-
textualize the empirical findings.

Common method bias was assessed using Har-
man'’s single-factor test and the full collinearity variance
inflation factor (VIF) approach. Harman'’s single-factor
test showed that the first factor accounted for 40.7% of
the total variance, which is below the majority threshold,
suggesting that CMB (Common Method Bias) is unlikely
to be a serious concern®®l, In addition, all full collinear-
ity VIF values were below the conservative threshold
of 3.3, indicating that CMB is not a significant threat to

the validity of the results[>7].

To further reduce poten-
tial method bias, several procedural remedies were im-

plemented during questionnaire design, including assur-
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ing respondent anonymity and minimizing evaluation
apprehension. These procedural controls help mitigate
systematic response biases and improve the reliability of

the self-reported data [°¢],

4. Results

4.1. Respondents Profile

A total of 280 valid questionnaires were collected
and used for data analysis (Table 2). Regarding gen-
der, the sample consisted of 103 males (36.8%) and 177
females (63.2%), indicating a higher participation rate
among female respondents. In terms of age, the major-
ity of respondents were above 45 years old (56.4%), fol-
lowed by those aged 18-25 years (26.4%) and 36-45

years (14.3%). Only a small proportion of respondents

fell within the 26-35 age group (1.1%), while a negligi-
ble share reported other age categories. With respect to
average monthly income, 35.7% of respondents earned
between approximately USD 600-1,200, followed by
those earning below USD 300 (29.3%) and USD 300-
600 (20.0%). Respondents with an income above USD
1,200 accounted for 15.0% of the sample.
ing occupation, the largest group consisted of students

Regard-

(31.1%), followed by business owners/self-employed in-
dividuals (12.5%), teachers/lecturers (9.6%), and of-
fice employees (7.9%). Other occupations, including en-
gineers/technicians, freelancers, homemakers, retirees,
healthcare workers, and manual laborers, each repre-
sented smaller proportions of the sample. Overall, the
demographic profile suggests that the sample is diverse
in terms of age, income, and occupation, providing a suit-
able basis for subsequent empirical analysis.

Table 2. Demographic Profile of Respondents.

Characteristics Category Frequency Percentage
Gender Male 103 36.8%
Female 177 63.2%
18-25 74 26.4%
26-35 3 1.1%
Age 36-45 40 14.3%
Above 45 158 56.4%
Other 5 1.8%
Below USD 300 82 29.3%
USD 300-600 56 20.0%
Average Monthly Income USD 600-1,200 100 35.79%
Above USD 1,200 42 15.0%
Doctor/Nurse/Pharmacist/Healthcare staff 9 3.2%
Business owner/Self employed 35 12.5%
Public servant/Government employee 14 5.0%
Worker/Farmer/Fisherman/Artisan 16 5.7%
Retired 13 4.6%
Occupation Teacher/Lecturer 27 9.6%
Engineer/Technician 21 7.5%
Freelance worker 20 7.1%
Office staff 22 7.9%
Homemaker 16 5.7%
Student 87 31.1%
Total 280 100.0%

4.2. Measurement Model Assessment

In this study, the interpretation of statistical re-
sults is grounded in a comprehensive evaluation of the

reliability and validity of the measurement model. Reli-

ability is assessed using indicator reliability, Cronbach’s
alpha, and composite reliability, all of which reflect the
internal consistency of the latent constructs >4, Valid-
ity is examined through both convergent and discrim-

inant validity. Convergent validity is evaluated using
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the Average Variance Extracted, while discriminant va-
lidity is assessed based on the Fornell-Larcker crite-
rion % 531,

Reliability analysis: All observed variables demon-
strate outer loadings exceeding the recommended
threshold of 0.708, with individual item loadings rang-

ing from 0.773 to 0.925, indicating satisfactory indicator

reliability>#! (see Table 3). In addition, Cronbach’s al-
pha and composite reliability values for all constructs
are above the commonly accepted benchmark of 0.70,
confirming strong internal consistency and reliability of
the measurement scales. These results indicate that the
instruments used in this study are reliable for measuring

the proposed constructs.

Table 3. Measurement model results.

Constructs Outer Cronbach's rho A Composite Average Variance
Loadings Alpha - Reliability Extracted (AVE)

Environmental Practices (EP) 0.872-0.899 0.864 0.867 0.917 0.786
Social Practices (SP) 0.774-0.910 0.879 0.880 0.918 0.736
Governance Practices (GP) 0.830-0.891 0.889 0.893 0.923 0.750
Brand Awareness (BAW) 0.773-0.928 0.896 0.906 0.928 0.765
Perceived Quality (PQ) 0.931-0.940 0.928 0.930 0.954 0.875
Brand Association (BAS) 0.828-0.886 0.886 0.897 0.921 0.744
Brand Loyalty (LOY) 0.819-0.925 0.886 0.889 0.922 0.747

Convergent validity: The results confirm the ade-
quacy of the measurement model in terms of conver-
gent validity. All constructs report Average Variance
Extracted (AVE) values well above the recommended
threshold of 0.50, ranging from 0.736 to 0.876, indi-
cating that the latent constructs explain a substantial
proportion of variance in their observed indicators. In
addition, all measurement items exhibit strong outer
loadings, further supporting indicator reliability. Col-
lectively, these findings demonstrate that the constructs
employed in this study possess satisfactory convergent

validity and are appropriate for subsequent structural
model evaluation >, As reported in Table 3, the evalu-
ation of the measurement model also includes indicator
reliability, scale reliability, and convergent validity.

Discriminant validity: To assess the discriminant
validity of the measurement scales, the Fornell-Larcker
criterion was employed > %8, The square roots of the
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values for each con-
struct exceed the corresponding inter-construct correla-
tions, indicating that the measurement scales satisfy the
criteria for discriminant validity (see Table 4).

Table 4. Fornell-Larcker criterion results.

Constructs BAS BAW EP GP LOoY PQ SP
Brand Associations (BAS) 0.862

Brand Awareness (BAW) 0.212 0.875

Environmental Practices (EP) 0.417 0.280 0.887

Governance Practices (GP) 0.406 0.549 0.376 0.866

Brand Loyalty (LOY) 0.522 0.345 0.552 0.628 0.864

Perceived Quality (PQ) 0.334 0.659 0.378 0.744 0.517 0.935

Social Practices (SP) 0.372 0.385 0.454 0.617 0.645 0.486 0.858

Note: The square root of AVE values are shown as the bold values in the diagonal cells.

4.3. Structural Model Assessment

To test the proposed hypotheses, Partial Least
Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) was
employed, using a non-parametric bootstrap resampling
procedure with 5,000 subsamples to assess the signif-

icance of the path coefficients. The structural model
was evaluated following established PLS-SEM assess-
ment criteria, including the estimation of multicollinear-
ity, path coefficients () between exogenous and endoge-
nous constructs, and the assessment of their statisti-

o [54,55]

cal significanc The model’s explanatory power
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was further assessed using the coefficient of determina-
tion (R?) and predictive relevance (Q?), while effect sizes
(f*) were calculated to evaluate the relative contribu-
tion of each predictor construct to the endogenous vari-
ables!5+57.5%1  The key results of the structural model
analysis are presented below.
Multicollinearity Assessment: Multicollinearity
was examined by analyzing the Variance Inflation Fac-
tor (VIF) values of the latent constructs. According to
established guidelines, VIF values equal to or below
3.3 indicate the absence of multicollinearity and sug-
gest that common method bias is unlikely to be a con-

cernl®7l,

In this study, all VIF values for all structural
paths ranged from 1.284 to 1.782, remaining well below
the recommended threshold. These results confirm that
multicollinearity among the predictor constructs does
not pose a concern in the present study:.

Estimation of impact coefficients: The estimated
path coefficients () represent both the strength and the
direction (positive or negative) of the relationships be-
tween the exogenous and endogenous constructs in the
structural model. The results of the PLS-SEM analysis
indicate that eight hypothesized relationships are statis-
tically supported, while four hypotheses (H1a, H2a, H2b,
and H2c) are not supported (see Table 5).

According to the path analysis result (Table 5), En-
vironmental Practices (EP) showed mixed effects on the
dimensions of customer-based brand equity. Specifically,
the influence of environmental practices on Brand Aware-
ness (BAW) was positive but not statistically significant
(B =0.071; p = 0.239), leading to the rejection of Hla. In
contrast, environmental practices demonstrated a signifi-
cant positive effect on Brand Association (BAS) (= 0.284;
p = 0.000), thus supporting H1b. Similarly, environmen-
tal practices were found to positively and significantly in-
fluence Perceived Quality (PQ) (8 =0.113; p=0.018), con-
firming Hlc. Furthermore, the effect of environmental
practices on Brand Loyalty (LOY) was both positive and
significant ( = 0.288; p = 0.000), thereby supporting H1d.

Regarding Social Practices (SP), the results indi-
cated limited impacts on most CBBE dimensions. The
effects of social practices on Brand Awareness (BAW) (8
= 0.049; p = 0.492), Brand Association (BAS) ( = 0.094;
p = 0.192), and Perceived Quality (PQ) (B = 0.002; p =

0.977) were all positive but statistically insignificant, re-
sulting in the rejection of H2a, H2b, and H2c, respec-
tively. However, social practices exhibited a significant
positive influence on Brand Loyalty (LOY) (3=0.312;p=
0.000), providing support for H2d. This finding suggests
that social initiatives mainly contribute to strengthening
long-term customer loyalty rather than enhancing cogni-
tive or perceptual brand outcomes.

With respect to Governance Practices (GP), the find-
ings revealed consistently strong and statistically signif-
icant positive effects across all dimensions of customer-
based brand equity. Governance practices significantly
influenced Brand Awareness (BAW) (B = 0.492; p =
0.000), Brand Association (BAS) (B = 0.240; p = 0.001),
Perceived Quality (PQ) (8 =0.701; p = 0.000), and Brand
Loyalty (LOY) (B = 0.327; p = 0.000), thereby support-
ing H3a, H3b, H3c, and H3d, respectively. Notably, the
effect of governance practices on perceived quality was
the strongest among all tested relationships, underscor-
ing the pivotal role of corporate governance in shaping
consumers’ quality perceptions and overall brand equity
in the dairy industry.

Table 6 presents the explanatory power and ef-
fect sizes of the structural model for the customer-based
brand equity (CBBE) dimensions. The model explains
a moderate proportion of variance in brand association
(R? = 0.251) and brand awareness (R?> = 0.309), indi-
cating adequate explanatory power for these cognitive
brand outcomes. In contrast, the explained variance is
substantially higher for perceived quality and brand loy-
alty (R? = 0.565 for both constructs), suggesting stronger
model performance in explaining evaluative and rela-
tional brand outcomes. The adjusted R? values are con-
sistent with the corresponding R? values, indicating that
the model estimates are stable.

All Q? values are positive, ranging from 0.171 to
0.485, indicating that the model demonstrates adequate
predictive relevance for the endogenous constructs. In
particular, perceived quality and brand loyalty exhibit
relatively higher Q? values, suggesting that ESG dimen-
sions provide stronger predictive capability for evalua-
tive and relational brand outcomes than for cognitive
brand dimensions such as brand awareness and brand

association.
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Table 5. Hypothesis testing results.

Effect T
Hypotheses Coefficients Statistics P Values Results
H1a. Environmental Practices (EP) — Brand Awareness (BAW) 0.071 1.176 0.239 Not supported
H1b. Environmental Practices (EP) — Brand Association (BAS) 0.284 4.301 0.000 Supported
H1c. Environmental Practices (EP) — Perceived Quality (PQ) 0.113 2.357 0.018 Supported
H1d. Environmental Practices (EP) - Brand Loyalty (LOY) 0.288 5.281 0.000 Supported
H2a. Social Practices (SP) — Brand Awareness (BAW) 0.049 0.688 0.492 Not supported
H2b. Social Practices (SP) — Brand Association (BAS) 0.094 1.304 0.192 Not supported
H2c. Social Practices (SP) = Perceived Quality (PQ) 0.002 0.029 0.977 Not supported
H2d. Social Practices (SP) — Brand Loyalty (LOY) 0.312 5.112 0.000 Supported
H3a. Governance Practices (GP) - Brand Awareness (BAW) 0.492 8.471 0.000 Supported
H3b. Governance Practices (GP) = Brand Association (BAS) 0.240 3.459 0.001 Supported
H3c. Governance Practices (GP) — Perceived Quality (PQ) 0.701 15.227 0.000 Supported
H3d. Governance Practices (GP) — Brand Loyalty (LOY) 0.327 6.755 0.000 Supported
Table 6. Explanatory Power and Effect Sizes of the Structural Model.

Endogenous Constructs R Square (R?) R? Adjusted Q? 2 (EP) 2 (SP) 2 (GP)

Brand Association (BAS) 0.251 0.243 0.171 0.084 0.007 0.047

Brand Awareness (BAW) 0.309 0.302 0.223 0.006 0.002 0.213

Perceived Quality (PQ) 0.565 0.561 0.485 0.023 0.000 0.686
Brand Loyalty (LOY) 0.565 0.561 0.405 0.148 0.126 0.149

Effect size analysis further reveals heterogeneous
impacts of ESG dimensions on customer based brand
equity. Governance practices exhibit the largest effect
sizes across the constructs, particularly for perceived
quality (f> = 0.686), indicating that governance related
attributes such as transparency, accountability, and re-
sponsible management play a critical role in shaping con-
sumers’ perceptions of product quality in the dairy mar-
ket. Governance practices also demonstrate moderate
effects on brand awareness and brand loyalty, suggest-
ing that strong governance mechanisms contribute not
only to product evaluation but also to reinforcing brand
recognition and long term consumer attachment. Envi-
ronmental practices demonstrate small to medium ef-
fect sizes for brand association and brand loyalty, in-
dicating that environmental initiatives primarily con-
tribute to the formation of positive brand meanings and
emotional attachment rather than immediate cognitive
recognition. These findings suggest that environmental
sustainability may function as a differentiation mecha-
nism that enhances consumers’ relational connections
with the brand. Social practices display negligible effects
on brand awareness and perceived quality but small to
medium effects on brand loyalty. This pattern suggests

that social initiatives, including community engagement

and stakeholder responsibility, may have limited influ-
ence on consumers’ cognitive evaluations of the brand,
yet they contribute meaningfully to the development of
trust and long term relational commitment. Overall, the
structural model demonstrates satisfactory explanatory
and predictive performance. ESG dimensions also play
differentiated roles in shaping brand equity, with gover-
nance practices emerging as the most influential driver
(see Table 6).

5. Discussions

This study examines how environmental, social,
and governance (ESG) practices influence customer-
based brand equity (CBBE) in the dairy industry. The
findings indicate that ESG dimensions exert differenti-
ated effects on brand equity components. Governance
practices emerge as the most influential driver, followed
by environmental practices, while social practices pri-
marily influence brand loyalty. These results suggest
that ESG dimensions function as signals with varying
strength in food markets characterized by high con-
sumer involvement and substantial information asym-
metry. In agri-food sectors such as dairy production,
consumers typically possess limited direct knowledge of
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production processes and supply chain practices. Un-
der such conditions, ESG initiatives can act as credibility-
enhancing mechanisms that reduce perceived risk and
strengthen trust in branded food products.

The results provide partial support for the hy-
pothesized relationships between environmental prac-
tices and customer-based brand equity. Environmen-
tal practices significantly enhance brand associations,
perceived quality, and brand loyalty. These findings
are consistent with prior studies suggesting that envi-
ronmentally responsible practices signal superior pro-
duction standards and a long-term strategic orientation,
thereby strengthening favorable brand meanings and

39,401 From a signal-

quality perceptions in food markets!
ing theory perspective, environmental initiatives such
as sustainable sourcing, waste reduction, and resource-
efficient production provide observable cues regarding
firms’ commitment to responsible production practices.
In agricultural markets, such initiatives are often asso-
ciated with broader efforts to improve environmental
performance across supply chains, including reduced en-
vironmental footprints and improved resource manage-
ment. In the dairy sector, where environmental sustain-
ability increasingly intersects with concerns related to
food safety, animal welfare, and public health, these sig-
nals can enhance consumer confidence and support the
development of long-term brand loyalty.

However, environmental practices do not signifi-
cantly influence brand awareness. This finding suggests
that many environmental initiatives remain embedded
within operational processes and supply chain manage-
ment systems, making them less visible to consumers un-
less supported by explicit communication strategies. As
a result, environmental practices tend to influence eval-
uative dimensions of brand equity rather than cognitive
recall processes related to brand awareness. This pat-
tern is consistent with prior research indicating that sus-
tainability initiatives often shape consumer evaluations
of brand meaning and product quality rather than brand
recognition itself!2% 301,

The findings also indicate a selective effect of so-
cial practices on customer-based brand equity. Social
practices significantly enhance brand loyalty but do not

significantly influence brand awareness, brand associa-

tions, or perceived quality. This pattern suggests that so-
cial initiatives operate primarily through relational and
affective mechanisms rather than through immediate
perceptual evaluations. Drawing on stakeholder theory,
social initiatives reflect firms’ commitments to key stake-
holders, including employees, consumers, local commu-
nities, and upstream suppliers such as farmers. In agri-
cultural supply chains, such initiatives may include pro-
grams aimed at strengthening relationships with farm-
ing communities, supporting rural development, or im-
proving labor conditions within the value chain. These
practices can reinforce the ethical legitimacy of agri-
food brands and contribute to stronger emotional con-
nections with consumers. In the dairy context, where
products are closely associated with family nutrition and
everyday consumption, such relational and ethical sig-
nals may foster emotional attachment and moral identifi-
cation with brands, ultimately strengthening long-term
loyalty. From a signaling perspective, social practices
generate softer and more value-based signals compared
with environmental and governance initiatives, which
may explain their limited influence on cognitive brand
evaluations but stronger impact on relational outcomes
such as loyalty [0 471,

Governance practices emerge as the strongest
determinant of customer-based brand equity in this
study. Governance initiatives significantly enhance
brand awareness, brand associations, perceived qual-
ity, and brand loyalty. This finding supports previous
research emphasizing the critical role of governance
mechanisms in building consumer trust in food indus-
tries characterized by regulatory sensitivity and poten-
tial health risks[® 5051 n the dairy industry, gover-
nance practices often include mechanisms such as food
safety compliance systems, traceability initiatives, third-
party certification, and transparent quality control pro-
cedures. These governance structures function as highly
credible institutional signals of product reliability and
operational integrity. From a signaling theory perspec-
tive, such practices are difficult to imitate because they
require formal systems, regulatory compliance, and or-
ganizational transparency. Consequently, governance
practices exert a particularly strong influence on per-

ceived quality and consumer trust'31. At a broader mar-
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ket level, governance mechanisms may also contribute
to improving transparency and coordination within agri-
cultural supply chains by linking dairy processors, dis-
tributors, and farmers through standardized quality and
safety practices.

Beyond firm-level branding outcomes, the findings
also highlight the broader relevance of ESG practices for
sustainable agricultural market development. In agri-
food industries, sustainability initiatives implemented
by downstream firms often extend upstream through
procurement standards, certification systems, and sup-
plier requirements. When dairy companies incorpo-
rate ESG principles into procurement policies and qual-
ity management systems, they create market incentives
that encourage farmers and suppliers to adopt more re-
sponsible production practices. Such dynamics may con-
tribute to gradual improvements in environmental man-
agement, resource efficiency, and animal welfare prac-
tices at the farm level.

Consistent with these findings, insights from three
marketing experts in the dairy industry further high-
light the broader role of ESG practices in shaping sus-
tainable agricultural development. According to these
experts, ESG initiatives implemented by dairy com-
panies can influence upstream production practices
through mechanisms such as sustainability certifica-
tions, supplier evaluation systems, and procurement
standards. These mechanisms may encourage dairy
farmers to adopt more environmentally responsible
production practices and strengthen quality manage-
ment at the farm level.

These expert perspectives reinforce the argument
that ESG strategies implemented by downstream firms
may extend beyond branding outcomes and contribute
to broader transformations within agri-food supply
chains. In particular, the experts emphasized that gov-
ernance mechanisms related to food safety, traceabil-
ity, and certification play a critical role in building con-
sumer trust while simultaneously improving coordina-
tion among processors, distributors, and farmers. These
observations are consistent with the signaling perspec-
tive adopted in this study, which suggests that credible
institutional mechanisms can strengthen the effective-

ness of ESG signals in markets characterized by high in-

formation asymmetry. The findings also have implica-
tions for public policy and institutional frameworks sup-
porting sustainable agri-food markets. Regulatory sys-
tems that strengthen food safety governance, traceabil-
ity requirements, and certification mechanisms can en-
hance the credibility of ESG signals communicated to
consumers and reduce information asymmetry between
producers and consumers.

In summary, this study advances the ESG and
branding literature by demonstrating that ESG practices
influence customer-based brand equity through differ-
entiated signaling mechanisms in the dairy industry.
Governance practices function as the most credible sig-
nals of product quality and institutional reliability, en-
vironmental practices primarily shape evaluative per-
ceptions related to sustainability and responsible pro-
duction, and social practices reinforce long-term rela-
tional outcomes such as brand loyalty. By linking ESG-
driven brand outcomes to agricultural supply chain dy-
namics and sustainability transitions, this study pro-
vides a more comprehensive understanding of how ESG
strategies can simultaneously support firm-level brand-
ing objectives and broader sustainability transforma-
tions within agri-food markets.

6. Conclusion and Implications

This study examined the impact of ESG practices
on customer-based brand equity (CBBE) within the
Vietnamese dairy industry. The findings indicate that
ESG implementation positively influences brand aware-
ness, perceived quality, brand associations, and brand
loyalty, with social and governance practices having
stronger effects than environmental initiatives. These re-
sults suggest that as Vietnamese consumers become in-
creasingly conscious of sustainability and corporate re-
sponsibility, ESG strategies play a critical role in shap-
ing brand perceptions and fostering customer loyalty
in emerging markets. From a theoretical perspective,
the findings support signaling and stakeholder theory
by demonstrating that ESG practices serve as impor-
tant signals shaping consumer-based brand equity in
the dairy industry. Governance practices exhibit the

strongest explanatory and effect sizes across all CBBE di-
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mensions, highlighting their critical role as institutional
trust-building signals that reduce uncertainty and en-
hance consumer confidence. Environmental practices
show small to medium effects on brand associations and
loyalty, indicating their role in shaping brand meaning
and evaluative judgments. Social practices mainly in-
fluence brand loyalty, suggesting that social initiatives
function as relational signals that foster emotional at-
tachment rather than cognitive brand evaluations. Over-
all, the results reveal differentiated and complementary
signaling roles of ESG dimensions, extending branding
and sustainability literature by empirically demonstrat-
ing asymmetric ESG effects on brand equity in high-
involvement agri-food contexts.

The findings offer several managerial implications
for the implementation and communication of ESG prac-
tices in the Vietnamese dairy industry. First, firms
should integrate ESG initiatives into their overall brand
strategy to strengthen customer-based brand equity.
Companies need to establish clear and measurable ESG
objectives aligned with their brand vision. Leading do-
mestic dairy companies have committed to reducing
greenhouse gas emissions, promoting sustainable pack-
aging, and adopting environmentally friendly produc-
tion practices. By integrating these initiatives into brand
communication, ESG practices become strategic tools for
building sustainable competitive advantage rather than
merely compliance requirements. Such integration en-
ables firms to differentiate themselves in a market where
consumers are increasingly attentive to social and envi-
ronmental responsibility, thereby enhancing brand per-
ception, loyalty, and overall CBBE.

Second, the study highlights the importance of
strengthening ESG implementation across environmen-
tal, social, and governance dimensions. Although en-
vironmental practices showed a relatively weaker ef-
fect on CBBE compared to social and governance prac-
tices, they remain essential for enhancing brand image.
Companies can adopt measures such as reducing plas-
tic packaging, improving waste management, and utiliz-
ing renewable energy sources. Social initiatives, includ-
ing community engagement programs, employee wel-
fare schemes, and fair labor practices for farmers, were

found to have the strongest impact on brand percep-

tions and loyalty. Governance practices, such as trans-
parent corporate reporting, third-party audits, and in-
ternal ESG oversight mechanisms, can further enhance
credibility and foster consumer confidence in dairy
companies.

Third, the communication of ESG initiatives plays
a crucial role in converting implementation efforts into
perceived brand value. As Vietnamese consumers in-
creasingly rely on digital and social media for informa-
tion, dairy companies are encouraged to use these plat-
forms to convey ESG messages in a clear and engaging
way. Effective communication should emphasize trans-
parency and concrete evidence, since consumers tend to
trustinformation that can be verified, including indepen-
dent certifications, quantified results, and comprehen-
sive ESG reporting. In practice, many dairy brands pub-
lish sustainability reports that describe their environ-
mental performance and social responsibilities, which
helps to build credibility and trust. In addition, incorpo-
rating ESG elements into experiential marketing activi-
ties, such as farm tours, product sampling, or campaigns
highlighting the social and environmental consequences
of consumption, can foster stronger emotional bonds be-
tween consumers and the brand.

Finally, continuous measurement and stakeholder
engagement are essential components of a successful
ESG strategy. Firms should establish key performance
indicators (KPIs) linking ESG activities to brand out-
comes, including consumer awareness, perceived qual-
ity, and loyalty metrics. Feedback mechanisms, such as
consumer surveys and market research, allow firms to
identify areas for improvement and adapt ESG strate-
gies accordingly. Collaboration with farmers, suppliers,
regulatory agencies, and certification bodies ensures
that ESG practices are effectively implemented across
the value chain while maintaining credibility and com-
pliance with national and international standards. In
summary, integrating ESG practices into the strategic,
operational, and communicative aspects of brand man-
agement allows Vietnamese dairy firms to enhance cus-
tomer perceptions, strengthen loyalty, and create a com-
petitive advantage in a market increasingly sensitive to
sustainability and corporate responsibility. These find-

ings underscore the need for a holisticapproach in which
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ESG implementation, transparent communication, and
stakeholder engagement are mutually reinforcing com-

ponents of brand equity development.

7. Limitations

Despite these contributions, several limitations
should be acknowledged, which also suggest directions
for future research. First, the sampling strategy may
limit the generalizability of the findings. Respondents
were screened to ensure prior exposure to ESG-related
initiatives implemented by dairy companies. While this
approach helped ensure that participants possessed
sufficient awareness to evaluate ESG practices, it may
introduce self-selection bias, as individuals who are al-
ready attentive to sustainability issues may be over-
represented in the sample. Consequently, the find-
ings may not fully represent the perceptions of the
broader population of dairy consumers with limited
awareness of ESG initiatives. Future research could
address this limitation by employing probability-based
sampling techniques or by including both ESG-aware
and ESG-unaware consumers to provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of how ESG perceptions in-
fluence brand evaluations. Second, the survey-based
design limits the ability to draw causal inferences. Lon-
gitudinal or experimental research designs could pro-
vide stronger evidence regarding the causal and tempo-
ral effects of ESG initiatives on brand equity outcomes.
Third, this study focused on the dairy industry and col-
lected data from urban consumers in Vietnam, which
may restrict the generalizability of the findings to other
industries, geographic regions, or rural contexts where
levels of sustainability awareness and ESG adoption
may differ. Fourth, this study primarily examined the
direct effects of ESG components on customer-based
brand equity and did not explore underlying psycho-
logical mechanisms, such as perceived credibility, trust
formation, or perceived risk, through which ESG initia-
tives may influence consumer perceptions. Finally, this
study did not explore potential consumer heterogene-
ity across demographic segments such as age, gender,
and income. Future research could employ segmenta-
tion or multi-group analyses to examine how these fac-

tors moderate the relationship between ESG practices
and customer-based brand equity.
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