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Abstract

In the current economic environment, China's animal health products market is highly
competitive. Company P faces a shortage of reserve talents for middle-level cadres and blocked
internal promotion channels. Through research and data analysis of Company P, this study adopted
the interview method, surveying 5 middle and senior management personnel of the company, and
distributed questionnaires to different groups within the company. A total of 300 questionnaires were
distributed, with 280 valid ones recovered.

The survey identified three problems in Company P's reserve talent training mechanism: the
average score for familiarity with the reserve talent training program was 3.04 points (out of 5); the
weighted average score for talent selection dimensions was 2.84 points, indicating an unscientific and
unclear selection system; the score for the pertinence of training was also 2.84 points, showing that
the training content did not match the job requirements.

To address the above issues, this study proposes the following solutions: (1) Construct a
middle management competency model consisting of 5 core competencies (personal competence,
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leadership qualities, work attitude, internal motivation, and moral character) with 15 specific
competency indicators; (2) Establish a talent selection and employment mechanism, including talent
inventory, nine-box grid assessment, and behavioral event interview to select talents; (3) Develop
certification and promotion mechanisms by issuing documents such as the "Measures for the
Administration of Qualifications for Employment" and the "Certification Operation Manual" to clarify
powers, responsibilities, and interests, standardize processes, and define evaluation criteria; @
Formulate targeted training programs. Based on the results of competency gap analysis, provide 360°
assessment and training, internship and practical learning opportunities to solve the shortage of
reserve candidates and blocked promotion channels. These measures aim to enhance the company's
competitiveness and adaptability, while providing insights for other enterprises in establishing
mechanisms for reserve talent selection, training, promotion, and appointment.

Keywords: Middle Management, Reserve Talent, Competency Model, Animal Health Industry.
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Abstract

This study investigates the influence of Cultural Intelligence (CQ) on the resilience of
frontline hotel employees in the high-pressure intercultural environment of Shanghai. Grounded in
Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory and Social Exchange Theory (SET), the research examines

how the four dimensions of CQ, metacognitive, cognitive, motivational, and behavioral, serve as
personal resources that facilitate psychological recovery and endurance. Data were collected from 419

frontline employees across various departments in international hotels in Shanghai and analyzed using
Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). The results reveal that metacognitive,

cognitive, and motivational CQ significantly and positively impact employee resilience, with
metacognitive CQ emerging as the strongest predictor. In contrast, behavioral CQ was found to have a

non-significant effect on resilience. This suggests that, in China's high-power distance and face-saving

culture, internal cognitive and affective resources are more critical for psychological recovery than
outward behavioral adaptation. Furthermore, demographic variables, including gender, age, and

education, significantly influenced baseline resilience levels. These findings offer critical theoretical
insights into the resource-caravan effect of CQ and provide actionable managerial implications for hotel

operators, emphasizing the prioritization of internal cognitive training over mere service etiquette to
sustain a resilient workforce.

Keywords: Cultural Intelligence (CQ); Employee Resilience; International Hospitality; Shanghai;

Conservation of Resources Theory; Social Exchange Theory; Frontline Employees.

Introduction

In the increasingly volatile global hospitality landscape, Cultural Intelligence (CQ) has
transcended its status as a soft skill to become a strategic imperative for organizational survival (Ratasuk
& Charoensukmongkol, 2020). For international hotel chains, where the product is a seamless
intercultural exchange, the ability of frontline employees to navigate complex cultural nuances is the
linchpin of service quality and operational continuity. CQ, comprising metacognitive, cognitive,
motivational, and behavioral dimensions, functions as a sophisticated psychological mechanism that
enables employees to decode, internalize, and respond to diverse cultural stimuli (Ratasuk, 2022).

Without this intelligence, the friction inherent in cross-cultural service encounters does not merely
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degrade the guest experience; it erodes the psychological fabric of the workforce, making the cultivation
of CQ a critical necessity for maintaining a resilient frontline (Ratasuk, 2020).

The post-crisis era has fundamentally redefined the parameters of workplace endurance, placing
resilience at the center of the global discourse on SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) (Raman
et al,, 2025). As the hospitality industry emerges from the shadows of unprecedented global disruptions,
the focus has shifted from mere survival to the sustainability of the human resource (Lai et al., 2025).
This shift underscores the profound significance of the research problem: as international travel
rebounds, the intensified pressure on frontline staff to provide hyper-personalized service while
navigating diverse guest expectations necessitates a robust psychological buffer. This study is critical
because it identifies how cultural adaptability prevents the 'resource loss spirals" that threaten the long-
term sustainability of the hospitality workforce (Ahmad et al., 2025).

In this new paradigm, resilience is no longer a static personality trait but a dynamic capacity to
absorb strain and adapt to shifting demands.

Shanghai's international hotel sector serves as a unique pressure cooker for these dynamics. As
a global financial hub (Guanrui, 2022), Shanghai's luxury hospitality market is characterized by a
relentless pursuit of six-star excellence, with razor-thin margins for error (Wu et al.,, 2024). Frontline
employees operate in a high-velocity environment marked by grueling shift work, rigid emotional labor
requirements, and the constant threat of losing face (mianzi) during guest grievances (Kelly et al., 2022).

The tension is exacerbated by the cultural friction between the traditional Chinese value of shuncong
(obedience and deference) and the assertive, often demanding, communication styles of international

clientele (Chon & Hao, 2020). Investigating this specific milieu is significant because the resulting
cognitive dissonance can lead to rapid psychological depletion if not managed properly. By analyzing

these unique cultural pressures, this study provides a vital diagnostic roadmap for maintaining
operational stability in high-pressure tier-1 cities (Molinsky, 2007).

Despite the criticality of this issue, a significant gap exists in contemporary management
literature. Existing research on employee resilience has mainly been Western-centric, often overlooking

the intricate interplay between cultural intelligence and psychological recovery in High Power Distance
societies (Chu & Zhu, 2023). While the four dimensions of CQ have been studied in the context of

expatriate adjustment, their specific roles in fostering the resilience of local frontline staff in Tier-1
Chinese cities remain under-explored (Sullivan, 2022). Current scholarship often fails to account for how
hierarchical cultural norms in Shanghai's service sector might stifle the positive effects of Behavioral
CQ or how Metacognitive CQ might serve as a vital internal shield against the shame associated with
service failures (Chan & Ho, 2025).

To address this gap, this study utilizes Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory and Social
Exchange Theory (SET) as its dual theoretical foundations. Through the lens of COR Theory, the four
dimensions of CQ are conceptualized as resource caravans that prevent the loss of psychological energy
during stressful intercultural encounters, thereby fostering resilience. Simultaneously, SET provides a
framework for understanding how the organizational investment in an employee's CQ development
fosters a reciprocal commitment, in which the employee exchanges their cultural competence for
resilient performance (Wang et al., 2022). By integrating these theories, we provide a holistic explanation




The 16" National and the 12% International PIM Conference 2026
April 29, 2026

of how internal cognitive resources (CQ) translate into the sustained capacity to thrive under pressure
(Resilience).

The implications of this study are twofold. For academia, it extends the boundaries of CQ theory
by linking it directly to the burgeoning field of positive organizational behavior and employee well-
being in an Asian context (Yang, 2023). For practitioners, specifically General Managers and HR
Directors in Shanghai's luxury hotels, this research offers a diagnostic roadmap (Hadj Hassine, 2025).
The practical significance of this work lies in its evidence-based recommendation that resilience is not
an inherent trait to be recruited, but a competency to be built (Hadj Hassine, 2025). By shifting the focus

from generic service training to targeted cultural intelligence development, hotels can fortify their
frontline against burnout, reduce turnover costs, and secure a sustainable competitive advantage in an
unforgiving global market (Sullivan, 2022).

Research Objectives

The primary objective of this research is to empirically examine the individual and collective
contributions of Metacognitive, Cognitive, Motivational, and Behavioral CQ dimensions to the
resilience of frontline employees in international hotels in Shanghai. Specifically, this study seeks to

determine which specific dimension of CQ is the most potent predictor of resilience in this unique
sociocultural milieu. Furthermore, this paper aims to provide a granular analysis of how these

relationships manifest in an industry characterized by high turnover and intense emotional labor.

Literature Review

The conceptual evolution of resilience
Beyond a simple personality trait, resilience is increasingly defined in organizational
scholarship as a dynamic psychological capacity to rebound from adversity, conflict, or failure (Luthans,

2002). Within the high-stakes hospitality sector, it represents not just survival, but the ability to maintain
positive adaptation despite the depleting nature of chronic service pressures (Bao et al., 2025).

Contemporary theories shift the focus from resilience as an innate attribute to a trainable competency
that can be bolstered by cognitive resources like cultural intelligence (Chon & Hao, 2020

The Theoretical Confluence of COR and SET
The theoretical framework of this study is anchored in the integration of Conservation of
Resources (COR) Theory and Social Exchange Theory (SET), providing a robust lens for examining the

resilience of frontline hotel employees in Shanghai. According to COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989,

individuals are inherently motivated to protect their existing resource pools and seek out new ones to
buffer against the psychological erosion caused by workplace stressors. In the high-velocity, culturally

complex environment of international hospitality, we conceptualize the four dimensions of Cultural
Intelligence (CQ) (Ang et al.,, 2007) as a strategic Resource Caravan (Hobfoll, 2011), a mutually

reinforcing set of personal assets that prevent the loss spirals typically triggered by intercultural friction.

While COR theory explains the internal mechanism of resource preservation, Social Exchange Theory
(Blau, 1964 clarifies the external relational dynamic. In the context of China's high-power distance

culture and the overarching importance of Mianzi (saving face) (Hwang, 1987), a reciprocal relationship
exists between the employee and the hotel. When the organization fosters an environment that builds

and values CQ, employees feel a social obligation to reciprocate with heightened resilience, viewing
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challenging guest interactions as professional growth opportunities rather than personal threats.

Metacognitive and Cognitive CQ: The Strategic Defense

The internal processing dimensions of CQ serve as the frontline staff's primary defensive
resources. Metacognitive CQ acts as the executive brain of this system, allowing employees to engage

in cognitive reappraisal by consciously monitoring and adjusting their mental models during stressful
encounters (Chu & Zhu, 202 3). This cognitive mastery prevents the internalization of stress, allowing

employees to maintain a sense of control over volatile intercultural service encounters (Azevedo &

Shane, 2019). Accordingly, it is proposed that:

H1: Metacognitive CQ has a positive and significant impact on the resilience of frontline hotel

employees.

This internal strategy is supported by Cognitive CQ, which provides structural knowledge of
cultural norms and systems, effectively serving as a buffer that reduces anxiety associated with
ambiguity (Chu & Zhu, 2023). By providing a predictable framework for interpreting diverse guest

behaviors, high levels of cultural knowledge buffer the individual against the stress shocks common in
Shanghai's luxury hospitality sector (Dolce et al., 2023). Without the scripts provided by cultural

knowledge, the unpredictability of international guests would rapidly deplete an employee's
psychological reserves (Dolce & Ghislieri, 2021). Consequently, we propose:

H2: Cognitive CQ has a positive and significant impact on the resilience of frontline hotel

employees.

Motivational and Behavioral CQ: The Proactive Drive

The motivational and manifest dimensions of CQ provide the proactive energy and external
validation necessary for long-term psychological endurance (Lam & Cheung, 2024). Motivational CQ

represents the intrinsic drive and self-efficacy required to direct energy toward cultural adaptation,
functioning as the affective stamina that allows employees to view high- pressure situations as
opportunities for mastery rather than resource-draining threats (Dolce & Ghislieri, 2021). According to
COR theory, those with higher resource pools are less vulnerable to resource loss (Reed et al., 2023).

Therefore, we hypothesize:

H3: Motivational CQ has a positive and significant impact on the resilience of frontline hotel

employees.

The final link in this nomological network is Behavioral CQ, the manifest ability to adapt verbal
and non-verbal actions to align with guest expectations (Reed et al., 2023). When employees successfully

translate their internal CQ into appropriate outward actions, they elicit positive feedback and validation
from international guests. However, this outward performance is not without psychological cost; the

effort required to constantly modify behavior to fit foreign norms, often termed code-switching", can

involve significant emotional labor (Molinsky, 2007; Wang et al., 2025). While some studies suggest
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that successful behavioral adaptation creates gain spirals in which external praise reinforces internal
psychological resilience (Bao et al., 2025), other scholars argue that the constant modification of one's

natural behavior can lead to authenticity drift and emotional exhaustion (Reed et al., 2023). This

inconsistency highlights the complex nature of behavioral CQ, both as a potential resource and a source
of emotional tax. Despite this potential tax, Social Exchange Theory posits that successful behavioral

adaptations create gain spirals in which external praise reinforces internal psychological resilience (Bao
et al., 2025). This mastery of the performance aspect of hospitality directly reinforces the employee's

belief in their ability to handle future adversity (Awad et al., 2025). Thus, it is proposed:

H4: Behavioral CQ has a positive and significant impact on the resilience of frontline hotel

employees.

Controlled Variance: Demographic Influences on Resilience

Resilience is not only a product of cognitive competencies but is also shaped by an individual's
socio-demographic profile. To isolate the unique variance explained by CQ, this study controls for

gender, age, education, and years of experience (Chu & Zhu, 2023). Research in the Chinese service

sector suggests that older, more experienced employees may have developed tacit resilience through
repeated exposure to service failures, while higher levels of education often correlate with more
sophisticated cognitive coping strategies (Wang et al., 2024). Furthermore, gender-based differences in

emotional labor are well-documented in hospitality, where coping mechanisms and the manifestation
of resilience can vary between male and female staff (Wang et al., 2025). By statistically controlling for

these factors, the study provides a more precise estimation of the specific contribution of cultural
intelligence to an employee's psychological endurance (Chu & Zhu, 2023).

Metacognitive

cQ

Cognitive CQ
Control Variables
¢ Gender
Resilience © Age )
+ Education
*  Years of
o Experience
Motivational
cQ

Behavioral CQ

Figure 1: Conceptual Model
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Research Methodology

Research Design
This study adopts a quantitative, deductive research design to empirically test the hypothesized
relationships between Cultural Intelligence (CQ) and employee resilience. Given the objective of testing

an established theoretical framework (COR and SET) in a specific regional context, a survey-based
approach was deemed most appropriate. For data analysis, Partial Least Squares Structural Equation
Modeling (PLS-SEM) was selected as the primary statistical method. The choice of PLS-SEM over
Covariance-Based SEM (CB-SEM) is justified by the study's focus on prediction-oriented research and
the maximization of explained variance (R? in the dependent variable (Hair et al., 2021b; Zhu & Ratasuk,
2024). Furthermore, PLS-SEM is particularly robust in handling non-normal data distributions and

complex structural models with multiple independent paths, which are common in social science and
hospitality research (Niu et al., 2025).

Population and Sampling
The target population for this study comprises frontline employees currently working in
international hotels in Shanghai, China. Given the large and fluid nature of the hospitality workforce,

the precise number of frontline staff across all international hotel tiers is unknown; thus, the population
is treated as infinite for statistical sampling purposes. To ensure a representative, contextually relevant

sample, purposive sampling was used, specifically targeting employees who maintain direct, frequent
interactions with international guests. Regarding sample size, a minimum of 400 was established. This

target is justified by the standard sample size formula for an unknown population with a 95% confidence
interval and a 5% margin of error. Furthermore, this sample far exceeds the 10-times rule (Hair Jr et al,,
2017), which requires the sample to be at least ten times the number of structural paths directed at a
particular construct, thereby ensuring robust statistical power for the PLS-SEM algorithm. The final

dataset yielded 419 valid responses, with their characteristics detailed in Table 1.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (N =419).

Characteristics Categories Descriptive Statistics
Frequency (,) Percentage (%)
Age 18-21 33 7.88%
2225 120 28.64%
25-34 138 32.94%
35-44 55 13.13%
45-54 45 10.74%
55-60 28 6.68%
Gender Female 244 5823%
Male 175 41.77%
Education Less Than High School 67 9.1%
High School Diploma 118 28.16%
Associate Degree 133 31.74%
Work Experience Under 1 year 75 17.9%
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1 to 3 years 127 3031%

4 to 6 years 129 30.79%

7 to 8 years 52 12.41%

9 to 10 years 26 6.21%

Over 10 years 10 2.39%

Department Front Office 163 38.9%
Food & Beverage 102 2434y

Housekeeping 154 36.75%

Data Collection Procedure
Data were collected through an online, self-administered questionnaire hosted on a professional

survey platform. The survey link was distributed through professional hospitality networks and human
resource departments within the Shanghai hotel district. To maintain data integrity, the survey utilized
screening questions at the outset; only respondents who confirmed they were (1) currently employed in
a frontline role and (2) working within an international/multi-national hotel chain were permitted to
proceed to the main instrument.

Instrument Development
The survey instrument was structured into four distinct sections to facilitate ease of response
and data organization: Screening questions to verify employment criteria. Demographics collects data

on gender, age, education level, and years of experience. Construct Measurement is the core section
assessing the four dimensions of CQ and resilience.

All constructs were adapted from established, validated scales in existing literature to ensure
content validity. Cultural intelligence was measured using the 20-item Cultural Intelligence Scale (CQS)

developed by Ang et al. 2007), while Employee Resilience was assessed using scales adapted from
Luthans (2002) or the CD-RISC. All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from
Strongly Disagree (1)to Strongly Agree (5).

Data Analysis Plan
Statistical analysis will be performed using WarpPLS 8.0 software. This software is chosen for

its capability to identify non-linear relationships and provide robust p-values for complex structural
models. The analysis will follow a two-stage approach (Samak et al., 2024

The outer model will be assessed for reliability and validity. Internal consistency will be
evaluated using Cronbach's alpha (CA) and Composite Reliability (CR), with values above 0.70
considered acceptable. Convergent validity will be confirmed if factor loadings (FL) exceed 0.708 and
the Average Variance Extracted (AVE)is greater than 0.50. For discriminant validity, this study will
prioritize the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio HTMT), as it is a more stringent and superior criterion
compared to the Fornell-Larcker test. HTMT values should remain below 0.85 (or 0.90 for closely related
constructs) to confirm distinctness between variables (Yang & Ratasuk, 2024).

Once the measurement model is validated, the inner model will be assessed. Collinearity will
be checked via Variance Inflation Factors (VIF), where values below 3.3 (or a more relaxed threshold of
5)indicate the absence of multicollinearity (Ratasuk & Nyan Lin, 2025). The structural relationships will
be evaluated based on the Path Coefficients (§) and the Coefficient of Determination (R?). Significance
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levels for the hypothesized paths will be determined using the Bootstrapping technique with 5,000
resamples.

To mitigate the risk of Common Method Bias (CMB), which often occurs in cross-sectional self-
reported surveys, a full collinearity assessment approach will be conducted. If all VIFs from a full
collinearity test are 3.3 or lower, the model is considered free of significant bias (Kock, 2015).

Ethical Considerations
This study strictly adhered to ethical research guidelines. All participants were provided with

an informed consent form outlining the study's purpose. Participation was entirely voluntary, and
respondents were assured of total anonymity and the confidentiality of their data. No personally

identifiable information was collected, and participants retained the right to withdraw from the survey
at any time.

Results

Measurement Model Evaluation: Reliability and Convergent Validity

The measurement model was evaluated to ensure the reliability and validity of the constructs
before testing the structural relationships. Based on the criteria established by Hair et al. 2019, 2021),

we assessed internal consistency reliability, indicator reliability, and convergent validity.

As shown in Table 2, the constructs' internal consistency reliability was confirmed. All
Cronbach's Alpha (CA) values ranged from 0.872 to 0.908, and Composite Reliability (CR) values
ranged from 0.907 to 0.929, significantly exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.70 established by
Hair et al. 2019). These results indicate high internal consistency across all latent variables.

Regarding indicator reliability, the Factor Loadings (FL) for all remaining items were well
above the 0.708 threshold, ranging from 0.755 to 0.864. It should be noted that one item from the
Metacognitive CQ construct (Metacognitive CQ1) was removed during the initial factor analysis due to
a loading below the 0.70 cutoff, thereby improving model fit and construct validity. Finally, convergent
validity was established through the Average Variance Extracted (AVE). All AVE values ranged from
0.662 to 0.724, surpassing the minimum requirement of 0.50 as suggested by Hair et al. 2021a), thereby

confirming that the constructs explain a substantial portion of the variance in their respective indicators.

Table 2: Reliability and Convergent Validity Results

Item FL CR CA AVE
Resilience 1 0.848 0.909 0.875 0.666
Resilience 2 0.804
Resilience 3 0.813
Resilience 4 0.816
Resilience 5 0.798

Meta Cognitive CQ2 0.856 0913 0.873 0.724
Meta Cognitive CQ3 0.834
Meta Cognitive CQ4 0.864
Meta Cognitive CQS5 0.848
Cognitive CQ1 0.822 0929 0.908 0.684
Cognitive CQ2 0.847
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Cognitive CQ3 0.859
Cognitive CQ4 0.780
Cognitive CQ5 0.823
Cognitive CQ6 0.830
Motivational CQ1 0.755 0.908 0.872 0.663
Motivational CQ2 0811
Motivational CQ3 0.826
Motivational CQ4 0.843
Motivational CQ5 0834
Behavioral CQ1 0.790 0907 0.872 0.662
Behavioral CQ2 0.828
Behavioral CQ3 0.774
Behavioral CQ4 0.826
Behavioral CQ5 0.847

Discriminant Validity and Collinearity Assessment
Discriminant validity was evaluated using two complementary approaches: the Fornell-Larcker

criterion and the Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) ratio. As shown in the upper right diagonal of Table 3,
the square root of the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for each construct is greater than its highest
correlation with any other latent variable, satisfying the Fornell-Larcker requirement. Furthermore, the
HTMT ratios (presented in the lower-left diagonal) remain below the conservative threshold of 0.85,
providing strong evidence that each construct is empirically distinct (Naing & Ratasuk, 2025). This
adheres to the guidelines by Henseler et al. (2015), who propose that htmt is a more rigorous test of
discriminant validity than traditional metrics.

In addition to validity, we assessed the model for potential multicollinearity and common
method bias (CMB) using the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values. According to Kock (2015, a full

collinearity VIF of 3.3 or lower indicates that the model is free of vertical and lateral collinearity and
common method bias. As reported in Table 3, all VIF values range from 1.088 to 2.156, well below the
3.3 threshold, confirming that multicollinearity is not an issue and the results are unlikely to be

contaminated by common method variance (Ratasuk, 2024).

Table 3: Discriminant Validity (Fornell-Larcker & HTMT), Collinearity, and CMB Results

Construct Resilience | Metacognitive CQ | Cognitive CQ | Motivational CQ | Behavioral CQ | VIF
Resilience 0.816) 0.197 0.235xx 0.203 5 0.174 1.088
Metacognitive CQ 0.225 ©0.851 0.584xxx 0.610%+ 0.613 1.978
Cognitive CQ 0262 0.655 0.827) 0.632xx 0.589xx 2015
Motivational CQ 0231 0.7 0.71 0.814) 0.627 2.156
Behavioral CQ 0.199 0.702 0.662 0.718 0.814) 2,031

Structural Model Assessment and Predictive Power
Following the validation of the measurement model, the structural model was evaluated to test
the hypothesized relationships. Before examining the path coefficients, the suitability of the PLS-SEM
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approach was empirically confirmed through normality testing. The results from the Jarque-Bera and
Robust Jarque-Bera tests indicated that the data sets for all constructs follow non-normal distributions.
This violation of normality assumptions justifies the use of PLS-SEM, which is specifically designed to
handle non-normal data in prediction-oriented research.

The model's internal consistency and overall fit were assessed using several global fit indices
provided by WarpPLS. The Average Block VIF (AVIF) was 1.350, and the Average Full Collinearity

VIF (AFVIF) was 1.730, both of which are well below the ideal threshold of 3.3 stipulated by Kock
(2015), confirming the absence of multicollinearity and common method bias within the structural
model. Furthermore, the Tenenhaus Goodness of Fit (GoF) was 0.320, exceeding the medium-effect
threshold of 0.25, indicating substantial explanatory power. Model fit was further evidenced by a
Standardized Root Mean Squared Residual (SRMR) of 0.058, well below the 0.10 cutoff for a well-
specified model per the criteria of Henseler et al. 2015).

The predictive power of the model was evaluated using the Coefficient of Determination (R?
and the Stone-Geisser (Q?% value. The model achieved R? = 0.125 and Adjusted R*>= 0.108 for the
endogenous construct of resilience. This indicates that the four dimensions of Cultural Intelligence (CQ)
collectively explain 12.5% of the variance in frontline hotel employees' resilience in Shanghai. Although
this R? value appears modest, it exceeds the 0.10 threshold recommended by Falk and Miller (1992),

which is considered acceptable for behavioral research where complex, multifaceted human factors
influence the dependent variable. Furthermore, it is important to note that this study isolates the specific

domain of Cultural Intelligence rather than testing a general model of resilience; therefore, explaining
12.5% of the variance solely through intercultural competencies represents a significant theoretical

finding. Crucially, the Q? value was 0.131, which, being strictly greater than zero, meets the predictive

relevance criterion established by Hair et al. 2019).
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Figure 2: PLS-SEM Results from WarpPLS 8.0

Hypothesis testing results, including the influence of control variables, are detailed below
based on the final structural paths, presented in Figure 2:

H1 Metacognitive CQ > Resilience): Positive and significant impact (=0.159, p < 0.001). This
result is considered highly significant as the p-value is well below the standard 0.05 alpha level.
Supported.

H2 Cognitive CQ > Resilience): Positive and significant impact (3 =0.095, p =0.025). The path
coefficient meets the minimum significance threshold for social science research. Supported.

H3 Motivational CQ > Resilience): Positive and significant impact (3=0.117, p =0.008). This
finding demonstrates a robust predictive relationship, as defined by Hair et al. (2021a). Supported.

H4 Behavioral CQ > Resilience): Non-significant impact (=-0.013, p =0.394). As the p-value
exceeds the 0.05 cutoff, the null hypothesis cannot be rejected. Not Supported.

Regarding control variables, gender (3=-0.093, p=0.027), age (3=0.092, p =0.029), and education
(B=0.083, p = 0.043) significantly influenced resilience, whereas Years of Experience (B = -0.006, p =
0.449) did not.

Discussion and Conclusion

The primary objective of this research was to examine the impact of the four distinct dimensions
of Cultural Intelligence (CQ)—metacognitive, cognitive, motivational, and behavioral—on the resilience
of frontline hotel employees within the international hospitality sector of Shanghai. The empirical
results, derived using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM), supported three
of the four primary hypotheses.

Metacognitive CQ (H1), cognitive CQ (H2), and motivational CQ (H3) were all positively and

significantly associated with employee resilience, with metacognitive CQ emerging as the most
influential predictor. These findings corroborate the work of Chu and Zhu (2023)and Azevedo and Shane

2019), who emphasized that the "executiver function of metacognition allows employees to maintain
psychological control during volatile encounters. Similarly, the support for H2 and H3 aligns with Dolce
et al. 2023) and Dolce and Ghislieri (2021), confirming that structural cultural knowledge and intrinsic
motivation serve as essential buffers against the anxiety and resource depletion inherent in cross-cultural
service.

Conversely, behavioral CQ (H4)did not significantly affect resilience. This result diverges from
the gain spirals predicted by Social Exchange Theory (Bao et al., 2025) and the findings of Reed et al.
(2023), who argued that outward behavioral adaptation reinforces resilience through external validation.
Instead, the non-significant effect suggests that, in China's high-power distance and face-saving culture,

internal mental and affective capacities are more critical for psychological recovery than outward

11
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behavioral adjustments. Additionally, the study found that demographic variables, including gender,
age, and education, significantly influenced baseline resilience levels, consistent with Wang et al. 2024,

who noted that older and more educated employees in the Chinese service sector often possess more
sophisticated cognitive coping strategies. However, total years of work experience did not significantly

influence resilience.

Theoretical Contribution
The unique contribution of our research lies in its integrated application of Conservation of
Resources (COR) Theory and Social Exchange Theory (SET) to explain the psychological mechanisms

of frontline staff operating within a high-pressure, high-power distance culture. By conceptualizing CQ

dimensions as personal resources, our findings demonstrate how internal cognitive and motivational
frameworks act as a resource caravan that prevents psychological depletion. The significant impact of

metacognitive and cognitive CQ reinforces the notion that strategic thinking and cultural knowledge
serve as vital defensive anchors in navigating intercultural friction, supporting the seminal framework
of Earley and Ang 2003) while extending it into the domain of employee well-being,

The non-significant path for behavioral CQ presents an interesting theoretical divergence,
suggesting a boundary condition in which, in the high-stakes environment of Shanghai international
hotels, the mental burden of face-saving (mianzi) makes internal cognitive reframing (metacognitive CQ)
far more essential for resilience than the manifest performance of cultural gestures. This supports
Luthans's (2002) perspective on the primacy of psychological capital over mere operational skills in
fostering long-term resilience.

Practical Implications
For practitioners and hotel management in Shanghai, this research offers concrete, actionable
advice to fortify the workforce's internal resources. Management policy should shift from focusing

exclusively on service etiquette training (behavioral CQ)toward fostering the cognitive and motivational
drivers of their staff Specifically, hotels should implement training programs that emphasize

metacognitive strategies, teaching employees how to consciously monitor and reframe cultural stressors
during guest interactions to prevent emotional exhaustion. Furthermore, HR departments can utilize the

Cultural Intelligence Scale (CQS) during recruitment to identify candidates with high baseline
motivational CQ, who are theoretically predisposed to higher long-term resilience. In alignment with

Social Exchange Theory, organizations must provide a supportive environment that acknowledges the
intense emotional labor involved in intercultural service, thereby reinforcing employees' internal
resource pools and fostering a more durable, resilient frontline.

Beyond corporate policy, these findings carry significant implications for educational
institutions, particularly those offering hotel management programs. Curricula should be restructured to

move beyond traditional service etiquette by integrating cultural intelligence as a core competency. By
incorporating metacognitive training and cross-cultural simulations into the classroom, academic

institutions can better prepare future graduates for the psychological rigors of the international
hospitality sector. Educators must emphasize that cognitive adaptability is as critical to professional

success as operational skills, ensuring that the next generation of frontline leaders possesses the mental
buffers necessary for sustained resilience in globalized markets.

Limitations and Future Research

12
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Despite the rigorous methodology and successful data collection from 419 respondents, this
study faces certain limitations. First, the cross-sectional nature of the data collection means that

definitive causality between CQ and resilience cannot be verified; it remains possible that more
naturally resilient individuals are more inclined to develop higher cultural competencies. Future studies

should utilize longitudinal designs to track these relationships over time. Second, while the sample size

was robust, the study was limited to a single city, Shanghai, which may not fully represent the
hospitality landscape in Tier-2 or Tier-3 Chinese cities or in other diverse Southeast Asian contexts.

Finally, the reliance on self-report measures introduces the risk of social desirability bias. Future
research could benefit from integrating supervisor-rated resilience or objective service performance

metrics to provide a more holistic view of the construct.
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Abstract

This study examines the primary drivers of brand engagement by evaluating the predictive
influence of historical performance, brand, and content characteristics, revealing that lag engagement,
the performance of previous posts, is the most significant determinant, confirming a powerful
momentum effect where current success hinges on prior outcomes. Well-known brands and high
volumes of visual content also drive audience resonance, while strategic timing prevents drops during
off-peak hours. Notably, success shows flexibility, unbound by specific calendar days or content
categories, prioritizing output quality and frequency over rigid schedules. For established brands,
consistent posting with visual richness proves more impactful than fixed formats, advocating a shift
toward long-term performance management and precise timing to maximize reach. Findings from this
dataset foundation future research into longitudinal engagement dynamics and evolving digital brand-
consumer relationships.

These findings advocate a strategic shift from rigid scheduling to long-term performance
management, leveraging the momentum effect of lag engagement, visual richness, and precise timing
windows to maximize reach while demonstrating flexibility beyond specific days or formats. Though
focused on a particular dataset, this work establishes a foundation for future inquiries into the
longitudinal dynamics of audience engagement and the evolving nature of brand-consumer
relationships in digital environments.

Keywords: Social Media Marketing, Brand Engagement, Momentum Effect, Visual Richness, Strategic
Timing.

Introduction

Global advertising spending is projected to grow by nearly 8% in 2024 (Navarro, 2025). The
rapid shift to digital channels brings major challenges. The advertising world is changing fast as brands
prioritize digital strategies. Digital media has outgrown its role as a simple add-on to traditional marketing;
it's now the main hub for shaping brand identity, nurturing consumer relationships, and building trust.
This reflects how digital increasingly commands consumer focus and budgets.

The prevalence of digital spending has not simplified the path to conversion, as high
engagement metrics often fail to translate into meaningful brand resonance. To thrive in this digital
boom, marketers must transcend surface-level interaction in favor of substantive consumer alignment.
Consequently, the absence of agile, authentic engagement strategies results in wasted capital and lost
opportunities (Nielsen, 2024; Navarro, 2025). Many companies find it hard to align social media plans
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with stakeholder needs or connect them to sales and profits, so they miss out on opportunities. Fast-
changing customer habits and tricky social platforms make it tough to blend in and track results well.
Using smart data tools is key to measuring right, getting the most value, and staying ahead in a changing
market (Tiago & Verissimo, 2014; Gao et al., 2018; Dolega et al., 2021; Kiraz & Basal, 2024). Marketers
who remain stagnant in their approach risk inevitable obsolescence in an increasingly competitive market
(Kiraz & Basal, 2024; Ross, 2025). Therefore, marketers must prioritize content quality and the strategic
effectiveness of their communication to maximize audience engagement. Effective social media
engagement centers on building trust through visual content. By blending authentic storytelling with
vivid imagery and compelling videos, brands can foster emotional bonds that transcend simple
metrics like likes and shares (De Vries et al., 2012; Baum et al., 2019).

Effective content strategies blend valuable information with a distinct brand personality to
drive both immediate lead and long-term brand equity (Gavilanes et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2018). True
loyalty, however, extends beyond initial contact, as it requires sustained consumer interest to ensure
the brand remains the preferred choice for future needs (Hoffman & Fodor, 2010). While media
richness and influencer collaborations successfully boost purchase intent, a significant opportunity
remains to refine these tactics across diverse platforms (Chidiac & Bowden, 2023).

The current literature reveals critical gaps in understanding how influence-follower dynamics
and cause-related marketing affect sales, particularly within the emotional and immersive context of
social commerce (Ghorbani et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2022; Howie et al., 2025). While the general benefits
of social media for brands are well-documented (Dolega et al., 2021; Tajvidi & Karami, 2021), there is a
lack of research on how data-driven content strategies apply Media Richness Theory (MRT) (Daft &
Lengel, 1986). Organizational information requirements, media richness, and structural design. This
necessitates the development of culturally resonant, platform-specific approaches that use MRT to
foster loyalty and growth. Furthermore, the effectiveness of influencer advertising varies significantly
across platforms, yet generic social media strategies often fail to account for these distinct user
interaction (Voorveld et al.,, 2018; Lou et al.,, 2022). The field currently lacks clear strategic
frameworks and the technological proficiency required to manage platform differences effectively
(Nakara et al., 2012).

This research addresses these gaps by empirically examining platform-specific engagement
dynamics through a data-driven analytical framework. By integrating historical performance
indicators, brand variables, and content-level characteristics into a unified model, the study moves
beyond generic social media strategies to capture how engagement mechanisms operate in practice.
The analysis accounts for momentum effect, temporal patterns, and visual content intensity, enabling
a more nuanced understanding of how interaction patterns differ across posts and brands. In doing so,
the research provides actionable strategic insights that help translate engagement into sustained
audience trust, offering a structured approach for optimizing retention and competitive advantage in
increasingly complex digital environments.

Research Objectives,

1. Identify primary drivers of social media engagement through predictive analysis of
historical post-performance, brand, and content characteristics.
2. Suggest actionable strategic insights for sustained engagement.
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Literature Review

1. Brand engagement

Social media engagement manifests through likes (emotional responses), comments (cognitive
involvement), and shares (emotional/rational diffusion), with visual content boosting likes, interactive
content driving comments, and combined formats enhancing shares (Kim & Yang, 2017). Lifestyle
and influencer content shapes Gen Z's engagement, attitudes, and purchase intent per stimulus-organism-
response theory (Hazari & Sethna, 2023).

Key metrics like video views, completion rates, and profile interactions gauge reach,
retention, and advocacy (Muntinga et al., 2011). Facebook ads enhance brand image and purchase
intent (Dehghani & Tumer, 2015), while effective Instagram and Facebook strategies require optimal
media formats, emotional content, and authentic interaction (Hazari & Sethna, 2023). Engagement
spans affective (emotion), cognitive (focus), and behavioral (sharing or actions) dimensions (Vander
et al., 2020), fostering loyalty or equity that drives purchases with remuneration showing the strongest
impact (Martins et al., 2019; Goyal & Verma, 2024).

2. Momentum Effect

Cognition and behavior are shaped by future-oriented biases that give rise to momentum-
like effects, including representational, operational, attentional, behavioral, and psychological
momentum. Whereas perceptual forms of momentum operate on short time scales and involve spatial
extrapolation, behavioral and psychological momentum function over longer time scales and rely on
temporal extrapolation. Behavioral momentum reflects the persistence of action driven by prior
reinforcement. In contrast, psychological momentum reflects perceived accumulations of success or
failure that shape motivation, confidence, and performance expectations, enabling anticipation of
future outcomes (Hubbard, 2015). Performance is thus composed of momentum episodes that vary in
frequency and duration, with higher frequency and longer duration increasing the likelihood of
success. These effects are supported by confidence, perceived competence, and internal attributions
and may become automatic over time (Iso-Ahola & Dotson, 2016).

3. Posting time and day

The timing of social media content publication, including the day of the week and time of
day, plays a significant role in shaping user engagement. Research indicates that posting during
periods of high user activity enhances the effectiveness of content characteristics, as engagement
levels vary across platforms and audience segments (Pletikosa Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013). Posts
shared during peak hours generally achieve higher likes, comments, shares, and click-through rates
than those published during off-peak periods (De Vries et al., 2012).

Schultz (2017) examined the impact of brand messaging and found that vivid post
characteristics yield mixed results regarding their effectiveness. While certain interactive elements
positively influence social media interactions, the study challenges common industry assumptions by
demonstrating no statistically significant difference in engagement between weekday and weekend
posts. Instead, the findings suggest that consumer engagement is primarily driven by a post’s
prominence and duration of exposure rather than the specific day of its publication.

4. Content Type
Content type significantly influences user engagement on social media, with entertaining
and informational posts playing complementary roles. Informational content builds trust and credibility
through useful, value-adding material that enhances perceptions of brand expertise, while entertaining
formats evoke positive emotions, making interactions enjoyable and memorable driving willingness to
engage and share (Pletikosa Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013). These dynamics have evolved beyond
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basic formats to include expanded categories like advertising, fan-generated content, event announcements,
promotional offers, interactive, polls, questions, facts, and comparative messaging, often enhanced by
technical features such as embedded media and geotags for greater relevance and reach (De Vries et
al., 2012; Rauschnabel et al., 2012; Coelho et al., 2016). Each type generates distinct interaction
patterns based on purpose and appeal and strategically aligns them with media richness, vivid visuals
for emotional impact, interactive elements for cognitive involvement, and rich formats for sharing,
enabling brands to optimize engagement and achieve marketing goals across platforms (Fortin &
Dholakia, 2005; Pletikosa Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013).

5. Post type

Interactive and vivid formats, particularly photos, videos, and interactive questions, drive
significantly higher engagement across social media platforms by targeting distinct cognitive and
emotional responses (De Vries et al., 2012). Photos and videos excel at generating likes through immediate
emotional impact, while simultaneously serving as powerful tools to showcase organizational culture, core
values, and behind-the-scenes authenticity, thereby deepening emotional brand connections (Pletikosa
Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; Andreas, 2025).

Photo-based posts consistently outperform both text-only content and even video formats
due to their visual richness, which captures attention faster and encourages higher interaction rates
(Cvijikj et al., 2011; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013). The optimal strategy combines vivid visuals and
interactive prompts, maximizing shares the highest-value engagement metric that drives algorithmic
content diffusion and organic reach (De Vries et al., 2012). Positive comment interactions create
powerful cascade effects that amplify likes, while all comments (positive or negative) contribute to
higher overall comment volume, signaling platform algorithms of active audience interest.

These dynamics provide social media managers with actionable format optimization
strategies across platforms, though significant research gaps remain regarding images vs. videos
performance and platform-specific effects (Coelho et al., 2016). Ultimately, effective branded content
built on these principles constructs unique brand identities, cultivates consumer trust, enhances brand
favorability, and directly contributes to sales outcomes (Drossos et al., 2024).

6. Post Frequency

The relationship between posting frequency and consumer engagement is not determined
by the sheer volume of content, but rather by the strategic alignment between content orientation and
category-specific consumer motives (Kim et al., 2015). Simply increasing posting frequency does not
inherently produce higher engagement. Instead, engagement measured through likes, comments, and
shares depends on whether the most frequently posted content aligns with consumers’ reasons for
following a brand. In many cases, marketers emphasize interaction-oriented content that does not fully
resonate with their audience. For convenience brands, for example, engagement increases when
posting frequency shifts toward self-oriented, product-related information, as consumers in this
category are primarily motivated by functional value rather than social interaction. Overall, posting
frequency enhances engagement only when it delivers the specific value social or functional that
matches industry-specific consumer expectations (Kim et al., 2015).

Social media engagement is shaped by multiple interrelated factors, including engagement
metrics, timing, post typology, content type, and posting frequency. Engagement is commonly reflected
through likes, comments, and shares, which represent varying levels of emotional and cognitive
involvement and serve as key indicators of content effectiveness (Kim & Yang, 2017; Muntinga et al.,
2011). Posting content during peak user activity periods enhances engagement outcomes, as timing
influences users’ likelihood of interaction (De Vries et al., 2012; Pletikosa Cvijikj & Michahelles,
2013). Content characteristics further affect engagement, with informational posts building trust and
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credibility, entertaining and visually rich content stimulating positive emotions, and interactive
formats particularly photo-based posts generating higher levels of user responses than text-only or
video content (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; De Vries et al., 2012). Importantly, posting frequency
alone does not guarantee higher engagement; instead, engagement increases when the frequency and
orientation of content align with consumers’ category-specific motivations, whether functional or

social, highlighting the importance of strategic content alignment over sheer posting volume (Kim et
al., 2015).

The Proposed Theoretical Framework

There is one dependent variable and six independent variables. Engagement (Engagement) is
dependent variable. The independent variables are the previous post’s engagement (Lag Engagement),
number of photos in the posts (Photonumber), day of post (Weekday), time of post (Timing), Brand
(Brand), and content type (Content Type). The independent variables have an influence on the
dependent variable. The relationships between variables will be explained in Figure 1.

Lag Engagement |
\\\\‘ Hl
Photonumber \\\\
e H2 \\\\
Weekday H3 ~«.._~_~.,_x‘~.r.\\\
_:_____:___:___:__ A
: ___7____7___::_:::% Engagement
Timing =
”’ H6 /
Brand B /”
Content type /

Picture 1: Conceptual Framework

Hypothesis Development

This section examines the determinants of engagement in the carbonated soft drink industry,
proposing a framework in which engagement, measured by likes, shares, comments, and interaction
rates, is modeled as a dependent variable influenced by six key predictors. Drawing on momentum
effect theory, and the model incorporates prior post-performance (Lag Engagement), posting time
(Timing), day (Weekdays), visual format (Photonumber), brand (Brand), and type of posts (Content
type). Lag Engagement reflects carryover effects from previous posts, Timing captures alignment
with peak user activity, and Visual Format accounts for the higher engagement potential of visually
rich media. Together, these factors provide a concise framework for understanding how brands can
optimize digital engagement strategies in a competitive market.
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1. Brand Engagement and previous post performance (Momentum Effect)

Previous post performance refers to the level of engagement generated by a brand’s
earlier social media content (Hubbard, 2015), captured in this study as lagged brand engagement (Lag
Engagement) specifically, the average likes, comments, shares, and views from the prior 1-7 posts,
measured with a one-week lag to account for platform algorithms’ recency bias. Drawing on the
momentum effect theory (Iso-Ahola & Dotson, 2016), this variable assumes that posts that perform
well create residual visibility and algorithmic advantages that carry over to subsequent posts, much
like a snowball effect in consumer attention.

When a brand’s prior content receives high levels of likes, comments, or shares, it signals
relevance and popularity to both consumers and platform algorithms, increasing the likelihood that
future posts will be more widely distributed and noticed (Hubbard, 2015). Algorithms on platforms
like Facebook employ engagement velocity signals, rapid early interactions boost priority in users'
feeds creating a self-reinforcing loop. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H1: The previous post has a positive effect on present engagement, suggesting that
previous interaction levels predict future performance.

2. Brand Engagement and Visual Quantity

Visual format and content quantity play a critical role in shaping brand engagement within
the carbonated soft drink industry. Grounded in media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986), richer
media formats are more effective at conveying information and emotional cues, thereby enhancing
users' understanding and involvement.

Empirical evidence from social media research indicates that engagement levels on Facebook
fan pages vary significantly by post type. Photos and videos generate higher levels of interaction than
text-based status updates because they better capture attention and convey sensory and emotional
information (Chun et al., 2021). Such characteristics are especially relevant for beverage brands,
where visual appeal is closely linked to brand perception and consumer response.

Moreover, the volume of visual content increases brand visibility and exposure, which in
turn increases the likelihood of consumer interaction. Frequent posting of visually rich content
facilitates repeated audience contact and strengthens engagement over time. While temporal factors
such as posting day have been examined, their influence on engagement has been found to be minimal
and inconsistent (Cvijikj et al., 2011), suggesting that content characteristics play a more dominant
role. Accordingly, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

H2: Posts containing a higher number of photos are associated with higher levels of
engagement.

3. Brand engagement and Posting time

Post timing plays a significant role in shaping brand engagement, as consumer activity
and attention levels vary across different time slots. In the carbonated soft drink industry, posting at
optimal times enhances content visibility and increases the likelihood of interaction. Accordingly, this
framework proposes that engagement levels differ by posting time, with certain time periods, particularly
weekends, generating higher engagement than others.

On Facebook brand pages, dynamic posts compete amid cluttered walls, making precise
scheduling during peak weekday evenings and nights essential to avoid being buried and maximizing
visibility, unlike fixed ad slots, though Schultz (2017) notes mixed results, emphasizing content
prominence over exact timing (Golder et al., 2007; Rutz & Bucklin, 2008). In contrast, posting day
has been found to have only a very small and inconsistent effect on engagement outcomes (Cvijikj et
al., 2011).
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Accordingly, this framework proposes a positive relationship between the variables,
suggesting that they are likely to achieve higher engagement levels.

H3: Posts published on weekdays generate lower engagement than those published on
weekends.

H4: Posts published in the afternoon generate lower engagement than posts published in
the morning.

4. Brand engagement and Brand
Brand-specific characteristics significantly influence engagement levels, as differences in
brand, familiarity, and emotional connection shape consumer responsiveness. In the carbonated soft
drink industry, stronger or more iconic brands are expected to generate higher engagement than
lesser-known brands. Accordingly, this framework proposes that the specific brand being posted has a
significant impact on the level of brand engagement.
HS5: Different brands have different impacts on engagement levels.

5. Brand Engagement and Content Type

Accordingly, prior research suggests that informational posts are more effective in
generating likes, while competition-related content tends to receive lower levels of engagement
(Cvijikj et al., 2011). In addition, engagement-oriented posts, particularly question-based formats, are
more likely to stimulate commenting behavior, whereas statement-based posts generate the lowest
response. These findings support the proposition that post objective and content type significantly
influence distinct dimensions of brand engagement.

Content planning significantly enhances engagement outcomes. Entertaining content has the
strongest overall effect, increasing likes, comments, shares, and interaction duration, while informational
posts drive likes, comments, and longer interactions but not sharing. In contrast, remuneration or
contest-related content shows limited effectiveness, with minimal or negative effects on engagement
due to its short-lived relevance (Pletikosa Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013).

Different post typologies influence engagement outcomes by shaping how consumers
perceive and interact with content. Promotional, and non-promotional advertising posts vary in their
ability to attract attention and encourage interaction, leading to differences in engagement levels.

H6: The promotion post more significantly influences engagement outcomes than non-
promotional.

Research Methodology

This study employs a quantitative research design using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS)
Multiple Regression analysis to examine the determinants of social media engagement in Facebook.
The methodology focuses on validating the predictive power of structural and temporal variables
while ensuring the statistical integrity of the model.

Data Collection

The dataset was processed to include both continuous and categorical variables to capture a
holistic view of the digital environment. The model is structured as follows:

1) Dependent Variable: Engagement, likes, shares, comments, and other reactions in
Facebook is operationalized as the total volume of user interactions. To ensure the integrity of the
OLS model, this variable underwent a Log-transformation (Engagement). Social media data is often
long tailed (a few posts get massive engagement while most get very little). Log-transformation
normalizes this distribution and prevents extreme outliers from skewing the results.
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2) Independent Variables: The predictors are categorized into three distinct dimensions to
capture each post:

2.1) Structural: Quantity of Visual (Photonumber), Category of Content (Content type),
and Brand (Brand).

2.2) Temporal: day of posting (Weekday) and specific time-of-day slots (Timing).

2.3) Endogenous: This represents the engagement of the previous post. It is included to
account for the momentum effect, where the algorithm carries over visibility from one successful post
to the next. (Lag Engagement).

The empirical data for this study were compiled from a comprehensive audit of the
leading over 70% of sparkling beverage brands' contribution in Thailand. The sample includes major
market competitors, specifically: Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Est, Fanta, TanSanSu, Calpis Lacto, and Singha
Lemon Soda.

The variables included in the study, along with their measurement and coding schemes,
are described as follows. Engagement, the dependent variable, is measured as a numeric scale and
operationalized as the logarithm (base-10 or natural) of raw engagement values. Content Type is a
nominal variable distinguishing between informative posts without rewards and posts involving
activities related to rewards, pricing, or other consumer-valued incentives. Weekdays capture the day
of posting and distinguish weekdays (Monday to Friday) from weekends (Saturday to Sunday).
Timing refers to the time of posting and is categorized as morning or afternoon. Photonumber is a
scale variable that indicates the number of images or visual assets included in each post. Brand is a
nominal variable representing seven leading brands in the study: Coke, Pepsi, Est, Fanta, Singha
Lemon Soda, Tansansu, and Calpis Lacto based on market share ranking. Finally, Lag Engagement is
measured as a scale variable reflecting the engagement level of the previous post and is constructed
using a variable transformation procedure.

Engagement metrics such as likes, shares, comments, and reactions were systematically
monitored to capture audience interaction. To ensure a robust longitudinal analysis, the dataset spans
12 months, from November 2024 to October 2025. Data collection followed a census-style approach,
capturing every post published by the selected brands on Facebook, resulting in a total sample size of
810 posts. This comprehensive sampling method allowed for a detailed evaluation of how posting
characteristics influence digital resonance over time.

Data Analysis

The data analysis in this study follows a multi-stage statistical framework, progressing from
descriptive analysis to inferential modeling to identify the key drivers of social media engagement.
Descriptive statistics are first employed to provide an overview of the data and to understand general
patterns in posting behavior and engagement levels. This preliminary analysis informs the subsequent
inferential stage by establishing the basic characteristics of the dataset.

The primary analytical technique used in this study is Multiple Linear Regression estimated
via the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) method. This approach is particularly suitable because it enables the
simultaneous examination of multiple structural and temporal factors influencing engagement. By applying
OLS regression, the study can estimate the unique contribution of each independent variable such as
content characteristics, posting timing, and the number of photos while statistically controlling for
other factors, including historical performance captured through lagged engagement. This allows for a
more precise assessment of the net effect of each predictor on engagement outcomes.

The use of Multiple Linear Regression is consistent with established practices in digital
marketing and social media research, where regression-based models are commonly employed to
isolate the determinants of content popularity and user interaction. Prior studies have demonstrated
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the effectiveness of this approach in identifying engagement drivers across digital platforms (Cobb-
Walgren et al., 1995; Sabate et al., 2014; Coelho et al., 2016; Robson & Banerjee, 2023). Accordingly, this
methodological choice provides a robust and theoretically grounded framework for evaluating the
impact of specific post characteristics on audience engagement.

The core of the analysis involved estimating the relationship between the independent
variables and the dependent variable. The regression model is expressed as:

Engagement = 3o+ 1 Lag Engagement + B, Photonumber + 3 Weekday +
B4 Timing + Bs Brand + s Content type + €

By including lagged engagement, the model accounts for temporal dependence and
persistence effects in user interactions, reducing potential bias arising from autocorrelation. Control
variables such as the number of photos, posting time, brand, content type, and day of the week are
incorporated to isolate the unique effect of each predictor. This approach allows researchers to assess,
for example, whether content type significantly influences engagement while holding constant other
contextual factors such as posting timing or weekday.

This method was chosen because it enables simultaneous assessment of multiple predictors,
allowing the researchers to estimate the unique contribution of each factor, such as the effect of the
number of photos, while holding other variables, including the day of the week, constant. As a result,
multiple regression analysis provides a robust analytical framework for isolating the independent
effects of key determinants on engagement outcomes, thereby enhancing the validity, reliability, and
interpretability of the empirical findings.

Results

This multiple linear regression model significantly predicts brand engagement on Facebook
brand pages in the carbonated soft drink industry, accounting for substantial variance explained by the
specified predictors. Lag Engagement emerges as the most robust driver, with Brand and Photonumber
exhibiting moderate effects, whereas temporal factors (Timing, Weekday) and Content Type
demonstrate limited or directionally unexpected influence.

The predictive power of the structural and temporal variables was assessed using Multiple
Linear Regression, and the results indicate that the model is a statistically significant fit for the data (F
=24.657, p <.001) (Table 1). The R-Square of .159 demonstrates that the six independent variables
Lagged Engagement, Photo Number, Weekday, Content Type, Timing, and Brand collectively
explain 15.9% of the total variance in engagement levels (Engagement) within the Thai sparkling
beverage sector. While this percentage reflects the inherent volatility of social media behavior, the
model’s reliability is further reinforced by a Durbin-Watson statistic of 2.031. This value, being close
to the ideal score of 2.0, confirms that the residuals are independent and that the model is free from
autocorrelation, validating the methodological decision to include a lagged variable to account for
time-series momentum.

Table 1: Model Summary

Model R Square Standard Error of the Estimate F Change Sig. F Change Durbin Watson
1 159 76492 24.657 <.001 2.031
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Empirical Hypothesis Testing (Table 2)

H1: Lag Engagement; Supported (B =.314, p <.001).

This strong effect confirms momentum theory (Iso-Ahola & Dotson, 2016), showing that
higher engagement on previous posts leads to greater engagement on subsequent posts. In practice,
earlier engagement boosts algorithmic visibility and encourages continued user interaction, creating a
reinforcing cycle driven by platform recency effects (Hubbard, 2015).

H2: Visual content quantity (Photonumber), Supported (B =.093, p =.004).

The results indicate that using more photos in a post leads to higher engagement. This finding
supports media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986), suggesting that visual content captures attention and
communicates information more effectively than text-only posts, thereby increasing user interaction
(Chun et al., 2021).

H3: Weekday Effects; Not supported (B =.019, p = .567).

The results indicate no meaningful difference in engagement between weekday and weekend
posts. This finding aligns with prior research showing that the day of posting has little impact on engagement,
suggesting that content quality is more important than the specific day a post is published (Cvijikj et al.,
2011; Schultz, 2017).

H4: Timing Effects; Supported, but with a negative effect (B =—.086, p =.008).

The negative and statistically significant coefficient for Timing supports the hypothesis that
posts published in the afternoon generate lower engagement than those published in the morning. The
negative coefficient indicates that shifting from morning to afternoon posting is associated with a
decrease in engagement, suggesting that morning posting is more effective in stimulating user
interaction. This finding underscores the importance of carefully selecting specific posting times
rather than relying solely on general peak-hour assumptions (Pletikosa Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013).

HS5: Brand differences; Supported (B =.154, p <.001).

The results show that engagement levels differ significantly across brands. These differences
likely reflect variations in brand strength and connection with consumers within the competitive soft
drink market.

H6: Content type differences; Not supported (p =.028, p =.392).

The results indicate no significant differences in engagement across Promotional and non-
Promotional posts. This suggests that content categories alone do not strongly influence engagement
when more powerful factors like prior engagement and visual elements are considered.

Table 2: Regression Coefficients for Predictors

Predictor Variable Unstandardized B Beta (B) t-value Sig. (p) Result
(Constant) 1.390 - 14.655 <.001 Significant
Lag Engagement 302 314 9.560 <.001 Significant
Brand .063 154 4.655 <.001 Significant
Timing -.145 -.086 -2.653 .008 Significant
Photonumber 0 .093 2.849 .004 Significant
Content type .027 .028 .857 392 Not Significant
Weekday .044 .019 573 567 Not Significant

Source: N=810. * p <.05, ** p <.01 (1-tailed).
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Table 3: Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Engagement 1.00
Content type .014 1.00
Weekday .032 .041 1.00
Timing -.094%* .014 -.076* 1.00
Photo Number .092%* -.052 -014 .031 1.00
Lag Engagement 339%* -.013 -.037 -.039 -.006 1.00
Brand .204%%* -.03 122%%* .02 .037 .148** 1.00

The individual predictor analysis reveals that the Lag Engagement variable is the most
dominant driver of performance (Table 3), suggesting a powerful momentum effect where the success
of a previous post significantly dictates the reach and interaction of the current one. This is followed
by Brand, which indicates that inherent brand remains a primary constant in driving consumer
response. Structurally, the number of photos contribute positively to engagement, supporting the
media richness theory that more visual assets encourage deeper user interaction. Conversely, Timing
exhibits a significant negative impact, revealing that specific daily windows act as barriers to audience
engagement.

Interestingly, the analysis shows that neither the Weekday nor the Content type reached
statistical significance. This lack of significance suggests that for the Thai beverage audience, the
specific content category (e.g., promotional vs. non-promotional) and the day of publication are less
critical than the brand’s current momentum and visual richness. Inductively, these findings imply that
the Thai market is always on, and marketing managers should prioritize a consistent stream of high-
quality visual content to maintain algorithmic momentum rather than over-optimizing for a specific
perfect day for posting.

For summary, the best predictor, Lag Engagement, is the strongest predictor of current
engagement. For every one-unit increase in previous engagement, current engagement is expected to
increase by .302 units, holding all other variables are constant. Timing has a significant negative
effect on engagement. This suggests that as the timing value increases (e.g., posting later in a specific
period), engagement significantly decreases. Brand and Photonumber are significant positive
contributors to the model. Non-significant factors such as Content type and Weekday do not have a
statistically significant unique contribution to the prediction of engagement in this model.

Discussion

The regression analysis indicates that the proposed model significantly predicts social media
engagement, although the influence of individual predictors varies across variables (Table 3). Social
media marketing algorithms tend to prioritize behavioral signals rather than the intrinsic quality of
content. As a result, users’ prior interactions with a brand’s recent posts serve as historical engagement
signals, guiding the algorithm to allocate greater initial reach to subsequent posts. This mechanism
reinforces the momentum effect (Iso-Ahola & Dotson, 2016), whereby accounts with consistently
high engagement are classified as high-retention and are consequently favored by the platform’s
distribution system.

Established brands demonstrate greater operational maturity through disciplined posting
schedules, typically concentrating their activity during the workweek. In contrast, smaller or less
structured brands often post inconsistently, including on weekends, without sufficient planning or
monitoring. Major brands rely on professional content calendars managed by dedicated marketing
teams, ensuring that posts are published when staff are available to track performance and engage
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with audiences. This weekday consistency reflects strategic discipline and organizational capability
that smaller competitors often lack.

The findings further indicate that morning posting is more effective in stimulating user
interaction, highlighting the importance of selecting specific posting times rather than relying on
generalized peak-hour assumptions (Pletikosa Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013). The observed negative
effect of posting time should therefore not be interpreted as a lack of audience interest, but rather
because of execution and timing decisions. Specifically, the regression results show that posts published later
in the day are associated with lower engagement compared to morning posts. This pattern may be explained
by higher user attention and availability during morning hours, when audiences are more likely to
check social media at the start of the day.

When brands fail to plan content strategically particularly on weekends, they often miss
optimal posting windows, such as evening periods, leading to weaker performance outcomes. Since
content type remains largely consistent across days, differences in engagement are driven more by
execution quality and timing decisions than by the choice of posting day itself. In addition, content
vividness has been shown to positively influence brand engagement, as visually rich and stimulating
posts tend to attract greater user interaction (de Vries et al., 2012; Luarn et al., 2015).

Conclusion

This study contributes to the social media engagement literature by clarifying the relative
importance of strategic continuity versus executional optimization in algorithm-driven platforms. The
results show that commonly emphasized calendar-based variables, such as posting day and content
category, do not significantly influence engagement outcomes, thereby challenging prevalent managerial
heuristics. Instead, executional elements specifically posting time and content vividness retain explanatory
power, with morning posting enhancing engagement and afternoon posting exerting a negative effect.

More importantly, the findings demonstrate that engagement momentum constitutes the dominant
mechanism shaping social media performance. Consistent with algorithmic prioritization of behavioral
signals, sustained interaction histories generate cumulative advantages that outweigh the effects of
isolated posting decisions. This emphasizes that social media effectiveness is fundamentally path-
dependent, driven by repetition, familiarity, and habitual audience participation rather than episodic
optimization.

From a theoretical standpoint, this study extends momentum-based perspectives by empirically
situating them within contemporary social media algorithms. Strategically, the results suggest that
once engagement momentum is established, brands gain greater latitude in executional choices
without substantial performance degradation. Overall, sustainable social media success is anchored in
long-term audience loyalty and strategic coherence, with tactical decisions functioning as supportive
rather than primary drivers of engagement outcomes.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Studies

Despite the valuable insights generated, this study has several limitations that provide direction for
future research. First, its focus on a single industry and social media platform limits generalizability to other
contexts. Second, content type analysis lacked granularity to clearly separate and identify specific
content contexts that moderate engagement (Shahbaznezhad et al., 2021).

Future research should adopt a cross-platform comparative approach to examine whether
engagement momentum persists across different algorithmic environments, such as TikTok or LinkedIn,
particularly as Facebook usage has declined among certain customer groups, including Generation X
(Aboulhosn, 2020). Expanding the analysis beyond a single platform would enable a more comprehensive
understanding of how momentum effect operates across diverse audience segments and platform
dynamics.
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Abstract

This systematic literature review develops a trust-centered conceptual framework explaining
consumer purchase intention in contemporary e-commerce environments. Grounded in trust-based
consumer behavior theories, the study synthesizes evidence from electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM),
online review, and digitally mediated information literature following PRISMA guidelines. The proposed
framework positions trust as the central mediating mechanism through which review characteristics—
including review quality, credibility, emotional content, usefulness, and review length—and electronic
word-of-mouth (eWOM) influence consumer purchase intention.

The review identifies a consistent pattern across prior studies indicating that consumers rely
on credible, informative, and useful online information to form trust toward digital platforms and review
content, which subsequently shapes their willingness to make purchase decisions. The conceptual model
comprises three hypotheses that explain how review characteristics and eWOM influence purchase
intention through the mediating role of trust. By emphasizing trust as the primary psychological
pathway linking informational cues to behavioral outcomes, this study provides a parsimonious and
theoretically grounded explanation of consumer decision-making under conditions of informational
uncertainty in digital marketplaces. The proposed framework offers a foundation for future empirical
testing and cross-contextual validation across platforms, product categories, and cultural settings.

Keywords: Review Characteristics, Electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM), Trust, Purchase Intention

Introduction

The exponential growth of e-commerce has fundamentally transformed consumer purchasing
behavior, with online reviews and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) emerging as critical determinants of
purchase decisions (Abouzeid et al., 2023; Damayanti et al., 2023). In the absence of physical product
examination, consumers increasingly rely on the experiences and opinions of other buyers to reduce
uncertainty and perceived risk (Ilhamalimy & Ali, 2021; Mahmud et al., 2020). This phenomenon has
positioned e-WOM and online reviews as powerful tools that shape consumer trust and ultimately
influence purchase intentions (Duy et al., 2024; Jonathan, 2024).

The relationship between review characteristics, e-WOM, and purchase intention is complex
and multifaceted, with trust serving as a crucial psychological mechanism that bridges information
processing and behavioral outcomes (Mahmud et al., 2020; Ramdhani et al., 2025). Understanding
this relationship has become essential for both academic researchers and e-commerce practitioners, as
online reviews can significantly impact sales performance, brand reputation, and customer acquisition
costs (Furner et al., 2021; Ghorbanzadeh et al., 2025). Recent estimates suggest that the majority of
online shoppers consult reviews before making purchase decisions, underscoring the practical
importance of this research domain (Tafolli et al., 2025).
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This literature review synthesizes empirical research published between 2016 and 2026,
focusing specifically on studies that examine how review characteristics and eWOM influence
purchase intention through the mediating role of trust (Mahmud et al., 2020; Qadri et al., 2023; Rizqi
& Hartono, 2025). The review encompasses diverse e-commerce contexts, including general online
marketplaces, specialized platforms, and emerging social commerce environments (Dewi, 2024;
Senalasari et al., 2025). By systematically analyzing highly relevant empirical studies, this review
aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms through which online reviews and
e-WOM shape consumer behavior, identify consistent patterns across different contexts, and highlight
areas requiring further investigation (Han & Kim, 2021; Permana & Susanti, 2025).

The significance of this topic extends beyond academic interest. For e-commerce platforms,
understanding the specific review characteristics that build trust and drive purchases can inform
platform design, review system optimization, and marketing strategies (Furner et al., 2021; Abouzeid
et al., 2023). For consumers, this research illuminates the factors that should guide their evaluation of
online information (Mahmud et al., 2020). For policymakers, these insights can inform regulations regarding
review authenticity, disclosure requirements, and consumer protection in digital marketplaces (Amin et al.,
2025; Tafolli et al., 2025).

Accordingly, this study adopts a conceptual framework in which review characteristics and
electronic word-of-mouth function as informational antecedents influencing purchase intention through the
mediating role of trust. Within contemporary e-commerce environments, consumers rely on these
informational cues to evaluate credibility, reduce perceived risk, and form purchase decisions.

Research Objective

The objective of this study is to develop an integrated conceptual framework that explains
how consumers form purchase intention in e-commerce environments. Grounded in trust-based
consumer behavior theories, this systematic literature review synthesizes prior research to examine
how review characteristics—comprising review quality, credibility, emotional content, usefulness,
and length—and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) influence consumer trust in online information
and platforms.

Specifically, the study aims to clarify how these informational cues function as antecedents of
purchase intention through the mediating role of trust. By consolidating these constructs within a
unified theoretical structure, the study provides a theoretically grounded explanation of consumer
decision-making processes in contemporary e-commerce contexts and establishes a foundation for
future empirical testing of the proposed mediation model.

Literature Review

Trust has been widely recognized as a central construct in digital marketing and consumer
behavior research, particularly in e-commerce environments characterized by information asymmetry
and uncertainty. In online transactions where consumers cannot physically examine products, trust
functions as a critical psychological mechanism that reduces perceived risk and enhances confidence
in purchase decisions. As such, trust is frequently conceptualized as a mediating variable linking
informational cues in online environments to behavioral outcomes such as purchase intention.

Within the context of e-commerce, electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) and online reviews
represent key informational sources that influence consumer decision-making. Prior studies have
consistently shown that consumers rely on online reviews to evaluate products and sellers, thereby
forming trust toward digital platforms and review content (Mahmud et al., 2020; Duy et al., 2024). E-
WOM is often perceived as more credible and persuasive than firm-generated content because it
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reflects shared experiences and opinions from other consumers. Consequently, eWOM has been identified as
a significant antecedent of both trust and purchase intention in online shopping environments.

In addition to eWOM, research grounded in the Information Adoption Model emphasizes the
importance of review characteristics in shaping consumer trust and behavioral responses. Key review
characteristics frequently examined in the literature include review quality, credibility, emotional content,
usefulness, and length. High-quality and credible reviews provide detailed and reliable information that helps
consumers evaluate products more effectively, while emotionally expressive and useful reviews enhance
perceived informativeness and relevance. These characteristics function as informational cues that
influence consumers’ trust toward online information and platforms, which in turn affects their purchase
intention.

Recent developments in digital commerce suggest that consumers increasingly encounter
diverse forms of review content across different formats, including text-based blog posts and short-
form video reviews. Regardless of format, consumers rely on perceived credibility and informational value
when forming trust toward such digital content. In this regard, trust remains a central mechanism through
which review characteristics and eWOM influence purchase intention in contemporary e-commerce
environments.

Overall, existing literature indicates that review characteristics and electronic word-of-mouth
act as key antecedents that shape consumer trust, which subsequently drives purchase intention. This
theoretical perspective provides the foundation for the present study, which proposes an integrated
framework examining the influence of review characteristics and eWOM on purchase intention
through the mediating role of trust in e-commerce contexts.

Theoretical Foundation of the Conceptual Model

The conceptual model developed in this study is grounded in established theories widely
applied in digital commerce and online consumer behavior research, with trust positioned as the central
psychological mechanism linking digital information cues to purchase intention. In e-commerce
environments characterized by uncertainty and information asymmetry, consumers rely heavily on
digital information provided by other users to evaluate products and services. Trust functions as a key
cognitive and affective mechanism that reduces perceived risk and facilitates decision-making in such
contexts.

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and its subsequent extensions provide a theoretical
basis for understanding how consumers evaluate and rely on digital information when interacting with
technology-enabled platforms. Although perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use are not
modeled as direct constructs in the present study, TAM offers conceptual support for explaining how
consumers cognitively process online information and develop confidence in digital environments.
These evaluations are manifested through trust formation, which ultimately influences behavioral
intentions in e-commerce settings.

The Information Adoption Model (IAM) further supports the role of informational cues in
shaping consumers’ acceptance of online information. IAM suggests that information quality and
source credibility influence the extent to which individuals adopt information and integrate it into
their decision-making processes. Within e-commerce contexts, online reviews and electronic word-of-
mouth (eWOM) function as key informational sources that guide consumer evaluations. Prior research
demonstrates that review characteristics—such as review quality, credibility, emotional content,
usefulness, and length—enhance perceived informativeness and diagnosticity, thereby strengthening
trust in online information.

Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) represents shared opinions and experiences among consumers
in digital environments and is widely regarded as more credible than firm-generated content. As a
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form of peer-generated information, eWOM provides experiential insights and social validation that
help consumers reduce uncertainty and evaluate products more effectively. Consequently, both review
characteristics and eWOM serve as key antecedents of trust in e-commerce environments.

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives provide the foundation for the proposed conceptual
model, which posits that review characteristics and electronic word-of-mouth influence consumers’
purchase intention through the mediating role of trust. In contemporary digital environments where
consumers encounter diverse formats of online reviews—including text-based and video-based content—
trust remains the central mechanism through which digital information cues are translated into purchase-
related decisions.

1. Purchase Intention in E-Commerce

Purchase intention refers to an individual’s subjective likelihood of purchasing a product
or service based on cognitive evaluations and available information. In e-commerce environments,
purchase intention is particularly sensitive to the credibility and quality of online information, as
consumers cannot physically inspect products prior to purchase.

Prior research indicates that online reviews and peer-generated information significantly
influence purchase intention by reducing perceived risk and enhancing confidence in decision-
making. Consumers tend to rely on trustworthy information when evaluating products, and trust
toward online platforms and review content plays a crucial role in shaping their willingness to make a
purchase. Accordingly, purchase intention serves as the ultimate outcome variable reflecting the
cumulative effects of review characteristics, and eWOM transmitted through trust in the proposed
conceptual model.

2. Trust in E-Commerce

Trust is defined as the belief that an online platform or information source is reliable,
credible, and capable of fulfilling consumers’ expectations in uncertain environments. In e-commerce
settings, trust reduces perceived risk, enhances confidence in online transactions, and facilitates
purchase-related decision-making.

Trust has been consistently identified as a key mediating mechanism linking informational
cues to behavioral outcomes. When consumers perceive online reviews and shared opinions as credible
and useful, they are more likely to develop trust toward the information source and the platform. This
trust subsequently increases their willingness to rely on such information and proceed with purchase
decisions. Accordingly, trust is positioned as the sole mediating variable in the proposed conceptual
model.

3. Review Characteristics

Review characteristics refer to the attributes of online review content that determine its
informational value and persuasiveness. Consistent with prior eWOM and information adoption literature,
this study conceptualizes review characteristics as a multidimensional construct encompassing review
quality, credibility, emotional content, usefulness, and length.

High-quality and credible reviews provide accurate, detailed, and well-structured information
that enhances diagnosticity and reduces uncertainty during decision-making. Emotional content
increases engagement and perceived relevance, while usefulness reflects the extent to which reviews
assist consumers in evaluating products. Review length indicates information richness and depth.
Collectively, these attributes influence consumers’ trust toward review content and online platforms,
thereby shaping their behavioral intentions in e-commerce environments.

H1: Review characteristics positively influence trust in e-commerce environments.
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4. Electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM)

Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) refers to consumer-generated opinions, experiences,
and evaluations shared through online platforms. As a form of peer-generated information, eWOM is
widely regarded as more credible and persuasive than firm-generated content.

Extensive research demonstrates that eWOM enhances trust by providing experiential
insights and social validation that reduce perceived risk. When consumers perceive eWOM as
credible and useful, they are more likely to develop trust toward online information and platforms.
This trust subsequently influences their purchase intention.

H2: Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) positively influences trust in e-commerce
environments.

5. Trust and Purchase Intention

Trust has been consistently identified as a key determinant of purchase intention in
e-commerce research. When consumers trust an online platform and its associated information
sources, they are more willing to rely on digital information and proceed with purchase decisions.

Trust functions as the primary mechanism through which review characteristics and eWOM
influence purchase intention. Higher levels of trust reduce perceived risk and uncertainty, thereby increasing
consumers’ willingness to engage in online transactions.

H3: Trust positively influences purchase intention in e-commerce environments.

Research Methodology

Scope of Evidence Considered in the Systematic Literature Review

This systematic literature review is situated within contemporary e-commerce environments
in which consumers increasingly encounter technologically mediated information. Although recent
scholarship has begun to explore digitally generated and algorithmically curated review content,
empirical studies explicitly examining such contexts remain relatively limited due to their recent
emergence. To ensure theoretical rigor while maintaining continuity with established research, the present
review synthesizes evidence from two complementary streams of literature that collectively support
the proposed conceptual framework.

The first stream comprises recent studies examining digitally mediated review environments,
including algorithmically curated reviews, recommendation systems, and platform-based information
filtering. These studies provide contemporary insights into how consumers evaluate the credibility,
usefulness, and reliability of digitally presented information when forming judgments and making purchase
decisions in e-commerce contexts. Within the present study, such technological developments are treated as
contextual features of modern digital platforms rather than as primary analytical constructs.

The second stream draws on the well-established electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) and
online review literature, which has extensively examined how informational attributes influence
consumer perceptions and behavioral outcomes in online purchasing environments. Prior research
consistently demonstrates that review characteristics—such as review quality, credibility, emotional
content, usefulness, and review length—serve as key informational cues that shape consumers’
evaluations of online information and contribute to the development of trust toward digital platforms
and review content. Similarly, eWOM research highlights the role of peer-generated opinions and
shared experiences as influential sources of information that reduce uncertainty and perceived risk in
e-commerce settings.

Across both streams of literature, trust consistently emerges as a central mechanism linking
informational cues to behavioral outcomes. Empirical evidence indicates that when consumers
perceive online reviews and eWOM as credible, informative, and reliable, they are more likely to
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develop trust toward the associated platform and information source. This trust subsequently facilitates
purchase-related decision-making and increases consumers’ purchase intention in e-commerce environments.

The present review follows the PRISMA systematic review framework to identify, screen,
and synthesize relevant empirical studies examining the relationships among review characteristics,
electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), trust, and purchase intention. These constructs are grounded in
established theories of online trust and information adoption, which collectively provide theoretical
support for the trust-mediated conceptual model proposed in this research.

Based on the synthesized evidence, the conceptual model developed in this study includes
three hypotheses explaining how review characteristics and electronic word-of-mouth influence
purchase intention through the mediating role of trust. Additional individual-difference or contextual
variables were not incorporated in order to maintain conceptual clarity and ensure direct alignment
with the primary theoretical focus of the model.

Results

Synthesizing evidence from the electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) literature, recent studies
examining digitally mediated review environments, and foundational research on online trust reveal a
consistent pattern in consumer decision-making within contemporary e-commerce contexts. Across
the reviewed studies, review characteristics—including review quality, credibility, emotional content,
usefulness, and review length—and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) emerge as salient informational
antecedents shaping consumer trust toward digital review information. The synthesized evidence further
demonstrates that trust functions as the central mediating mechanism through which these informational cues
are translated into purchase intention, underscoring its pivotal role in digital marketplaces characterized by
increasingly mediated information environments.

Review characteristics
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Figure 1: Conceptual Model of Al-Generated Review Influences on Purchase Intention

As illustrated in the proposed conceptual model, review characteristics and electronic Word-
Of-Mouth (eWOM) exert indirect effects on consumers’ purchase intention through the mediating role of
trust. Consistent with prior research on online consumer behavior and trust formation, informational cues
derived from online reviews shape consumers’ perceptions of credibility, usefulness, and reliability, which
in turn influence trust toward digital platforms and review content.
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Review characteristics—including review quality, emotional content, review length, usefulness, and
credibility—serve as critical informational signals that support product evaluation and decision-making.
Evidence from the eWOM and information adoption literature indicates that reviews perceived as detailed,
credible, and informative enhance perceived diagnosticity and reliability, thereby strengthening consumers’
trust toward digital information sources. In addition, eWOM functions as a broader peer-generated
information mechanism that reinforces trust through shared experiences and consumer evaluations.

Trust, in turn, directly influences purchase intention by reducing perceived risk and increasing
consumers’ confidence in online transactions. When consumers perceive online review information as
trustworthy, they are more willing to rely on such information in forming purchase decisions. To maintain
theoretical coherence and model parsimony, additional individual-difference variables, such as trust
propensity, were excluded from the conceptual model.

The final conceptual structure, therefore, comprises three hypotheses (H1-H3) grounded in
well-established empirical findings. Hypotheses Development

H1: Review characteristics positively influence consumer trust in e-commerce environments.

H2: Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) positively influences consumer trust in e-commerce
environments.

H3: Consumer trust positively influences purchase intention in e-commerce environments.

Originality

This systematic literature review offers an original theoretical contribution to the e-commerce
and online review literature by integrating previously fragmented research streams into a cohesive,
trust-centered conceptual model. While prior studies have often examined review characteristics and
electronic Word-Of-Mouth (eWOM) as separate determinants of consumer behavior, the present
study advances the literature by synthesizing these informational factors within a unified framework
that explains how trust mediates their influence on purchase intention in contemporary e-commerce
environments.

A key contribution of this study lies in positioning trust as the central psychological mechanism
through which informational cues from online reviews and eWOM are translated into behavioral
outcomes. Rather than relying primarily on traditional technology-adoption constructs such as perceived
usefulness or perceived ease of use, the proposed model emphasizes trust as the primary mediator
linking digital information evaluation to purchase intention. This perspective extends beyond conventional
technology acceptance approaches and provides a more parsimonious explanation of consumer
decision-making under conditions of informational uncertainty in online marketplaces.

Another important contribution is the multidimensional integration of review characteristics—
including review quality, credibility, emotional content, usefulness, and review length—examined
collectively rather than in isolation. Although prior research has explored these attributes separately,
often within human-generated review contexts, the present study synthesizes them into a single
conceptual construct that operates as an antecedent of trust. By doing so, the study clarifies how
multiple informational attributes jointly shape consumers’ trust toward digital review information and
platforms.

Furthermore, the review situates these relationships within contemporary digital commerce
environments in which consumers encounter diverse forms of online review content across platforms
and formats. While emerging research has begun to examine technologically mediated review
systems, theoretical integration across review characteristics, eWOM, trust, and purchase intention
remains limited. The proposed trust-based conceptual framework addresses this gap by consolidating
these constructs and clarifying their interrelationships within a single, coherent model.
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By synthesizing existing evidence and articulating a clear trust-mediated mechanism, this
study provides a theoretically grounded foundation for future empirical testing and model extension.
The framework offers a structured basis for examining how consumers evaluate online information
and form purchase intentions in evolving digital commerce environments, and it enables future
research to test the proposed relationships across platforms, contexts, and consumer groups.

Discussion

This systematic literature review synthesizes evidence across electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM),
digitally mediated review environments, and online consumer trust research to develop a unified
conceptual framework explaining how consumers evaluate online review information in contemporary e-
commerce contexts. In contrast to prior reviews that have examined eWOM or emerging digital review
technologies largely in isolation, this study advances the literature by integrating review characteristics and
eWOM within a trust-centered explanatory model of purchase intention.

A key contribution of this review lies in positioning trust as the primary psychological mechanism
through which informational cues influence consumer decision-making in digitally mediated environments.
While earlier studies have frequently relied on technology-adoption cognitions such as perceived
usefulness or individual innovativeness, the synthesized evidence suggests that these evaluations are
more coherently reflected through consumers’ trust judgments when online information is abundant,
mediated, and potentially uncertain. This finding extends existing e-commerce research by
demonstrating that trust serves as a parsimonious and contextually appropriate mediator linking
informational cues to behavioral outcomes.

The review further demonstrates that review characteristics—conceptualized as a multidimensional
construct encompassing review quality, credibility, emotional content, usefulness, and review length—
collectively shape consumer trust rather than operating as isolated informational cues. Whereas prior eWOM
research has often examined these attributes independently, the present synthesis highlights their joint
influence on trust formation in online review environments. In addition, eWOM functions as a
complementary information mechanism that reinforces trust through peer-generated evaluations,
experiential sharing, and perceived informational authenticity.

From a theoretical perspective, these findings contribute to the literature by extending trust-based
models of online consumer behavior to contemporary digital commerce environments characterized by
increasingly mediated information. The results suggest that traditional technology-acceptance frameworks
may be insufficient to fully explain consumer responses to complex online information environments,
and that trust provides a more integrative construct capable of capturing consumers’ evaluations of
credibility, reliability, and usefulness. This integration responds to ongoing calls for theory
development that accounts for informational complexity and uncertainty in digital marketplaces.

Several directions for future research emerge from this review. First, the influence of review
characteristics on trust and purchase intention may vary across product categories, particularly between
search and experience goods, warranting further empirical investigation. Second, the role of transparency
and disclosure in digitally mediated review environments remains underexplored, as clearly communicating
information sources may either strengthen trust through transparency or weaken it through increased
skepticism. Third, cultural and regional contexts, including emerging e-commerce markets such as
Southeast Asia, may influence trust formation processes, suggesting opportunities for cross-cultural
comparison. Finally, future studies should examine potential unintended consequences of digitally
mediated reviews, such as overreliance on algorithmically curated information or reduced critical
evaluation, to support responsible digital platform design and governance.
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Conclusion

This systematic literature review integrates evidence from electronic eWOM research, online
review studies, and trust-based consumer behavior literature to develop a trust-centered conceptual
framework explaining consumers’ purchase intention in contemporary e-commerce environments.
The findings indicate that review characteristics—including review quality, credibility, emotional
content, usefulness, and review length—and eWOM shape consumer decision-making through the
mediating role of trust.

By positioning trust as the central psychological mechanism linking informational cues to
purchase intention, this review offers a parsimonious and theoretically grounded explanation of
consumer behavior in digital marketplaces. The proposed framework and its three hypotheses provide
a coherent foundation for future empirical validation across platforms, product categories, and cultural
contexts. In doing so, this study advances theoretical understanding of how consumers evaluate online
information and form purchase intentions in evolving e-commerce environments characterized by
increasingly mediated digital content.
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Abstract

This study examines how Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) perceptions
influence the purchase intentions of Generation Z consumers in the streetwear market of Phnom Penh,
Cambodia. As sustainability discourse expands globally, brands increasingly integrate ESG
positioning into their strategies; however, in emerging markets like Cambodia, consumer responses
may be driven more by economic pragmatism than by global sustainability signals. Grounded in
Social Exchange Theory (SET) and Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), the study analyzes the effects of
environmental, social, and governance perceptions on purchase intention, alongside the roles of brand
image, perceived value, and social influence. A quantitative survey was conducted with 446 Gen Z
streetwear buyers in Phnom Penh, and data were analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural
Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) via WarpPLS 8.0. The findings indicate that Perceived Value ( = 0.531)
and Brand Image (p = 0.269) are the primary drivers of consumption intent, supporting the utility-
based models of Zeithaml (1988) and the brand association framework of Keller (1993). Notably,
while social influence and hedonic motivation were significant, ESG factors failed to reach statistical
significance (f = 0.046, p = 0.163), suggesting a value-ethics gap where Cambodian Gen Z consumers
prioritize tangible product benefits and localized social proof over abstract sustainability commitments.
These results extend ESG-consumer behavior research in a Southeast Asian context and suggest that
marketers should prioritize a balance between Value-Hype and localized social proof over sustainability-
centric messaging.

Keywords: Streetwear, Gen Z, Purchase Intention, Perceived Value, ESG, Phnom Penh, PLS-SEM,
Cambodia.

Introduction

In the contemporary retail epoch, the traditional paradigms of fashion consumption are
undergoing a seismic shift, driven by a generation that views apparel not merely as utility but as a
vehicle for ideological expression (Wojdyla & Chi, 2024). At the vanguard of this transformation is
the Streetwear phenomenon, a high-engagement, identity-driven segment in which the brand is no
longer just a logo but a repository of cultural capital (Megawati, 2025). In this hyper-competitive
landscape, the integration of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) principles alongside a
robust Brand Image has shifted from a philanthropic luxury to a strategic imperative for organizational
survival (Li & Wang, 2024; Yan, 2025). For firms navigating the volatile fashion markets of Southeast
Asia, understanding the antecedents of purchase intention is the difference between brand resonance
and market obsolescence(Cuc, 2025).
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This shift is catalyzed by global mega-trends that have redefined the post-pandemic consumer
psyche. As the world pivots toward the UN Sustainable Development Goal 12 (Responsible Consumption
and Production), fast-fashion fatigue has set in, particularly among Gen Z (Kang & Badal, 2025). This
cohort, having matured amidst global crises, demands institutional accountability(R. Zhang et al., 2025).
Consequently, ESG performance has become a critical heuristic for consumers who seek to align their
spending with their values (Li & Chen, 2025; Maier et al., 2024). In an era of digital transparency, the
streetwear industry is being forced to reconcile its hype-driven scarcity models with the growing
demand for ethical, sustainable operations (Faludi, 2025).

The focus of this inquiry is the burgeoning streetwear market in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. This
context presents a unique pressure cooker of consumer tension (Chan, 2024). On the one hand, Phnom
Penh is experiencing a rapid urban awakening, in which streetwear serves as a visual language for a
youth population eager to project status and modernity (Mongkolsin, 2025). However, this desire for
cool is constrained by a pragmatic Perceived Value. Gen Z Cambodians are famously discerning,
balancing a hype aesthetic against the harsh realities of price-to-quality ratios in a developing
economy (Liu et al., 2023). Furthermore, the cultural fabric of Cambodia, characterized by high
power distance and the concept of face, intensifies the role of Social Influence (Feng et al., 2025). In
this environment, streetwear is not an individualistic choice but a social signal, navigated through a
complex web of peer approval and influencer-driven trends (Darshan et al., 2025).

Despite the theoretical richness of this market, the current management literature remains
heavily Western-centric, often overlooking the idiosyncrasies of emerging Southeast Asian markets
(Dodamgoda et al., 2025). Existing research frequently fails to capture how Hedonic Motivation, the
pure psychological thrill of the drop, interacts with conservative cultural norms in a post-conflict
society like Cambodia (Coimbra et al., 2023). There is a conspicuous gap in empirical studies that
bridges the divide between global ESG expectations and the localized, status-driven motivations of
Cambodian Gen Z (Ngo et al., 2024). We lack a clear understanding of whether ethical governance
truly drives purchase intention in a market where social face has traditionally dictated consumer
choice (Hong et al., 2025).

This study addresses these gaps through the dual lenses of Social Exchange Theory (SET) and
Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) (Hasan et al., 2024). SET provides a framework for understanding the
reciprocal relationship between a brand's ESG efforts and a consumer's loyalty, suggesting that the
firm's ethical behavior is repaid through purchase intention (R. Zhang et al., 2025). Concurrently,
SCT illuminates how the Phnom Penh environment, through social modeling and peer influence,
shapes individual desires (Woreta et al., 2025). By synthesizing these theories, we can explain how
external social signals and internal hedonic drives coalesce to trigger the final decision to purchase
(Duki et al., 2025).

The So What? for practitioners is significant. For local entrepreneurs and international brands
entering the Cambodian market, this study moves beyond vibe-based marketing toward evidence-
based strategy. It offers a roadmap for balancing the prestige of brand image with the growing
demand for social responsibility, ensuring that streetwear brands can achieve both cultural relevance
and commercial sustainability in one of Asia's most dynamic frontier markets.

Research Objectives

1. To examine the direct and indirect impacts of Environmental, Social, and Governance
perception on the purchase intentions of Gen Z consumers of streetwear in Phnom Penh, Cambodia.

2. To investigate the mediating roles of Brand Image and Perceived Value in the relationship
between ESG perception and purchase intentions.
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3. To explore the moderating role of Social Influence on the relationships between the mediating
variables (Brand Image, Perceived Value) and the dependent variable (Purchase Intentions).

Literature Review

The story of this research is one of Identity and Exchange. The Cambodian Gen Z consumer
is caught between a global desire for ethical accountability (ESG) and a local need for social status
(Social Influence and Brand Image). They are emotionally driven by the thrill of the brand (Hedonic
Motivation) but anchored by the economic realities of a developing nation (Perceived Value). This
study integrates these variables to provide a holistic view of the modern streetwear consumer in a
frontier market.

Theoretical Framework: The Convergence of SET and SCT

To understand the intricate decision-making process of Gen Z streetwear consumers in
Phnom Penh, this study synthesizes Social Exchange Theory (SET) and Social Cognitive Theory
(SCT) (Cook et al., 2013). SET posits that social behavior results from an exchange process in which
individuals maximize benefits and minimize costs (Balenzano et al., 2013). In the context of streetwear,
consumers engage in symbolic exchange with brands; they provide loyalty and capital in exchange for the
social currency and ethical assurance offered by the brand's ESG initiatives and Brand Image (Megawati,
2025). Complementing this, Social Cognitive Theory by Bandura (1986) explains how environmental
factors, specifically Social Influence, shape individual behavior. SCT suggests that learning occurs in
a social context, with dynamic, reciprocal interactions among the person, environment, and behavior
(Auliya et al., 2025). For Cambodian Gen Z, the environment is a hybrid of digital and physical
spaces where peer observation and influencer modeling dictate the cool factor, thereby shaping
Purchase Intention (Hong et al., 2025).

Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) and Purchase Intention

Originally a framework for investors to assess corporate sustainability, ESG has evolved in
contemporary literature into a critical consumer-facing construct (Suttharattanagul & Manotungvorapun,
2026). Define ESG as the collective measurement of a firm's impact on the planet, its stakeholders, and its
internal oversight (Truant et al., 2024). While ESG transparency has traditionally been viewed through the
lens of risk management, recent studies identify a positive correlation between ESG transparency and
consumer trust (Li & Chen, 2025). In the streetwear domain, where production ethics are often
scrutinized, a brand's ESG performance serves as a signal of benevolence in the SET framework,
leading to:

H1: ESG factors positively influence Purchase Intention.

Brand Image

Keller (1993) defined Brand Image as the perceptions of a brand, as reflected in the brand
associations held in consumer memory. In the postmodern streetwear market, this definition has
expanded to include cultural resonance (Patel & Mehta, 2022). Contemporary scholars argue that, for
luxury and lifestyle brands, the image is the primary driver of the aspiration gap (Xu & Liu, 2025).
Because streetwear is a high-visibility product, a positive brand image reduces the psychological risk
of losing face in the Cambodian context (Filieri et al., 2017; Lyreaksmey & Ratasuk, 2024).

H2: Brand Image positively influences Purchase Intention.

Perceived Value
Zeithaml (1988) defined Perceived Value as the consumer's overall assessment of a product's
utility, based on perceptions of what is received and what is given. In emerging markets like Phnom
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Penh, value is not merely about low price; it is the get-versus-give ratio (Islam et al., 2021). Recent
literature on Gen Z consumption suggests that this cohort is highly value-conscious, seeking
durability and versatility even within hype purchases (Youn et al., 2025; X. Zhang et al., 2025).

H3: Perceived Value positively influences Purchase Intention.

Social Influence

Social Influence refers to changes in an individual's thoughts or behaviors resulting from
interactions with others (Suttharattanagul & Manotungvorapun, 2026). In Cambodia, this is deeply
rooted in the cultural nuance of high power distance and collectivism (Kounthiea, 2023). Bellezza and
Berger (2020) found that social signals are primary drivers in status-signaling categories. In Phnom
Penh, where influencers' referent power is high, the social validation of a streetwear purchase
becomes a critical antecedent (Liu & Zheng, 2024).

H4: Social Influence positively influences Purchase Intention.

Hedonic Motivation

Childers et al. (2001) distinguished between utilitarian and Hedonic Motivation, defining the
latter as the drive for pleasure, fantasy, and sensory stimulation. Streetwear consumption is rarely a
functional necessity; it is a quest for the thrill of the hunt (limited drops) (Abdrabbo et al., 2025).
Research by Arnold and Reynolds (2003) identifies adventure shopping as a key hedonic dimension,
which aligns perfectly with the scarcity-based business models of modern streetwear brands.

HS: Hedonic Motivation positively influences Purchase Intention.

The Role of Demographic Controls

The extant literature suggests that demographic variables such as Gender, Age, and Monthly
Income must be controlled for to prevent biased results (Memon et al., 2024). In Cambodia, income is
a significant predictor of access to authentic vs. counterfeit streetwear, while age dictates the level of
digital literacy required to follow global trends (Akello, 2024; Ly et al., 2024). By controlling for
these factors, the model ensures that the observed effects of ESG or Brand Image are not merely a
byproduct of respondents' purchasing power (Li & Chen, 2025).

Brand Image

Control Variables

Perceived H3 Purchase : gender
Value Intentions g

* Education
* Income

H4

Hedonic
Motivation

Picture 1: Research Conceptual Framework

Social
Influence
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Research Methodology

This study employs a quantitative, deductive research design to empirically validate the
proposed theoretical framework. By transitioning from established theories to specific observations,
the study seeks to test the causal relationships between consumer psychological drivers and purchase
intentions. To analyze these relationships, Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-
SEM) was selected as the primary analytical technique. The choice of PLS-SEM over Covariance-
Based SEM (CB-SEM) is justified by its superior capability in prediction-oriented research and its
effectiveness in maximizing the explained variance (R?) of the target endogenous construct (Hair &
Alamer, 2022; Ratasuk & Nyan Lin, 2025). Furthermore, PLS-SEM is particularly robust when
handling complex models and non-normal data distributions, which are frequently encountered in
behavioral studies within emerging retail markets (Hair et al., 2019; Niu et al., 2025).

Population and Sampling Strategy

The target population for this inquiry consists of Gen Z consumers residing in Phnom Penbh,
Cambodia, who actively engage with the streetwear fashion segment. Given that the precise parameters of
this population are statistically unknown, a non-probability purposive sampling technique was adopted. This
method ensures that data are elicited from individuals with specific product involvement and cultural
characteristics relevant to the study (Ratasuk et al., 2025).

To ensure high statistical power and meet the rigorous standards of Ql-level journals, a
minimum sample size of N = 400 was targeted. This threshold complies with the Inverse Square Root
Method and exceeds the 10-times rule, providing a sufficient buffer to detect even small path
coefficients at the 5% significance level while ensuring the stability of PLS-SEM estimations (Kock
& Hadaya, 2018).

The final sample (N = 446) primarily consisted of female respondents (55.38%). The cohort is
highly concentrated in the 22-25 age bracket, accounting for 87.67% of the total participants.
Regarding socio-economic status, 68.39% of respondents reported being in the $350- $500 range.
Educationally, the sample is characterized by high academic attainment, with 92.15% holding a
Bachelor's degree.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (N = 446)

Variable Category n %
Gender Male 199 44.62%
Female 247 55.38%

Age 18 to 21 years old 14 3.14%
22 to 25 years old 391 87.67%

26 to 28 years old 18 4.04%

Income $150-$300 20 4.48%
$350-$500 305 68.39%
$550-$700 91 20.40%

$750-$1000 19 4.26%

$1000-$2000 10 2.24%

Education High School / Vocational Training 11 2.47%

Associate Degree 6 1.35%
Bachelor's Degree (Undergraduate) 411 92.15%

Master's and Doctoral Degrees 17 3.81%
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Data Collection and Instrument Development

Primary data were gathered through an online, self-administered questionnaire distributed via
platforms that dominate the Cambodian digital landscape, specifically Telegram and TikTok. To
safeguard the validity of the results, mandatory screening questions were integrated at the beginning
of the survey. These questions confirmed that respondents were members of the Gen Z cohort and had
purchased or followed streetwear brands in the past 6 months.

The research instrument was meticulously structured into four sections: (1) Screening, (2)
Demographic profiles, (3) Streetwear consumption behavior, and (4) Measurement of constructs. All
latent variables were operationalized using validated scales adapted from prior literature to ensure
content and construct validity (Kong & Ratasuk, 2024; Naing & Ratasuk, 2025; Ratasuk, 2023;
Salimon et al., 2017; Tumpa et al., 2025; Zhu & Ratasuk, 2024). Items were measured on a 5-point
Likert scale, ranging from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree, providing a nuanced
spectrum for respondent feedback.

Data Analysis Plan: The WarpPLS Approach

Statistical analysis was performed using WarpPLS (version 8.0), a software chosen for its
advanced algorithms that identify non-linear relationships and provide robust p-values through stable
resampling. The analysis follows a rigorous two-stage evaluation process: the measurement model
(outer model) and the structural model (inner model).

The Measurement Model assessment focuses on reliability and validity. Internal consistency
is verified using Cronbach's alpha and Composite Reliability (rho A) with thresholds of > 0.70.
Convergent validity is confirmed if Factor Loadings exceed 0.708 and the Average Variance Extracted
(AVE) is > 0.50 (Hair & Alamer, 2022). Discriminant validity is strictly evaluated using the Heterotrait-
Monotrait (HTMT) ratio; a value below 0.85 is required to confirm that each construct is empirically
distinct, a method now recognized as superior to the traditional Fornell-Larcker criterion.

Structural Model and Robustness Testing

Upon validation of the measurement model, the Structural Model is assessed to test the
hypothesized paths. This involves checking for collinearity using Variance Inflation Factors (VIF),
where values must remain below 3.3 to avoid multicollinearity bias (Kock, 2015). The strength and
significance of the relationships are determined through Path Coefficients () and a bootstrapping
procedure with 5,000 resamples. Furthermore, the model's predictive power is gauged by the Coefficient of
Determination (R?). To avoid Common Method Bias (CMB), a full collinearity assessment is conducted
to provide a comprehensive understanding of the direct effects.

Ethical Safeguards

In alignment with international research ethics, all participants were provided with a clear
statement of informed consent. The survey design ensured total anonymity, and participation was
strictly voluntary. No sensitive personal data or contact information was collected, ensuring that the
study maintains the highest level of confidentiality and respondent protection throughout the data
lifecycle.

Results

The analysis of the research model was conducted in two primary stages: the assessment of
the measurement model to ensure reliability and validity, followed by the evaluation of the structural
model to test the hypothesized relationships.

The measurement model was evaluated for internal consistency, convergent validity, and
discriminant validity. Internal consistency was confirmed with Cronbach's \alpha values ranging from
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0.920 (Social Influence) to 0.974 (ESG) and Composite Reliability (rho c) scores between 0.941 and
0.977, exceeding the recommended 0.70 threshold.

Convergent validity was established as the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for all
constructs ranged from 0.726 to 0.869, surpassing the 0.50 benchmark. All individual Factor Loadings
exceeded 0.708, except for one social indicator (0.621), which was retained because the construct's
overall AVE remained high. Discriminant validity was confirmed using the Heterotrait-Monotrait
(HTMT) ratio, with all values remaining below the conservative 0.85 threshold, indicating that the
constructs are empirically distinct.

To ensure structural integrity, multicollinearity was examined via the Variance Inflation Factor
(VIF). All inner VIF values ranged from 1.133 to 3.125, remaining below the critical 3.3 threshold,
suggesting the absence of significant Common Method Bias (CMB). The model demonstrates strong
predictive power with an R? of 0.617, explaining 61.7% of the variance in Gen Z streetwear purchase
intention. Predictive relevance was further supported by a Q* value of 0.448.

The model demonstrated a good fit to the data, with a Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual (SRMR) of 0.064, well below the conservative 0.08 threshold. This indicates that the
structural relationships are accurately specified for the Phnom Penh context.
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Brand Image
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Value Intentions
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Picture 2: PLS-SEM Results from WarpPLS 8.0

Following the validation of the measurement and structural models, the hypothesized direct
effects were tested. The results, summarized in Table 3, reveal that four out of the five primary
hypotheses are statistically supported at the 95% confidence level.

H1 (ESG — PI): Interestingly, the relationship between ESG factors and purchase intention
was positive but statistically non-significant ( = 0.046, p = 0.163). This suggests that while Gen Z
consumers in Phnom Penh may value ethical governance, it is not currently a primary driver of their
streetwear purchasing decisions.
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H2 (Brand Image — PI): As predicted, Brand Image exerts a significant positive influence
on purchase intention (B = 0.269, p < 0.001). This reinforces the identity-driven nature of streetwear,
where brand prestige serves as a critical purchase antecedent.

H3 (Perceived Value — PI): Perceived Value emerged as the strongest predictor in the
model (= 0.531, p <0.001). This finding highlights the pragmatic nature of Cambodian Gen Z, who
prioritize the get-versus-give ratio even within high-fashion segments.

H4 (Social Influence — PI): Consistent with Cambodia's collectivist cultural context, Social
Influence significantly influences purchase intention (B =0.161, p < 0.001).

HS (Hedonic Motivation — PI): The psychological gratification of shopping also plays a
significant role (f = 0.122, p = 0.005), confirming that the emotional thrill of streetwear contributes to
consumption intent.

Among the control variables, Gender showed a significant effect (B = 0.096, p = 0.021), while
Age, Income, and Education did not significantly influence the dependent variable.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study identified the psychological and social antecedents of streetwear purchase
intention among Gen Z consumers in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. The empirical evidence supports four
out of five hypotheses, revealing that Perceived Value (f = 0.531) and Brand Image (f = 0.269) are
the primary drivers of consumption intent. While Social Influence and Hedonic Motivation were
significant, ESG factors failed to reach statistical significance (B = 0.046, p = 0.163). Our findings
regarding Perceived Value strongly support the utility-based consumption models of Zeithaml (1988),
who argued that value is a dominant filter in emerging markets. This aligns with recent research by
Youn et al. (2025), suggesting that Gen Z consumers are highly value-conscious, seeking durability
and versatility even within high-fashion segments.

Similarly, the significance of Brand Image aligns with Keller's (1993) conceptualization of
brand associations as a risk-reduction mechanism. In the Cambodian context, a positive brand image
reduces the psychological risk of losing face, a finding consistent with Filieri et al. (2017) regarding
high-visibility, identity-based products.

The lack of significance for ESG contradicts the findings of Fatemi et al. (2018), who
observed a positive link between corporate governance and consumer trust in Western markets. This
discrepancy suggests a value-ethics gap in the Cambodian context, similar to the findings of
Djafarova & Foots (2022), who found that pragmatic Gen Z consumers prioritize tangible product
attributes over corporate philanthropy. While global trends like UN SDG 12 drive sustainability
discourse in developed economies, Cambodian Gen Z responses appear driven more by economic
pragmatism.

Theoretical Contribution

Theoretically, this research extends the application of Social Exchange Theory (SET) and
Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) into the frontier market of Cambodia. While SET typically suggests a
reciprocal reward for ethical behavior, our findings indicate that for Phnom Penh's Gen Z, the
exchange is primarily economic and social rather than ethical. This aligns with Balenzano et al.
(2013), who found that individuals seek to maximize benefits; in this case, the Get component (quality
and status) outweighs the Give (monetary cost). Integrating SCT explains the significant role of Social
Influence (B = 0.161). As Bandura (1986) posited, learning occurs through social modeling. In high-
power distance and collectivist cultures like Cambodia, the social environment serves as a cognitive
model where consumers observe peer and influencer trends to validate their decisions, thereby
reducing the threat of social exclusion.
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Practical Implications

For practitioners, these results provide a strategic roadmap for navigating the Cambodian
retail sector by prioritizing a balance between value and hype. Since Perceived Value emerged as the
most potent driver of intent (f = 0.531), brands must look beyond mere prestige and ensure marketing
campaigns explicitly highlight product durability and versatile styling options alongside traditional
limited drop aesthetics. Furthermore, firms should leverage localized social proof by partnering with
Cambodian KOLs (Key Opinion Leaders) on high-engagement platforms such as TikTok and
Telegram, as Social Influence significantly influences this cohort's decision-making process (f =
0.161). Finally, because ESG factors were found to be non-significant (B = 0.046), managers should
avoid green-signaling as a primary sales pitch; instead, ethical practices should be integrated into the
Brand Image as a secondary benefit rather than a central driver of the value proposition.

Limitations and Future Research

Despite the robust findings, this study is subject to several limitations. First, the cross-
sectional design captures a snapshot of consumer intent; future research should employ longitudinal
methods to track how these intentions evolve as the Cambodian market matures. Second, the sample
was heavily skewed toward Bachelor's degree holders (92.15%), which may limit the generalizability
of the findings to less educated or rural demographics.

Future studies should investigate the mediating role of brand trust or the moderating effect of
income levels, as 68.39% of our sample fell into a specific mid-tier income bracket. Additionally,
qualitative inquiries into why ESG remains non-significant could provide deeper cultural insights into
the face-saving vs. planet-saving trade-offs in Southeast Asian consumption.
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Abstract

Slow food tourism has emerged as a meaningful alternative to mass gastronomy, emphasizing
authenticity, sustainability, and ethical production. Recognizing Generation Z as an increasingly
influential travel segment, this study aimed to examine their perceptions of slow food destinations in
Thailand through the Good, Clean, and Fair principles of the Slow Food Movement.

A quantitative research design was employed, using a structured questionnaire distributed to
400 Generation Z respondents. The instrument measured perceptions related to food quality and
authenticity (Good), environmental sustainability (Clean), and ethical and community-based values
(Fair). Reliability testing yielded satisfactory internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha values
ranging from 0.854 to 0.886, indicating strong reliability of the measurement scales.

The results revealed consistently very high perception levels across all dimensions, with mean
scores of 4.32 (Good), 4.43 (Clean), and 4.43 (Fair). Respondents strongly valued authentic local
food, natural landscapes, eco-friendly practices, fair pricing, and community benefit. Behavioral
intention was also high (X = 4.14), particularly regarding willingness to recommend slow-food
destinations and to participate in related activities.

The discussion highlights a strong alignment between Gen Z values and Slow Food
principles, reinforcing the importance of authenticity, sustainability, and fairness in shaping their
tourism preferences. This study contributes to research on slow food tourism in Asia. It offers
practical implications for enhancing Thailand’ s positioning through improved storytelling, greater
visibility on sustainability, stronger community engagement, and greater digital accessibility. Overall,
the findings provide valuable guidance for developing sustainable and meaningful gastronomic
experiences tailored to Generation Z.

Keywords: Generation Z, Perceptions, Slow Food, Good- Clean- Fair, Thailand

Introduction

Food has become a central element of contemporary tourism, offering travelers opportunities
to connect with a destination’ s cultural identity, traditions, and way of life. Modem tourists increasingly
seek authentic and meaningful food experiences rather than standardized alternatives, reflecting a shift
toward culturally grounded gastronomic encounters (Ellis et al., 2018). This trend has fostered specialized
forms of food tourism, notably slow food tourism, which emphasizes quality, sustainability, and ethical
practices (Fusté Forné & Jamal, 2020).

Slow food tourism originates from the international Slow Food Movement in Italy, which
promotes food that is “good, clean, and fair.” This philosophy asserts that food should be tasty and
authentic (good), environmentally responsible (clean), and socially just (fair) (Petrini, 2001). These
principles extend beyond consumption, shaping tourism experiences that highlight locality,
biodiversity, community well-being, and cultural sustainability (Buiatti, 2011; Viassone & Grimmer,
2015). Such values provide an alternative to mass tourism and appeal to travelers seeking responsible,
experience-based travel (Walker et al., 2021).
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Thailand is well-positioned to advance slow food tourism due to its rich culinary heritage,
regional diversity, and strong link between food and cultural identity. The country has increasingly
integrated slow food principles into tourism initiatives through community-based markets, sustainable
seafood programs, and farm-to-table practices (Soonsap, Ashton, & Lee, 2023). Destinations such as
Chiang Mai, Bangkok, and Chumphon have demonstrated active involvement in slow food activities
and ethical gastronomy networks. Despite these developments, academic research on tourists’
perceptions of slow-food destinations in Thailand remains limited, underscoring the need for further
investigation (Payandeh et al., 2022).

Understanding these perceptions is particularly important for Generation Z ( Gen Z), born
between 1997 and 2012, who represent an emerging and influential segment in global tourism. Gen Z
travelers are characterized by digital connectedness, environmental consciousness, social awareness,
and a desire for authentic, experience-driven travel (Francis & Hoefel, 2018; Puiu et al., 2022). Their
values align closely with the Good—Clean—Fair principles of slow food tourism, positioning them as a
promising market for sustainable culinary tourism in Thailand. As this cohort gains economic
independence and becomes a dominant consumer group, understanding how they interpret slow food
experiences is crucial for tourism planning and product development.

However, research on slow food tourism has been geographically uneven. Most studies have
focused on Europe, with few empirical investigations in Asia, particularly Thailand ( Viassone &
Grimmer, 2015; Tokucoglu Yumusak et al., 2023). This has created a knowledge gap regarding how
younger travelers in the region perceive slow food principles. Previous studies also suggest that tourist
perceptions and motivations vary across cultural and demographic groups, underscoring the need for
context-specific exploration (Mak et al., 2012). Moreover, few studies have applied the Good—Clean—
Fair framework directly to Gen Z, despite its relevance to their ethical and experiential travel
preferences (Payandeh et al., 2022).

To address these gaps, this study investigates Gen Z tourists’ perceptions of slow food
destinations in Thailand, using the Good—Clean—Fair framework as its foundation. By examining how
Gen Z evaluates authenticity, sustainability, and fairness in slow-food contexts, the study contributes
to theoretical development in food tourism. It offers practical strategies to enhance Thailand’ s
position as a destination for sustainable gastronomy.

Research Objective

To examine Generation Z tourists’ perceptions toward slow food destinations in Thailand
based on the Good, Clean, and Fair principles of the Slow Food Movement.

Literature Review

Slow Food Tourism

Slow food tourism has become a significant stream within gastronomy tourism because it
emphasizes cultural meaning, ethical values, and sustainability alongside consumption. Research
shows that travelers increasingly use food experiences to engage with local identity and traditions,
preferring authentic encounters over standardized options (Ellis et al., 2018; Hall & Sharples, 2008).
Rooted in the global Slow Food Movement, which promotes food that is “ good, clean, and fair”
(Petrini, 2001), slow food tourism emerged in Italy in 1986 in response to fast-food culture and the
erosion of local traditions. It highlights culinary heritage, local foodways, and sustainable systems,
translating into tourism experiences that emphasize locality, producer interaction, and responsible
consumption (Fusté Forné & Jamal, 2020).
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The Good—Clean—Fair framework provides a clear lens for conceptualizing slow food
tourism. Good refers to quality, taste, and authenticity reflecting local heritage ( Petrini, 200 1 ;
Viassone & Grimmer, 2015). Clean emphasizes environmentally sustainable practices, biodiversity
protection, and eco-friendly agriculture (Fusté Forné¢ & Jamal, 202 0; Soonsap et al., 2023). Fair
focuses on social justice and community equity, ensuring ethical treatment of producers and benefits
for local communities (Payandeh et al., 2022 ; Petrini, 2001). This framework integrates pleasure,
ecological responsibility, and ethical outcomes, making it widely used to explain tourist evaluations of
slow food destinations ( Petrini, 2 0 0 1 ; Fusté Forné & Jamal, 2 02 0 ). Importantly, it provides
measurable dimensions for empirical research, particularly in studies of tourist attitudes (Payandeh et
al., 2022).

In conclusion, the Good—Clean—Fair framework offers a structured foundation for examining
Generation Z’ s perceptions of slow food tourism in Thailand, aligning quality, sustainability, and
fairness with their evaluative attitudes.

Perception Theory in Slow Food Tourism

Tourists’ perceptions of slow food tourism are shaped by their exposure to authenticity,
cultural heritage, sustainability, and ethical food systems. Early studies, such as Voinea et al. (2016),
found that although youth valued healthy eating, a limited understanding of Slow Food reduced
meaningful engagement, highlighting the importance of awareness in shaping perceptions. More
recent research demonstrates that direct experiential contact significantly strengthens positive
perceptions: culinary students in Turkey associated slow food with authenticity, cultural enrichment,
and healthier choices, showing that hands-on exposure enhances appreciation for ethical and
sustainable food systems (Celebi & Geng, 2 02 1).Empirical evidence from studies conducted in
Turkey indicates that slow food experiences significantly influence tourists’ eudaimonic well-being
and their word-of-mouth behavior, as visitors tend to share personal and meaningful experiences
derived from such culinary encounters. Moreover, slow food tourism also encompasses key attributes
such as food locality, as well as the taste and quality of food, which have been identified as important
factors stimulating tourist satisfaction at food-related festivals (Dimitrovski, Starevi¢, & Marinkovié,
2024; Ogretmenoglu et al., 2026).

European studies further conceptualize slow food as a holistic wellbeing-oriented experience
combining hedonic pleasure, cultural value, and ethical satisfaction (Dryglas, 202 5), while Thai
research shows that younger tourists perceive slow food—based activities as highly authentic,
especially valuing Clean and Fair attributes within community-based tourism ( Prasongthan &
Silpsrikul, 2023).

These perceptions highlight that tourist’ s especially younger cohorts evaluate slow food
destinations through dimensions aligned with Good, Clean, and Fair, supporting the relevance of
examining Gen Z perceptions in the Thai context.

Tourist Behaviors and Generation Z

Gen Z, defined as individuals born between 1997 and 2012 (Spitznagel, 2020), represents a
highly influential tourist segment due to digital connectivity, value-driven decision making, and a
preference for authentic experiences. They are characterized as environmentally aware and socially
conscious, with a strong interest in meaningful travel. Social media, peer reviews, and user-generated
content strongly shape perceptions of destinations and travel intentions, making social media a
primary source for trip planning (Lyu & Hwang, 2019). The literature consistently highlights Gen Z’s
sustainability orientation, with studies showing that their habits influence tourism preferences,
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particularly regarding environmental responsibility (Puiu et al., 2022). These values align with the
Clean and Fair principles of slow food tourism, emphasizing sustainability and ethical community
outcomes (Petrini, 2001; Payandeh et al., 2022).

Gen Z also demonstrates a strong interest in experiential and participatory tourism, including
gastronomy, cultural immersion, and learning-based activities (Kim et al., 2021). Such preferences
reflect slow food tourism’s emphasis on local markets, producer interaction, and culturally grounded
food experiences (Fusté Forné & Jamal, 2 0 2 0 ). Therefore, Gen Z perceptions are expected to
incorporate Good, Clean, and Fair dimensions.

In summary, Gen Z’ s connectivity, sustainability orientation, and preference for authentic,
experience-based travel make them a highly relevant group for examining slow food tourism in
Thailand.

Slow Food Tourism in Thailand

Thailand is recognized as a leading gastronomy destination where food strongly reflects
cultural identity and supports tourism development. National initiatives emphasize local ingredients,
authenticity, and community participation, aligning closely with slow food values ( Soonsap et al.,
2023). Key examples include Chiang Mai, the first officially designated Slow Food Community, and
growing initiatives in Bangkok and Chumphon such as farmers’ markets and sustainable seafood
programs. Despite this progress, research on tourists’ perceptions of slow food in Thailand remains
limited, with most studies focused on European contexts (Viassone & Grimmer, 2015 ; Tokucoglu
Yumusak et al., 2 02 3 ). This gap underscores the importance of examining how Generation Z
interprets Thai slow food destinations through the Good—Clean—Fair framework, directly supporting
this study’s objective.

Research Methodology

The study was conducted in Thailand and focused on Generation Z tourists’ perceptions of
slow food destinations through the Good-Clean—Fair framework, emphasizing food quality,
sustainability, and community fairness. Data were collected over a three-month period (November—
January) using an online questionnaire.

1. Population and Sampling

The target population consisted of Generation Z tourists aged 18-28 who had visited
slow-food or local-food destinations in Thailand. A purposive sampling technique was used to ensure
that only respondents meeting the Gen Z criteria were included. The sample comprised both Thai and
international Gen Z tourists, and a total of 400 respondents was targeted to achieve adequate statistical
power and enhance reliability and generalizability for perception-based quantitative research. Data
were collected using an online questionnaire distributed via social media (Facebook, Instagram, and
Line), university networks, and tourist areas in Bangkok, such as public parks and airports.
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2. Conceptual Framework
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Picture 1: Conceptual Framework of the Study by Author, 2026

This study applies the Good—Clean—Fair framework to examine Generation Z tourists’
perceptions of slow food destinations in Thailand. The framework defines well as quality, taste,
authenticity, and cultural value; clean as environmentally sustainable and eco-friendly food practices;
and Fair as social justice, ethical consumption, and community benefits. Since Gen Z prioritizes
sustainability and authenticity, the framework assumes their overall perceptions reflect evaluations of
each dimension, directly addressing the research question on how they perceive Thai slow food
destinations.

3. Research Instrument

A structured questionnaire was developed to measure perceptions of slow food
destinations using the Good, Clean, and Fair principles. The instrument consisted of two sections:
demographic information ( age, gender, nationality, education, occupation, marital status) and
perception items assessing Good ( quality, taste, authenticity), Clean ( sustainability, eco-friendly
production, biodiversity), and Fair (social justice, ethical consumption, fair pricing). Items were
measured on a five-point Likert scale and adapted from validated instruments (Lee, 2014; Payandeh et
al., 2022; Fusté Forné & Jamal, 2020; Yumusak et al., 2023). The questionnaire consisted of five
sections. The first section collected demographic information, including gender, age, marital status,
nationality, education level, and occupation. The second section explored tourist behaviours such as
travel frequency, purpose of travel, preferred destinations, length of stay, travel companions,
accommodation choices, preferred food types, and information channels.

Table 1: Tool Validation

Variance Number of Item Reliability
Pilot Test Actual
Good 8 0.816 0.854
Clean 6 0.703 0.870
Fair 6 0.704 0.886
Intention 4 0.800 0.874
Sample Size 30 400

Source: Author, 2026
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4. Instrument Validation

Content validity was established through expert review by three experts in tourism
management and slow food tourism, with the Index of Item—Objective Congruence (I0C) (Turner &
Carlson, 2003) applied to ensure clarity and relevance. Items scoring below 0.67 were revised or
removed. Reliability test was conducted through a pilot survey of 30 Gen Z respondents, yielding
Cronbach’s Alpha values between 0.70 and 0.82 (Bonett & Wright, 2015). The sample included both
domestic and international Gen Z tourists. To determine an appropriate sample size for quantitative
analysis, the sample size guidelines for factor analysis and regression were considered, recommending
a minimum of 200 respondents. Therefore, a target sample size of 400 respondents was set to ensure
reliability, adequate statistical power, and generalizability of the findings. Following full deployment
to 400 respondents, reliability improved to values ranging from 0.85 to 0.88. This study was approved
from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), SRCQ68/081.

5. Data Collection Procedure

Data were collected between December and January using an online questionnaire
distributed through social media, university networks, and tourist areas in Bangkok. Screening
questions ensured respondents met age and experience criteria related to slow food or local food
destinations.

The screening criteria were: 1) Age requirement: participants must be between 18 and 28
years old, representing Generation Z at the time of data collection. 2) Tourism experience or interest:
participants must have previously visited or expressed a clear interest in visiting slow food tourism
destinations in Thailand. 3) Tourist status: participants must be domestic or international tourists who
travel for leisure, cultural, or gastronomic purposes.

The collected data was coded and analyzed using Statistical Program. Descriptive
statistics, such as means, standard deviations, frequencies, and percentages, were used to summarize
demographic characteristics and examine Generation Z tourists’ perceptions across the Good, Clean,
and Fair principles.

Results

1. Demographic Profile of Respondents

The demographic analysis of the 400 Generation Z respondents revealed that the sample
was predominantly female (54.8%), followed by male (41%) and LGBTQ+ (4.3%). Most respondents
were single (97% ) and represented a diverse range of nationalities, with half originating from
Thailand and the remainder from various countries, including Indonesia, France, Myanmar, the
United Kingdom, Germany, and others. The majority were pursuing or had completed undergraduate
studies (73% ), while a smaller proportion held high school (14.5% ) or postgraduate qualifications
(9.5% ). In terms of occupation, most respondents were students (74.8% ), followed by employees
(18%). These demographic characteristics provide an essential foundation for interpreting Generation
Z tourists’ perceptions of slow food destinations.

The study used a five point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree (5) to strongly
disagree (1). Descriptive statistics, including mean and standard deviation, summarized perceptions.
Mean scores were interpreted using James’s (2024) five level criteria, where 1.00—1.80 indicates very
low, 1.81-2.60 indicates a low level, 2.61-3.40 represents a moderate level, 3.41-4.20 reflect a high
level and 4.21-5.00 indicates very high perception levels.
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2. Perceptions Toward the Good Principle

Generation Z tourists report a high perception of the good dimension (X = 4.32, SD = 0.84),
indicating strong appreciation for food quality, authenticity, taste, and cultural value at slow food
destinations. The top rated items were enjoying local or traditional markets (X = 4.57), trying
traditional or local dishes (X = 4.55), and considering authentic local food an important part of trips
(X = 4.48). Respondents also agreed that freshness and ingredient quality matter (X = 4.45), food
should reflect local culture and identity (X = 4.37), and local food outperforms commercial alternatives
(X = 4.34). Two items scored slightly lower: joining cooking classes or workshops (x = 3.76) and learning
dish histories (X = 4.07), suggesting authenticity is prioritized.

3. Perceptions Toward the Clean Principle
Perceptions of the Clean principle were very high (X = 4.43, SD = 0.80), indicating strong
emphasis on environmental responsibility and nature-based experiences. Respondents valued pleasant
weather and natural landscapes (X = 4.61), outdoor activities (X = 4.52), and protection of rural
environments and biodiversity (X = 4.50). They also preferred food produced through eco-friendly
methods (X = 4.39), appreciated natural or wild ingredients (X = 4.30), and expressed interest in slow
cities or eco-tourism destinations (X = 4.26).

4. Perceptions toward the Fair Principle

The Fair dimension was also rated very highly (X = 4.43, SD = 0.79), demonstrating Gen
Z’s concern for fairness, ethical consumption, and community well-being. The strongest item was the
belief that local restaurants deserve fair income for using fresh and organic ingredients (X = 4.53),
followed by willingness to purchase local products at fair prices (X = 4.52). Respondents valued
tourism’ s contribution to local economic benefits (X = 4.43), support for rural traditions and
employment (X = 4.36), and fair restaurant pricing (X = 4.37). They also prioritized paying fair prices
for authentic food over cheaper alternatives (X = 4.38).

5. Behavioral Intention toward Slow Food Destinations

Generation Z demonstrated high behavioral intention toward slow food destinations (X = 4.14,
SD = 0.93). The strongest indicator was willingness to recommend these destinations (x = 4.30, SD = 0.829).
Other intentions included planning to visit slow food destinations (X = 4.07), allocating time and
budget for such experiences (X = 4.11), and participating in activities such as tours, farm visits, and
workshops (X = 4.07).

In conclusion, Generation Z tourists show highly positive perceptions of slow food
destinations in Thailand across the Good, Clean, and Fair principles. They strongly value authentic
food experiences, environmental sustainability, and fair community benefits. Their high behavioral
intentions, especially their willingness to recommend slow food destinations, reflect strong
engagement with the slow food philosophy. Overall, the results highlight the importance of quality,
sustainability, and fairness in shaping Gen Z’s perceptions.

Discussion

This study examined Generation Z tourists’ perceptions of slow food destinations in Thailand
through the Good, Clean, and Fair principles of the Slow Food Movement. The results show
consistently very high perceptions across all three principles, alongside high behavioral intention,
indicating a strong alignment between Gen Z values and the slow food philosophy.

Gen Z rated the good dimension very highly, demonstrating strong appreciation for
authenticity, taste, freshness, and cultural meaning in food experiences. These findings support Ellis et
al. (2018), who noted modern tourists’ desire for authentic, culturally grounded food, and Viassone
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and Grimmer (201 5), who highlighted the role of cultural identity in shaping satisfaction. Lower
ratings for cooking classes and food history suggest that Thai Gen Z values direct sensory authenticity
more than structured learning, partly contrasting Kim et al. (2021), who found younger travelers often
enjoy hands on activities.

Conclusion

Perceptions of the clean dimension were also very high, indicating strong environmental
awareness. Respondents valued natural landscapes, biodiversity protection, and eco-friendly food
production aligning with Puiu et al. (2022), who identified Gen Z as highly sustainability oriented. These
results further support Fusté Forné and Jamal (2020), who emphasized environmental responsibility as
a defining attribute of slow food tourism, and reflect regional patterns found by Soonsap et al. (2023)
in Southeast Asia.

The Fair dimension likewise received very high ratings, demonstrating Gen Z’s endorsement
of ethical consumption, fair pricing, and community benefit. This aligns with Payandeh et al. (2022),
who reported that fairness and ethical production influence tourist perceptions, and echoes Petrini’s
(2001) emphasis on social justice in slow food systems. Compared with Voinea et al. (2016), who
found low youth awareness in Romania, Thai Gen Z displays stronger ethical engagement likely due
to more visible slow food practices in tourism contexts.

Behavioral intention was high, particularly for recommending slow-food destinations,
consistent with Lyu and Hwang (2019) on Gen Z’s peer-influenced decision-making. These findings
complement Chen et al. (2026), who showed that authenticity and ecological responsibility shape sustainable
food intentions.

Overall, this study deepens the understanding of how Gen Z interprets slow food through the
Good, Clean, and Fair framework and highlights the strong potential to expand slow food tourism in
Thailand.

Recommendations

The findings indicate that Generation Z tourists hold very positive perceptions of Thailand’s
slow-food destinations in line with the Good, Clean, and Fair principles. To enhance these strengths
and further promote slow food tourism, several recommendations are proposed.

First, tourism operators should strengthen authentic and culturally grounded food experiences.
Since Gen Z highly values authenticity, traditional markets, local dishes, and culturally meaningful
cuisine should be highlighted. Restaurants and local vendors can incorporate brief storytelling about
ingredients, recipes, and cultural roots to enhance engagement.

Second, destinations should increase the visibility of sustainable and environmentally
responsible practices. Given Gen Z’s strong environmental awareness, showcasing eco-friendly farming,
reduced waste systems, and biodiversity protection efforts can reinforce their positive perceptions.
Nature based activities, such as farm tours or seasonal ingredient walks, can also deepen the clean
dimension.

Third, slow food businesses and local communities should emphasize fairness and community
benefit. Clear communication of fair pricing, local sourcing, and producer support can strengthen trust
and appeal among ethically conscious Gen Z travelers. Using QR codes or short videos to share
producers’ stories can make fairness more tangible.

Finally, improving accessibility and convenience through online booking, cashless payments,
bilingual signage, and bundled food experience packages can increase participation and intention to
revisit or recommend slow food destinations.
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Abstract
In the digital era, students increasingly rely on peer-generated online information when

selecting universities. This study examines how Student Course Experience, Student Satisfaction, and
Student Loyalty influence electronic Word of Mouth €WOM) and how eWOM subsequently affects
College Decision among undergraduate students in Bangkok. The data were collected from 135 students
across public and private universities and analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM).

The findings reveal that student course experience and student satisfaction significantly
promote eWOM, with satisfaction emerging as the strongest predictor. In contrast, student loyalty does

not have a significant direct effect on eWOM, suggesting that emotional fulfilment rather than relational
commitment drives students to share their opinions publicly. Furthermore, eWOM demonstrates a

strong and significant influence on college decisions, indicating that peer-generated communication
plays a central role in shaping university choice.

The study contributes to higher education marketing literature by distinguishing between
internal relationship constructs (oyalty) and external communication behaviors @€WOM), and by

highlighting the mediating role of eWOM in linking student experiences to enrollment decisions.

Practically, the findings suggest that universities should focus on enhancing student satisfaction and
managing digital reputation to attract prospective students.

Keyword: Universit, electronic word of mounth, student satisfaction, customer royalty

Background
Higher education institutions worldwide are facing intensifying competition due to demographic
shifts, globalization, and the rapid expansion of digital communication channels (Wong et al, 2022). In

Thailand, particularly in Bangkok, universities operate in a highly competitive environment where both
public and private institutions compete for a limited pool of prospective students. As a result, traditional

marketing approaches are no longer sufficient to attract new enrollments. Instead, universities must rely
increasingly on reputation, student experience, and peer communication to influence decision-making
(Guilbault, 2016).

The rise of social media and online communities has amplified the importance of electronic word
of mouth ¢WOM). Unlike traditional promotional messages controlled by institutions, eWOM consists

of peer-generated content such as reviews, testimonials, and shared experiences (Sun et al, 2021).

Research suggests that students perceive peer information as more credible and trustworthy than
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institutional advertising, especially when making high-involvement decisions such as selecting a
university (Carvalho et al.,, 2021; Le et al.,, 2020).

In the higher education context, current students serve as both service recipients and informal brand
ambassadors. Their experiences, satisfaction levels, and emotional attachment influence not only

retention but also the information they share with prospective students (Rehman et al.,, 2022). Therefore,
understanding how student experiences translate into eWOM is crucial for institutional sustainability.

Despite the recognized importance of eWOM, limited research has examined the behavioral
pathway linking student experience to communication behavior and enrollment decisions in Thailand.

This study addresses that gap by examining how learning experience, student satisfaction, and student
loyalty influence eWOM and how eWOM subsequently affects university choice decisions in Bangkok.

Literature Review
Theoretical Foundation
This study is grounded in the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA), the Theory of Planned
Behavior (TPB), and Media System Dependency Theory (MSDT). These theories jointly explain how
students form intentions and make decisions regarding university choice.
TRA proposes that behavioral intention is shaped by attitudes and subjective norms (Fishbein
& Ajzen, 1975). In higher education, attitudes develop from students direct experiences with learning

and services, while subjective norms are influenced by peers, family, and increasingly by online
communities. TPB extends this model by introducing perceived behavioral control, referring to an

individual’'s confidence in their ability to make a decision (Ajzen, 1991). When students feel well-

informed through digital content and peer opinions, they experience greater control and clarity in
choosing a university.

MSDT further explains that individuals depend on media to understand their environment,
especially when facing uncertainty (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976; Zhang & Zhong, 2020). For

prospective students, online platforms and peer-generated reviews become essential sources of

information when evaluating universities, particularly in competitive education environments such as
Bangkok.

Together, these theories explain how internal academic experiences (earning, satisfaction,
loyalty) interact with external digital communication €WOM) to influence university choice decisions.
Student Learning Experience
Student learning experience refers to students’ perceptions of teaching quality, classroom
engagement, academic interaction, and institutional support. Earlier service quality models emphasize

that educational experiences are central to how students evaluate institutional performance
(Parasuraman et al., 1988; Quinn et al., 2009). In higher education specifically, a supportive and engaging

learning environment significantly shapes students’ overall perceptions of value (Le et al.,, 2019).

Recent studies confirm that positive learning experiences enhance emotional and cognitive
evaluations of universities, which directly contribute to higher student satisfaction (Dugenio-Nadela

et al, 2023; Xu et al., 2022)
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Student Satisfaction
Student satisfaction represents students’ overall evaluation of their educational experience

relative to expectations (Oliver, 2006). In higher education, satisfaction is widely recognized as a key
performance indicator linked to retention, trust, and positive behavioral outcomes (Harvey & Green,
1993; Ikram & Kenayathulla, 2022).

Research has consistently shown that satisfied students are more likely to recommend their
institution to others (Osman & Saputra, 2019; Kanduri & Radha, 2023). Satisfaction also fosters
emotional attachment, which serves as a foundation for loyalty.

Student Loyalty
Student loyalty refers to a student’'s commitment to maintaining a relationship with their

university, reflected in continued engagement, positive attitudes, and willingness to advocate for the
institution. Early higher education research highlights that loyalty stems from positive experiences and

satisfaction (Alves & Raposo, 2007). Loyalty also strengthens long-term relational bonds between
students and institutions, enhancing institutional sustainability (Gallegos & Vasquez, 2019).

More recent studies confirm that loyal students frequently act as institutional ambassadors,
promoting their university through both offline and online communication (Latif et al,, 2021; Al Hassani

& Wilkins, 2022)

Electronic Word of Mouth eWOM)
Word of mouth has long been recognized as a powerful informal communication channel
(Cheung et al., 2009). With the rise of digital platforms, traditional WOM has evolved into electronic
word of mouth € WOM), where students share their experiences online (Lee & Youn, 2009). Compared

with institutional marketing, eWOM is often perceived as more credible because it is based on real
experiences (Ismagilova et al., 2021).

In higher education, eWOM significantly shapes how prospective students evaluate
universities, reduce uncertainty, and form enrollment intentions (Le et al., 2019; Kanimozhi, 2023)

University Choice Decision
Choosing a university is one of the most critical decisions in a student’s life, influencing

academic development and career pathways. University choice is shaped by institutional characteristics,
personal motivations, and information obtained from social networks and online platforms (Sarkane &
Sloka, 2015; Wijesinghe et al., 2023).

In metropolitan education hubs such as Bangkok, where students face many institutional
options, peer communication and eWOM play a particularly influential role in shaping final decisions.

Conceptual Framework

This study proposes a conceptual framework explaining how students’ internal academic
experiences translate into communication behaviors that influence prospective students’ university
choice decisions in Bangkok. The model focuses on Word of Mouth (WOM) as the key mediating
mechanism linking student-related factors to college decision-making,

At the institutional level, Student Learning Experience reflects students’ perceptions of teaching
quality, classroom engagement, academic interaction, and the overall learning environment. Prior

research shows that meaningful educational experiences encourage students to develop positive
evaluations of their institution and share these experiences with others (Parasuraman et al, 1988; Le et

al, 2019; Xu et al, 2022).
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When students perceive their learning journey as valuable and supportive, they are more likely
to communicate positively about their university.

Student Satisfaction represents students’ overall evaluation of their educational experience
relative to expectations (Oliver, 2006). Satisfied students tend to express favorable opinions, recommend
their university, and engage in positive word-of-mouth communication (Osman & Saputra, 2019;
Kanduri & Radha, 2023). Satisfaction therefore, acts as an emotional driver of student advocacy.

Student Loyalty refers to students’ long-term commitment and attachment to their university.

Loyal students often act as ambassadors, voluntarily promoting their institution to peers and prospective
students (Alves & Raposo, 2007; Latif et al., 2021). Loyalty strengthens the likelihood that students will

engage in supportive and persuasive WOM communication.

These three factors, learning experience, satisfaction, and loyalty, are proposed to directly
stimulate Word of Mouth (WOM). WOM refers to interpersonal communication where students share

their experiences, evaluations, and recommendations about a university. Although WOM traditionally
occurs face-to-face, in modern contexts it frequently extends to digital platforms, increasing its reach
and influence (Cheung et al,, 2009; Lee & Youn, 2009)

Finally, Word of Mouth is positioned as a key social influence affecting College Decisions.
Choosing a university is a high-involvement decision, and prospective students often rely on peer
opinions to reduce uncertainty and validate their choices (Sarkane & Sloka, 2015; Le et al, 2019).

Positive WOM enhances institutional credibility and increases the likelihood that a university will be
selected.

Structure of the Model
The conceptual framework therefore includes four direct paths:

Student Course
Experience
Student
Satisfaction

College Decision

Figure 1: Structure of the Model

This model highlights that universities influence student enrollment decisions not only
through marketing efforts but by fostering positive academic experiences that motivate students to
become active communicators and advocates.

Hypotheses

H1: Student learning experiences have a positive influence on word of mouth (Ozmen &
Ogel, 2020)

H2: Student satisfaction has a positive effect on word of mouth (Rehman et al,, 2022)
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H3: Student loyalty has a positive effect on word of mouth (Kaushal & Ali, 2020)
H4: Word of mouth has a positive influence on college decisions (Carvalho et al., 2021)

Objectives
Examine the effect of Student Learning Experience on eWOM
Examine the effect of Student Satisfaction on eWOM
Examine the effect of Student Loyalty on eWOM
Examine the effect of eWOM on University Choice Decision

Methodology

1.Research Design

This study employed a quantitative research design to examine the relationships among
Student Learning Experience, Student Satisfaction, Student Loyalty, Word of Mouth (WOM), and

College Decision. A quantitative approach is appropriate because the objective of the study is to test
hypothesized relationships among latent variables using statistical techniques (Creswell & Creswell,
2018; Hair et al., 2021).

The cross-sectional survey method was used to collect data at a single point in time from
students who had recently made decisions about choosing a university. This design is widely used in

higher education research to investigate student perceptions, satisfaction, and behavioral intentions
because it allows efficient data collection from a large sample and supports Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM) analysis (Bryman & Bell, 2019; Hair et al., 2021).

2. Population and Sampling
2.1 Population
The target population consisted of first-year undergraduate students enrolled in universities
in Bangkok. This group was selected because they had recently made their college decision, making
them suitable respondents for examining factors that influenced their choice of university.
Bangkok was chosen as the study location because it is Thailand’s primary higher education hub,
hosting a large number of public and private universities with diverse student populations.
2.2 Sampling Technique
The study employed convenience sampling, a non-probability sampling technique where
respondents were selected based on accessibility and willingness to participate. This method is

commonly used in higher education research where access to complete sampling frames is limited
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018)

Questionnaires were distributed online via Google Forms through university student groups
and social media platforms such as Line, Facebook, and Email This approach facilitated access to

students across multiple institutions and increased response rates.
2.3 Sample Size Determination

The sample size was determined based on recommendations for Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM). According to Hair et al. 2021), SEM studies require a minimum sample size calculated

using a ratio of 5-10 respondents per estimated parameter or indicator. This study included:
- 18 measurement indicators

-5 latent variables (Learning Experience, Satisfaction, Loyalty, WOM, College Decision)
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Following the guideline:

5ad <n<10a
where a =number of indicators + latent variables

a=18+5=23
Minimum sample =5 % 23 =115 respondents
Maximum sample = 10 x 23 =230 respondents
Therefore, the study targeted between 115 and 230 respondents. This range ensures adequate
statistical power and stable parameter estimation for SEM analysis.
3.Data Collection Method
The study used primary data collected directly from respondents. Data were gathered through a
self-administered online questionnaire created using Google Forms.
The questionnaire link was distributed via:
- University student communication channels
- Social media platforms (Line, Facebook groups)
- Email networks
- Participation was voluntary, and respondents were informed about the confidentiality and
anonymity of their responses before completing the survey.
4.Research Instrument
The research instrument was a structured questionnaire divided into two sections:
Section A: Demographic Information
Questions regarding gender, age, type of university (public/private), and program of study.
Section B: Measurement of Research Variables
All constructs were measured using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from:
1 =Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Somewhat Disagree 4 = Neutral/Neither agree nor disagree
5=Somewhat Agree 6= Agree 7 =Strongly Agree
The seven-point scale was chosen to reduce neutral responses and encourage more decisive

answers (Kandasamy et al., 2020).

Table 1: The variables measured in this study include:

Variable Description

Student Learning Experience Perceptions .of teaching quality, academic engagement, and
learning environment

Student Satisfaction Overall evaluation of the university experience

Student Loyalty Emotiopal attachment and willingness to recommend the
university

Word of Mouth (WOM) Stl'ldent'S’ tendency to share positive opinions about the
university

College Decision Students’ evaluation of their decision to choose the university

5.Data Analysis Technique
The collected data were analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). SEM is

appropriate for this study because it allows simultaneous examination of multiple relationships among
latent variables and accounts for measurement error (Hair et al., 2021).
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The analysis followed two stages:
5.1.Measurement Model Evaluation
- Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)
- Factor loadings
- Composite Reliability (CR)
- Average Variance Extracted (AVE)
5.2.Structural Model Evaluation
- Path coefficients
- Hypothesis testing
-Model fit indices (CFI, TLI, RMSEA, y*df)

6. Validity and Reliability Testing

To ensure the accuracy and consistency of the measurement instrument, this study
assessed the validity and reliability of the constructs before testing the structural relationships.

Following SEM best practices, evaluation was conducted at both the measurement model and construct
level (Hair et al., 2021)

6.1 Content Validity

Content validity refers to the extent to which the questionnaire items adequately represent
the conceptual domain of each construct. The measurement items used in this study were adapted from

well-established scales in higher education, service quality, satisfaction, loyalty, and word of mouth
literature. Before data collection, the questionnaire was reviewed by academic experts to ensure clarity,
relevance, and appropriateness for the context of undergraduate university students in Bangkok.
6.2 Construct Validity
Construct validity was evaluated using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). CFA
determines whether the observed indicators appropriately reflect their respective latent variables.
6.2.1 Convergent Validity

Convergent validity assesses whether indicators of the same construct share a
high proportion of variance. It was evaluated using:

Standardized factor loadings (should be (1 0.50 and preferably [10.70)
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) (should be [10.50)
High factor loadings indicate that items strongly represent their underlying construct. An
AVE value above 0.50 suggests that the construct explains more than half of the variance of its indicators
Hair et al., 2021)
6.2.2 Discriminant Validity
Discriminant validity ensures that constructs are distinct from one another. This
was assessed using:
Fornell-Larcker Criterion, where the square root of AVE for each construct should be
greater than its correlations with other constructs Cross-loadings, where each item should load higher

on its intended construct than on others
These procedures confirm that each construct captures a unique concept within the model (Hair

et al, 2021).

6.3 Reliability Testing
Reliability refers to the internal consistency of the measurement items.
6.3.1 Cronbach’s Alpha
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Cronbach’s Alpha was used to assess the consistency of items within each construct.
A value of 0.70 or higher indicates acceptable reliability for exploratory research, while values above
0.80 suggest good reliability.
6.3.2 Composite Reliability (CR)
Composite Reliability is considered more suitable than Cronbach’s Alpha in SEM
because it accounts for different factor loadings. CR values should exceed 0.70, indicating that the
construct reliably measures the intended concept (Hair et al., 2021).

Table 2: Summary of Measurement Criteria

Assessment Type Criteria
Factor Loading [10.50 (preferably [10.70)
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) 0.50
Composite Reliability (CR) 70.70
Cronbach’s Alpha 70.70
Discriminant Validity [JAVE > inter-construct correlations

7. Sampling Representation and Bias Control
Since this study investigates factors influencing undergraduate student decision-making
in Bangkok, it is important to recognize that Bangkok’s higher education landscape consists of both
public and private universities. Students’ learning experiences, satisfaction levels, institutional loyalty,

and communication behaviors may differ across these two sectors due to variations in tuition fees,
institutional reputation, facilities, and academic environments.

To reduce institutional bias and ensure that findings are representative of the broader
higher education context in Bangkok, this study applies proportional sample allocation between public
and private university students.

Based on the targeted total sample size of 115-230 respondents, the study aims to collect
responses from:

Approximately 50% of respondents from public universities

Approximately 50% of respondents from private universities

This balanced distribution helps ensure that the results do not disproportionately reflect the
characteristics of only one type of institution. By capturing perspectives from both sectors, the study

enhances the generalizability and comparative validity of the findings across Bangkok’s higher
education system.

During data collection, respondents are asked to indicate the type of university they are
currently enrolled in (public or private). This variable is later used to monitor sample balance and may

also serve as a control variable during analysis to further minimize bias.
8. Data Screening and Assumption Testing

Before conducting Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), the dataset was screened to
ensure accuracy, completeness, and suitability for multivariate analysis. Data screening is essential to
avoid biased estimates and unreliable conclusions (Hair et al., 2021).

8.1 Missing Data

The dataset was examined for missing responses. Cases with excessive missing

values were removed, while minor missing data «f any) were handled using mean substitution or
expectation maximization methods, depending on the pattern of missingness. A low level of missing
data dess than 5%)is generally considered acceptable and unlikely to affect SEM results (Hair et al.,
2021).
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8.2 Outlier Detection
Outliers were assessed at both the univariate and multivariate levels:
- Univariate outliers were identified using standardized z-scores (values exceeding
+3.29 were considered extreme).
- Multivariate outliers were detected using Mahalanobis distance (D?. Observations
with significant Mahalanobis values at p < 0.001 were examined and removed if they indicated
inconsistent response patterns.

Removing extreme outliers helps improve normality and ensures more stable SEM
estimates.

8.3 Normality Assessment

Normality was evaluated by examining skewness and kurtosis values for each
observed variable. Acceptable ranges are typically:

- Skewness between -2 and +2
- Kurtosis between -7 and +7

Although SEM using Maximum Likelihood estimation is relatively robust to minor
deviations from normality, severe violations can distort parameter estimates and model fit (Hair et al,,

2021).

8.4 Multicollinearity

Multicollinearity among constructs was assessed using correlation matrices and
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values. Correlations exceeding 0.85 may indicate redundancy between

constructs, while VIF values above 5 suggest multicollinearity issues. Ensuring low multicollinearity
helps maintain discriminant validity and stable structural estimate3.8.5 Common Method Bias

Because the study used a selfreported questionnaire collected at a single point in time,
Common Method Bias (CMB) was assessed. Harman’s single-factor test was conducted to examine
whether one factor accounted for the majority of variance. If the first factor explains less than 50% of
total variance, common method bias is not considered a serious concern.
Procedural remedies were also applied during survey design, including. Assuring respondent anonymity,

reducing evaluation apprehension and using clear and simple question wording

After performing missing data checks, outlier removal, normality assessment,
multicollinearity testing, and common method bias evaluation, the dataset was deemed suitable for SEM
analysis. These procedures ensure that the measurement and structural models are estimated using

reliable and valid data.

Result
This section presents the findings from the Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) analysis. The

evaluation was conducted in two stages: (1) assessment of the measurement model and (2) testing of the
structural model and hypotheses.

Descriptive Analysis of Respondents
A total of 135 valid responses from undergraduate students enrolled in universities in Bangkok
were analyzed.

Demographic Characteristics
The sample consisted of 54.8% female and 45 2% male students. The majority of respondents (97.8%)

were aged 15-20 years, indicating that participants were in the typical transition stage into higher
education, where peer influence and digital information are particularly relevant. Regarding educational
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background, 57% of respondents graduated from private secondary schools, while 43% came from public
schools. This distribution reflects diverse pre-university educational experiences. In terms of financial
background, the largest proportion of students (40.0%) reported receiving 2,000-<3,000 THB per month
as personal pocket money, followed by 3,000-<4,000 THB 23.7%)and 1,000-<2,000 THB (20.0%). These
figures represent discretionary allowances rather than total living expenses.

University Representation
Respondents were drawn from multiple universities in Bangkok, with the largest groups from:

-Ramkhamhaeng University, Bangna Campus (30.4%)
- Assumption University (25.9%)
- Dhurakij Pundit University (17.8%)
- Bangkok University (8.1%)
The distribution indicates representation across both public and private institutions.
Decision-Making Characteristics
Most students (75.6%) reported making their university decision independently, while parents
influenced 17.8% and relatives 6.7%. A majority (68.9%) indicated that their enrolled university was a
second choice, suggesting strong competition in the Thai higher education system.
Regarding admission pathways, 51.9% entered through SIBER (report-based selection), followed by CBT
21.5%), PSB 20.0%), and PBT (6.7%).

Table 3: Descriptive Analysis of Demographic Variables (N =135)

Demographic Variable Category N %
Male 61 452
Gender Female 74 5438
15-20 years 132 978
Age 21-25 years 3 22
More than 25 years 0 0.0
Public 58 43.0
Type of School Private 77 57.0
Less than 1,000 THB 3 22
1,000 -<2,000 THB 27 20.0
Monthly Pocket Money (THB) 2,000 -<3,000 THB 54 40.0
3,000 -<4,000 THB 32 237
More than 4,000 THB 19 14.1
Ramkhamhaeng University, 41 304
Bangna Campus
Ramkhamhaeng University 12 89
Srinakharinwirot University 1 0.7
King Mongkut’s University of ) 15
University Technology North Bangkok
Bangkok University 11 8.1
Assumption University 35 259
Dhurakij Pundit University 24 17.8
Hugchigw Chalermprakiet 9 6.7
University
Main Influence on Decision Self 102 75.6
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Parents 24 17.8
Relatives 9 6.7
First Choice 42 31.1
Entrance Option Se?ond'Choice (after failing public 93 689
university entrance)
CBT 29 215
. . PBT 9 6.7
Registration Scheme PSB 27 20.0
SIBER 70 519

Structural Model Analysis
The structural model evaluates the hypothesized relationships among Student Course Experience,
Student Satisfaction, Student Loyalty, Word of Mouth, and College Decision.

Figure 2: Analysis Test Results

Hypothesis Testing Results

Table 3: Hypothesis Test Results

Hypothesis Relationship B T-value P-value Result
H1 SCE [1 WOM 0.245 3241 0.001 Supported
H2 SS TWOM 0.354 4925 0.000 Supported
H3 SL [ WOM 0.111 1289 0.198 Not
Supported
H4 WOM [1CD 0.575 8536 0.000 Supported
Key Findings

1. Student Course Experience positively influences eWOM

Students with more positive learning experiences are more likely to share favorable opinions
about their university.

11
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2. Student Satisfaction has the strongest positive effect on eWOM

Satisfaction emerged as the most influential predictor, indicating that emotional evaluation
drives communication behavior.

3.Student Loyalty does not significantly influence eWOM
Loyalty alone does not necessarily lead to active online advocacy.
4. eWOM strongly influences College Decision
Word of mouth demonstrated the largest path coefficient in the model, indicating that peer-
generated information plays a critical role in university choice decisions.

Discussion
This study examined how student learning experience, student satisfaction, and student loyalty
influence electronic word of mouth (eWOM), and how eWOM subsequently affects university choice

decisions. The findings provide important insights into how internal student evaluations translate into
communication behavior and ultimately shape institutional selection. These relationships are consistent

with the Theory of Planned Behavior and the Theory of Reasoned Action, which suggest that
individuals’ attitudes and evaluations influence behavioral intentions, as well as with Media System

Dependency Theory, which emphasizes the role of media and peer information in decision-making
under uncertainty.

First, the positive relationship between student learning experience and eWOM indicates that
meaningful academic interactions and supportive learning environments encourage students to share
favorable opinions. This finding is consistent with prior research on service quality and experiential
value, which suggests that positive service encounters generate post-consumption communication
behaviors (Parasuraman et al., 1988; Dugenio-Nadela et al., 2023). It also aligns with eWOM literature,

which highlights that individuals are more likely to share experiences when they perceive value and
meaningful engagement in the service process (Cheung and Thadani, 2012).

Second, student satisfaction emerged as the strongest predictor of eWOM, emphasizing the role
of emotional evaluation in motivating advocacy behavior. This result is consistent with satisfaction-

based behavioral theories and higher education research demonstrating that satisfied students are more
likely to recommend their institution (Schlesinger, Cervera- Taulet, and Pérez- Cabafiero, 2023; Al

Hassani and Wilkins, 2022). Furthermore, this finding supports the argument that affective responses

play a stronger role than cognitive evaluations in driving communication behavior, particularly in digital
environments where emotional expression is more visible (Ismagilova et al., 2021).

Third, student loyalty did not significantly influence eWOM, challenging traditional
assumptions that loyalty naturally leads to advocacy. While prior studies suggest that loyal students
often act as ambassadors (Latif et al., 2021), the present finding indicates that loyalty alone may reflect
passive attachment rather than active communication behavior. This distinction is supported by recent

research highlighting that behavioral outcomes such as eWOM require not only commitment but also
motivation and contextual triggers (Cheung et al., 2025). Therefore, loyalty may not automatically

translate into public expression, particularly in digital contexts where sharing behavior is selective and
influenced by perceived relevance and emotional intensity.

Finally, the strong influence of eWOM on university choice decisions confirms the central role
of peer-generated information in higher education decision-making. This finding is consistent with prior
studies demonstrating that eWOM significantly shapes perceptions, reduces uncertainty, and influences
enrollment decisions (Jalilvand and Samiei, 2012; Rasheed and Rashid, 2024). It also supports Media

System Dependency Theory, which suggests that individuals rely heavily on mediated information
sources when making complex decisions. In addition, the mediating role of eWOM aligns with recent

higher education research emphasizing its function as a bridge between institutional factors and student
decision outcomes (Al-Dmour et al., 2024).

12
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Overall, the findings suggest a behavioral pathway in which student experience shapes
satisfaction, satisfaction drives eWOM, and eWOM influences enrollment decisions. This integrated

pathway is consistent with attitude-behavior frameworks such as the Theory of Planned Behavior,
where attitudes formed through experience influence communication and decision-making behaviors.

The results reinforce the importance of managing student experiences not only for retention but also as
a strategic mechanism for generating positive digital communication that can attract prospective
students in an increasingly competitive higher education environment.

Research Gap
This study presents several important directions for future research. First, although student

satisfaction was identified as the strongest predictor of electronic word of mouth (eWOM), the

underlying psychological mechanisms that motivate students to share their experiences remain
insufficiently explored. Future studies should examine the role of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations,

emotional engagement, and social influence in shaping eWOM behavior. Second, the non-significant

effect of student loyalty on eWOM challenges existing theoretical assumptions that loyalty naturally
leads to advocacy. This suggests the need for further investigation into different dimensions of loyalty,

particularly the distinction between attitudinal and behavioral loyalty, as well as the conditions under
which loyalty translates into active communication in digital contexts. Third, this study treats eWOM

as a unified construct, without distinguishing between different online platforms. Future research should
consider platform-specific differences, as variations in credibility, audience reach, and communication
styles may influence the effectiveness of eWOM. In addition, the cross-sectional design of this study

limits the ability to capture changes in student perceptions and behaviors over time; therefore,
longitudinal approaches are recommended to better understand how learning experiences, satisfaction,
and eWOM evolve throughout the student lifecycle. The generalizability of the findings is also limited,

as the sample focuses solely on first-year undergraduate students in Bangkok. Future studies should
expand to include students from different academic levels, geographic regions, and cultural contexts.

Furthermore, the absence of moderating variables such as university type, socioeconomic background,
and digital literacy suggests an opportunity for more nuanced analysis. Finally, as this study relies on

self-reported data, future research is encouraged to adopt mixed-method or experimental designs,

including behavioral data, to enhance validity and provide deeper insights into the relationship between
student experience, eWOM, and university choice decisions.
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Abstract

In the increasingly volatile landscape of multinational corporations (MNCs) in Vietnam, the
accounting function operates as a high-pressure back-office engine characterized by rigid compliance
and month-end closing stress. This study examines the impact of personal, social, and adaptive resources

on work performance, specifically investigating the roles of lkigai, Guanxi, Agile Mindset,
Organizational Support, and Psychological Well-being as direct predictors. Grounded in the Job

Demands-Resources JD-Rymodel and Social Exchange Theory (SET), a quantitative deductive approach
was employed. Data were collected from a purposive sample of 437 accountants employed by MNCs in
Vietnam via a self-administered online questionnaire. The data were analyzed using Partial Least
Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) with WarpPLS 8.0. The results demonstrate that the
hypothesized resource caravan explains 68% of the variance in work performance (R? = 0.680). Empirical
findings reveal that Ikigai (8=0.326, P <0.001)is the most potent predictor of performance, followed by
Organizational Support (3=0.171, P <0.001)and Agile Mindset (3=0.150, P < 0.001).

Furthermore, Psychological Well-being ( = 0.144, P = 0.001) and Guanxi (f = 0.141, P =0.001)
significantly contribute to professional success. Interestingly, all demographic control variables,
including Gender, Age, Education, and Income, remained non- significant, isolating the unique
predictive power of the core psychological and relational resources. This research makes a unique
theoretical contribution by extending the JD-R framework to the Vietnamese accounting sector, a
context characterized by silence and high power distance. Practically, the study suggests that MNCs

should move beyond transactional management to foster internal purpose and mental agility to sustain
long-term institutional resilience.

Keywords: Ikigai; Guanxi; Agile Mindset; Work Performance; Psychological Well- being;
Accountants; Vietnam; MNCs; PLS-SEM; Job Demands-Resources Model.

Introduction

In the hyper-competitive landscape of multinational corporations (MNCs) in Vietnam, the
accounting function is often viewed as a mechanical back-office necessity rather than a strategic asset
(Ullah Khan et al., 2025). However, as global markets face unprecedented volatility, the human element

within these rigid financial structures has become the ultimate determinant of organizational resilience
(Georgescu et al., 2024). For an accountant in a Vietnamese MNC, the job is a relentless cycle of high-

stakes compliance, month-end closing pressures, and the constant fear of financial liability (Kazan &
Kocamus, 2025). In this high-pressure environment, traditional management, which relies on strict
oversight and transactional rewards, is no longer sufficient to sustain Work Performance (Manurung &
Hendayana, 2025; Ratasuk, 2022). Instead, organizations must look toward a holistic synthesis of
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personal purpose, social capital, and psychological agility (Cao et al., 2025; Kidron & Vinarski-Peretz,
2024; Van Tran et al,, 2024).

The necessity of this shift is underscored by SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and
the post-pandemic realization that psychological sustainability is inseparable from economic output
(Ratasuk, 2023). In Vietnam, where the cultural fabric is woven with High Power Distance and the

pursuit of social harmony, the workplace is not just a site of labor but a complex web of relationships
(Nicholson et al., 2026). Here, the global trend toward Agile transformation often clashes with local

hierarchies, creating a unique tension (Nicholson et al., 2026). While the world demands an Agile
Mindset, the local culture often prioritizes the status quo to save face (Ngo et al., 2024). This study

argues that to bridge this gap, we must look beyond Western metrics and integrate indigenous constructs
like Guanxi and the Japanese-inspired concept of Ikigai.

The Pain Point within the Vietnamese accounting sector is visceral. Accountants operate in a
culture of silence-prone obedience (Thua), where the fear of making a public error leads to chronic stress
and high turnover (Le Ngoc et al., 2024; Ngo et al., 2025; Ngo et al., 2024; Ratasuk, 2022). When an
accountant feels like a cog in a machine, their Psychological Well-being erodes, and performance
inevitably plateaus (Hameli et al., 2024). Current literature, however, remains largely Eurocentric, often
failing to explain how social networks (Guanxi) or a sense of professional calling (Ikigai) can act as
buffers against the burnout inherent in MNC financial roles (Lai et al., 2025; Sfeir, 2022). There is a

critical research gap in understanding how these soft resources translate into hard performance metrics
in a developing SE Asian economy (Le Ngoc et al., 2024).

To decode this complexity, this research utilizes the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Model and
Social Exchange Theory (SET). We posit that while job demands in accounting are immutable, the

provision of Organizational Support and the cultivation of an Agile Mindset act as vital resources that
fuel the motivational process. By viewing Guanxi not merely as networkingbut as a form of social safety

net, and Ikigai as a source of internal resilience, we can explain why some accountants thrive under
pressure while others succumb to it.

Research Objective

The primary objective of this study is to investigate the direct impacts of Ikigai, Guanxi, an
Agile Mindset, Organizational Support, and Psychological Well-being on the work performance of

accountants in Vietnam. For the practitioner, the So What? is clear: In the new normal, the most

productive accountant is not the one who follows the most rules, but the one who finds purpose in the
numbers, feels supported by the firm, and possesses the mental agility to pivot when the regulations
change. This research provides a roadmap for MNCs to move from a culture of compliance driven by

fear to one of performance driven by purpose.

Literature Review

Theoretical Framework: JD-R and Social Exchange Theory

The theoretical foundation of this study is anchored in the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R)
model, a dual-process framework that explains the complex interplay between workplace stressors and
motivational drivers. Originally conceptualized by Demerouti et al. (2001), the JD-R model posits that

while every occupation possesses specific physical, social, or organizational demands, it is the
accumulation of job and personal resources that fosters high Work Performance. In the context of

multinational corporations (MNCs) in Vietnam, the accounting profession is characterized by high-
stakes demands, including stringent regulatory compliance requirements, month-end closing pressures,
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and significant financial liabilities (Anh, 2026). This study argues that to sustain performance in such a
pressure- cooker environment, accountants must leverage a resource caravan comprising internal
purpose, social capital, and organizational backing.

Complementing the JD-R framework is Social Exchange Theory (SET), pioneered by Blau
(1964), which posits that employees who perceive high levels of support and value from their
organization feel a reciprocal obligation to perform at an optimal level. Together, these theories suggest

that performance is an outcome of an exchange where psychological and social resources mitigate the
exhausting nature of financial demands.

Personal Resource: The Role of Ikigai

The first internal resource, Ikigai, is a Japanese philosophical construct that has increasingly
been integrated into management literature to describe the intersection of passion, mission, vocation,
and profession (Sartore et al., 2023). Tracing its evolution from a general life-satisfaction metric to a

workplace resource, modern scholars define lkigai as an individual's reason for being in a professional
capacity (Garcia-Miralles, 2017). For accountants, Ikigai serves as an internal compass that imbues

repetitive task-oriented labor with a sense of contribution toward the organization's broader integrity
(Sone et al., 2008; Wilkes et al., 2023). When an accountant identifies a personal purpose within the
ledger, they exhibit higher cognitive engagement and precision (Le et al., 2011; Sartore et al., 2023;
Yang et al,, 2019). Consequently, this study proposes:

HI1:Ikigai has a significant positive impact on work performance.

Adaptive Resource: Agile Mindset in a Digital Era

As organizations navigate the complexities of global digital transformation, the Agile Mindset
has emerged as a vital psychological resource (Vial, 2019). Rooted in the Agile Manifesto (Beck, 2001)

and popularized by Dweck (2006), growth mindset theory, this variable reflects an individual's
flexibility, collaborative spirit, and willingness to iterate under uncertainty. Within the Vietnamese

MNC landscape, where accountants must frequently adapt to shifting tax regulations and evolving
software platforms, an agile mindset enables rapid pivoting without a loss of productivity (Gong &

Ribiere, 2025; Kurnia et al., 2024; Nguyen et al., 2025; Petermann & Zacher, 2022). This adaptability
prevents the performance stagnation often associated with rigid, rule-bound environments (Steegh et al.,
2025). Based on this logic, it is hypothesized that:

H2: An agile mindset has a significant positive impact on work performance.

Relational Resource: The Cultural Power of Guanxi

Beyond internal psychological resources, the relational construct of Guanxi serves as a primary
social resource in the Vietnamese context. Defined by Tsui and Farh (1997) as a system of interpersonal

connections involving implicit mutual obligations, Guanxi facilitates the informal flow of information
across hierarchical boundaries. While Western management models often prioritize formal reporting

structures, the Vietnamese social grease of Guanxi allows accountants to navigate bureaucratic hurdles
and obtain critical data through trust-based networks (Li & Bian, 2024; Ng et al., 2026). This social

capital reduces the friction inherent in high-pressure financial roles. Thus, the study suggests:
H3: Guanxi has a significant positive impact on work performance.

Organizational Resource: Perceived Support as a Buffer

The external environmental pillar of this study is Organizational Support, defined by
Eisenberger et al. (1986) as the extent to which employees believe the organization values their

contribution and cares about their well-being. In high-pressure MNC settings, perceived organizational
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support acts as a buffer against the depletion caused by intense demands (Ike et al., 2025; Ngo et al.,
2025). When the organization provides the necessary tools, training, and emotional security, the
accountant can focus on complex analytical tasks rather than self-preservation dmran et al., 2020; Li et
al, 2025). In alignment with Social Exchange Theory, this provision of support initiates a cycle of high-
quality output and loyalty (Caesens & Stinglhamber, 2020). Therefore, it is proposed:

H4: Organizational support has a significant positive impact on work performance.

The Direct Role of Psychological Well-being

Psychological Well-being functions as a foundational personal resource that directly drives
performance (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). According to the eudaimonic definition by Ryft (1989), well-
being is the realization of one's potential and the maintenance of mental clarity. In the accounting
profession, where cognitive load is high, and the cultural fear of losing face (M4t mit) can be draining,
these personal and social resources collectively replenish the individual's psychological capacity (Bui et
al., 2022). This study argues that this healthy mental state serves as the immediate precursor to sustained
work performance Jaiswal et al., 2022). Consequently:

HS5: Psychological well-being has a significant positive impact on work performance.

Control Variables and Conceptual Synthesis
To ensure empirical robustness, this study incorporates a comprehensive set of demographic
control variables, including Gender, Age, Education, and Income. Established research indicates that

education level directly correlates with technical accounting proficiency, while age and experience
often moderate an individual's resilience to workplace stress. Furthermore, Income is included as a

critical control to account for the variance in performance motivation associated with financial
compensation and seniority within the MNC hierarchy (Bui et al., 2022). By controlling for these factors,

the study isolates the unique predictive power of purpose-driven and relational resources (Sonnentag et
al., 2022). This synthesized narrative constructs a cohesive story of the modern Vietnamese accountant:

a professional whose performance is not driven by fear of noncompliance or by mere financial
incentives, but by the combined strength of their internal purpose, social connections, and mental agility.

Agile Mindset

Control Variables
*  Gender
. H3 Work
Guanxi Performance " Age .
* Education
* Income

Organizational
Support

Psychological
Wellbeing
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Picture 2: Conceptual Model

Research Methodology
This study adopts a quantitative, deductive research design to empirically test the hypothesized
relationships derived from the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) framework and Social Exchange Theory.

The primary analytical tool is Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). The
selection of PLS-SEM over Covariance-Based SEM (CB-SEM) is theoretically and statistically justified.
PLS-SEM is a prediction-oriented approach designed to maximize the explained variance (R? of
endogenous constructs, making it ideal for evaluating structural paths in complex models (Hair et al.,
2019; Ratasuk & Nyan Lin, 2025). Furthermore, PLS-SEM is highly robust in handling non-normal data
distributions and does not require the strict distributional assumptions of AMOS or LISREL (Hair &
Alamer, 2022; Niu et al.,, 2025).

Population and Sampling Strategy
The target population comprises accounting professionals employed within multinational
corporations (MNCs) in Vietnam. Given the lack of a centralized registry for this specific niche, the

population is treated as infinite. A non-probability purposive sampling technique was employed to

ensure respondents possessed the requisite professional context to evaluate organizational resources and
performance. Following the Inverse Square Root Method (Kock, 2018), a minimum sample of N=349

was required to detect a path coefficient of 0.15 at 80% power. This study successfully yielded a final
valid sample of N=437, exceeding the threshold and ensuring high statistical power. As summarized in
Table 1, the sample is nearly balanced by gender (Female: 51.72%; Male: 48 28%).

The age distribution is primarily concentrated in the 36-45 age bracket (56.29%), followed by
those aged 26-35 (29.06%), indicating a mid-career demographic with significant professional maturity.
Regarding academic qualifications, the vast majority of respondents hold a Bachelor's Degree (89.02%),
which is the standard credential for accounting roles in Vietnam. Economically, approximately half of
the sample earns between 10 and 20 million VND per month (49.20%), reflecting the typical salary
structure for accounting professionals within the regional MNC sector.

Table 1: Respondents' Characteristics

Characteristic Categories Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 211 48.28%
Female 226 51.72%

Age 18-25 4 0.92%
26-35 127 29.06%
3645 246 56.29%
46-55 55 12.59%
>55 5 1.14%

Education Bachelor's Degree 389 89.02%
Master's Degree 36 8.24%
Doctoral Degree 12 2.75%

Income Up to 10 Million 89 20.37%
10 Million -20 Million 215 49.20%
21 Million - 30 Million 84 19.22%
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31 Million -40 Million 43 9.84%
More than 40 Million 6 1.37%

Data Collection and Instrument Development
Data is collected through an online, self-administered questionnaire distributed via professional

networks. The instrument is structured into four sections: (1) Screening, to ensure respondents are
currently active in an MNC accounting role; (2) Demographics, covering age, gender, and education; (3)
Behavioral Context, such as years of experience; and 4) Construct Measurement.

All latent constructs are measured using 5-point Likert scales (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 =
Strongly Agree). The scales for lkigai, Guanxi, Agile Mindset, Organizational Support, and
Psychological Well-being are adapted from previously validated academic scales to ensure high content
and construct validity (Augner & Schermuly, 2024; Craig et al., 2025; Lai et al,, 2025; Ngo et al,, 2025;
Ratasuk, 2020; Wilkes et al., 2023).

Data Analysis Plan (WarpPLS)
Statistical analysis is executed using WarpPLS (Version 8.0), a software specifically selected
for its sophisticated ability to identify and estimate non-linear, or warped, relationships. Such capabilities

are essential in behavioral research within complex organizational settings, where linear assumptions
often oversimplify the reality of human performance (Naing & Ratasuk, 2025). The evaluation follows

a rigorous two-stage process, beginning with the assessment of the measurement model to ensure the
reliability and validity of the constructs. Internal consistency is verified using Cronbach's alpha and
Composite Reliability (tho _C), both of which require values exceeding 0.70 (Pan & Ratasuk, 2025). To
establish convergent validity, the study ensures that Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values exceed
0.50 and that outer loadings exceed 0.708, in accordance with the benchmarks established by Hair et al.
2019).

Furthermore, discriminant validity is rigorously tested using the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio
(HTMT). Adhering to contemporary methodological standards, HTMT values must remain below 0.85,
as this criterion is statistically more reliable than the traditional Fornell-Larcker test for ensuring that
latent constructs are truly distinct (Henseler et al., 2015). Upon validation of the measurement model,
the structural model is assessed to test the hypothesized relationships. This stage begins with a
collinearity assessment, in which Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values are scrutinized to ensure they
remain below 3.3, thereby eliminating concerns about lateral collinearity (Hang & Ratasuk, 2025; Kock
& Mayfield, 2015). The strength and direction of the relationships are evaluated through path
coefficients (B, with significance determined via a bootstrapping procedure involving 5,000 resamples
to calculate robust p-values and t-statistics. Finally, the model's explanatory power is measured by the
Coefficient of Determination (R?, which quantifies the percentage of variance in work performance
explained by the integrated personal, social, and organizational resources.

Common Method Bias and Ethics
To mitigate Common Method Bias (CMB), a full collinearity assessment is performed. If all

factor-level VIFs are below 3.3, the model is free of common method variance. Ethically, the study
ensures informed consent, voluntary participation, and complete anonymity. No sensitive personal
identifiers are collected, and data is analyzed only in aggregate form.

Results
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Before evaluating the measurement and structural models, descriptive statistics of the latent
variables were analyzed to determine the distribution of responses for the independent (X)and dependent

(Y) variables. Because WarpPLS uses standardized latent variable scores for analysis (with the mean set
to 0 and the standard deviation to 1), the median and skewness are the most accurate metrics for
assessing the central tendency of the responses. The dependent variable, Work Performance (Y),
exhibited a median of 0.337 and a strong negative skewness (-1.186). In standardized data, a negative
skewness indicates that the bulk of the responses are concentrated at the higher end of the original 5-
point Likert scale. This implies that respondents generally perceive themselves as highly effective in
their accounting roles. Similarly, all independent variables, Guanxi (Median =0.252, Skewness =-1.035),
Agile Mindset (Median = 0.268, Skewness = -1.098), Ikigai (Median = 0.233, Skewness = -1.030),
Organizational Support (Median = 0.237, Skewness = -1.167), and Psychological Wellbeing (Median =
0.230, Skewness = -1.049), also displayed negative skewness. This consistent pattern suggests that the

accountants in this sample generally reported high levels of internal purpose, social capital, mental
agility, and perceived organizational backing. Furthermore, the Jarque-Bera (Normal-JB) test results

indicate non-normality across all variables, further justifying the selection of PLS-SEM as the primary
analytical tool, given its robustness to non-normal data distributions.

Assessment of the Measurement Model
The evaluation of the measurement model involved analyses of convergent validity, internal
consistency reliability, and potential collinearity. As illustrated in Table 2, all item Factor Loadings

ranged from 0.723 to 0.854, exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.708 (Hair et al., 2019). Internal
consistency was confirmed, with Composite Reliability (CR) values (0.877-0.906)and Cronbach's Alpha
(CA) values (0.825-0.875) well above the 0.70 benchmark for all constructs.

Convergent validity was established using Average Variance Extracted (AVE), with all
constructs yielding values between 0.589 and 0.620, exceeding the minimum requirement of 0.50.
Furthermore, a Full Collinearity Assessment was conducted to check for Common Method Bias (CMB).
All Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values ranged from 2.064 to 2.515, safely below the conservative
threshold of 3.3 (Kock & Mayfield, 2015), indicating that the model is free from CMB and lateral
collinearity concerns.

Table 2: Convergent Validity, Reliability, Multicollinearity, and Common Method Bias (CMB)

Items Factor CR CA | AVE | VIF
Loadings
Work Performancel Ensures that their accounting work (e.g, entries, ledger 0.854 0906 | 0.875 | 0.617 | 2515
balances) is highly accurate and minimizes errors.
Work Performance2 Meets all the formal requirements and core expectations 0.723
defined in their accountant job description.
Work Performance3 Demonstrates excellent quality of work compared to their 0.786
peers in similar accounting roles.
Work Performance4 Effectively identifies and solves problems across core 0.781
financial processes and accounting functions.
Work Performance5 Possesses the necessary technical knowledge and skills to 0.779
perform all required job duties.
Work Performance6 Consistently completes assigned accounting tasks (e.g., 0.783
reconciliations, reporting) efficiently and on time.
Ikigail I feel that my life is meaningful. 0.783 0.891 | 0.847 | 0.62 | 2224
Ikigai2 I have a clear sense of what makes my life feel worthwhile. 0.789
Ikigai3 I look forward to the work I do each day. 0.79
Ikigai4 I feel I contribute to something important through my work. 0.786
Ikigai5 I have clear objectives that guide my actions daily. 0.788
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Agile Mindset1 I am comfortable dealing with uncertainty and ambiguity in 0.743 0.884 | 0.835 | 0.603 | 2.064
my job.
Agile Mindset2 I am willing to adjust my approach when facing a new or 0.794
unexpected challenge.
Agile Mindset3 I seek out opportunities to learn new skills and ways of 0.789
working.
Agile Mindset4 When an unexpected change occurs, I quickly adapt my 0.776
plans.
Agile Mindset5 I see mistakes as learning opportunities. 0.78
Guanxil I have a reliable network of colleagues who support me 0.758 0.882 | 0.833 0.6 2402
when I need it.
Guanxi2 I frequently help colleagues in my network, knowing they 0.801
will reciprocate in the future.
Guanxi3 I maintain a long-term, trusting relationship with key people 0.767
in the organization.
Guanxi4 People in my professional network are willing to go out of 0.781
their way to help me.
Guanxi5 I maintain a strong personal relationship with influential 0.766
people in my field.
Organization Supportl The organization cares about my well-being. 0.753 0.881 | 0.831 | 0596 | 2416
Organization Support2 The organization values my contributions to its success. 0.769
Organization Support3 The organization is willing to help me with personal 0.795
problems.
Organization Support4 The organization shows concern for my personal goals. 0.771
Organization Support5 The organization provides help when I have an issue. 0.773
Psychological Welbeingl | I generally feel very positive about myself. 0.781 0.877 | 0.825 | 0589 | 227
Psychological Welbeing2 | Ibelieve I am making meaningful progress toward my 0.779
goals.
Psychological Welbeing3 | Iusually handle the stress of daily life well. 0.767
Psychological Welbeing4 | I feel competent and effective in daily activities. 0.77
Psychological Welbeing5 | My relationships with co-workers are generally supportive 0.738

and rewarding.

Assessment of Discriminant Validity

To ensure that each latent construct is empirically distinct and captures phenomena not
represented by other constructs in the model, discriminant validity was evaluated using two rigorous
methods. First, the Fornell-Larcker Criterion was applied, comparing the square root of each construct's

Average Variance Extracted (AVE) with its correlations with other latent variables. As shown in Table
3, the square root of the AVE for each construct (diagonal elements)is greater than its highest correlation
with any other construct, thereby satisfying the criterion.

Second, the study used the Heterotrait-Monotrait HTMT)Ratio, which is increasingly preferred
in contemporary PLS-SEM literature due to its greater sensitivity in detecting a lack of discriminant
validity. All HTMT values in the model ranged from 0.581 to 0.668, falling strictly below the most
conservative threshold of 0.85 (Henseler et al., 2015). These combined results provide robust evidence

that all six constructs, Work Performance, Ikigai, Agile Mindset, Guanxi, Organizational Support, and
Psychological Well-being, are statistically unique.

Table 3: Discriminant Validity Results (Fornell-Larcker and HTMT)

Fornell & Larcker Criterion
Construct @ @) %)) ) Q) ©
E £ () Work Performance (0.785) | 0.581##x | 0.614=++ | 0.652++ | 0.668++ | 0.651*=
E é ) Ikigai 0.674 0.787) | 0.589=x | 0.654# | 0.632% | (.61
3) Agile Mindset 0.719 0.701 O0.777) | 0589+ | 0596+ | 0.612+=
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% Guanxi 0.761 0.779 0.706 0.775) | 0.644+= | 0.609+=
5) Org. Support 0.784 0.753 0.715 0.774 0.772) | 0.625%x=
(6) Psych. Well-being 0.766 0.73 0.737 0.734 0.755 0.767)

Assessment of Model Fit, Quality, and Explanatory Power
Prior to evaluating individual structural paths, the overall model fit and quality were assessed
using the indices provided by WarpPLS 8.0. As summarized in Table 4, the model demonstrates an

excellent fit with the empirical data. The Average Path Coefficient (APC) of 0.121 (P = 0.003) and the
Average R-squared (ARS) 0of 0.680 (P <0.001) both satisfy the required significance thresholds. Crucially,
the Average Full Collinearity VIF (AFVIF) is 2.522, well below the conservative threshold of 3.3,
confirming that the model is free from common method bias and lateral multicollinearity. The
Tenenhaus Goodness of Fit (GoF) is 0.720, which is substantially above the large-effect threshold of
0.36, indicating strong global explanatory power. The structural model was evaluated primarily through
the Coefficient of Determination (R?), which measures the proportion of variance in the endogenous
construct (Work Performance) explained by the integrated resource framework. The R? value of 0.680
indicates that the independent variables (Ikigai, Guanxi, Agile Mindset, Organizational Support, and
Psychological Well-being) together explain 68.0% of the variance in accountants' work performance in
Vietnamese MNCs. In the context of PLS-SEM benchmarks, an R? exceeding 0.67 is considered
substantial, indicating the model's robust explanatory power. To account for model complexity and the
number of predictors, the Adjusted R? was also examined. The value of 0.674 remains remarkably close

to the primary R?, suggesting that the model is parsimonious and that each included variable contributes
meaningfully without overfitting the data. Finally, the Q* value of 0.655, which is substantially greater

than zero, confirms the model's high predictive relevance, indicating that the chosen resource caravan
is a highly effective predictor of performance in high-pressure financial environments.

Ikigai Gender
(R)5i (R
AgileMin
R)5i
(R) 20,33 p=0,05 Age
(R)i
(

(P=R81) (P=0.14)
p=1).15
(Ped 27)
Guanxi g=0.14 -~ . Performa .
(R)5i (P<.01) A (R)Gi
T .01
=0 R2=0.68 (P=02

P<.01)

p=044 520,07 Educatio
OrgSup [P£.01) (P=0'08) (R}1i
(R)5i
PsyWelbe
(R)5i

Picture 2: PLS-SEM Results

Structural Model Results and Hypothesis Testing
The structural model was evaluated using a bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 resamples to
determine the significance of the path coefficients (). The results, as detailed in Table 4, indicate that

all five primary hypotheses (H1-HS5) are supported by the data. Notably, Ikigai (= 0.326, p < 0.001)
emerged as the most potent driver of work performance among accountants in the Vietnamese MNC
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sector. This is followed by Organizational Support (3=0.171, p <0.001)and Agile Mindset 8 =0.150, p
< 0.001), both of which are highly significant.

The impact of Psychological Well-being (3=0.144, p=0.001) and Guanxi (§ =0.141, p=0.001)
also contributed positively and significantly to the model. Furthermore, all demographic control
variables, Gender, Age, Education, and Income, yielded non-significant results (p > 0.05), confirming

that the observed variances in work performance are uniquely driven by the core resources rather than
demographic differences.

Table 4. Summary of Structural Model Hypotheses and Control Variables

Hypothesis and Structural Path Path Coeff. | P-Value Result
®
H1 Ikigai [0 Work Performance 0326 <0.001 Supported
H2 Guanxi [ Work Performance 0.141 0.001 Supported
H3 Agile Mindset [] Work Performance 0.15 <0.001 Supported
H4 Organizational Support (1 Work 0.171 <0.001 Supported
Performance
HS Psychological Well-being [7 Work 0.144 0.001 Supported
Performance
Control | Gender [1 Work Performance 0.051 0.144 Non-Significant
Variable |"Aoe (1 Work Performance 0.029 0269 Non-Significant
Education [J Work Performance 0.011 0411 Non-Significant
Income [ Work Performance 0.067 0.079 Non-Significant
Discussion

The primary objective of this research was to examine the direct impacts of Ikigai, an Agile
Mindset, Guanxi, Organizational Support, and Psychological Well-being on the work performance of

accountants in Vietnamese MNCs. Based on the PLS-SEM path analysis, all five hypotheses (H1-H5)
are explicitly accepted as significant direct predictors. The results confirm the positive impacts of Ikigai
(H1: B=0.326, p <0.001), an Agile Mindset (H2: p=0.150, p < 0.001), Guanxi (H3: =0.141, p = 0.001),
Organizational Support (H4: =0.171, p <0.001), and Psychological Well-being (H5: $=0.144, p =0.001)
on work performance.

As the strongest predictor of performance, Ikigai's impact validates Garcia-Miralles' 2017)and
Sartore et al.'s (2023) assertions that an internal "reason for being" drives deeper cognitive engagement.

Rather than relying on transactional rewards, accountants who find purpose in their ledgers exhibit
higher precision and task integrity (Le et al., 2011; Yang et al., 2019; Wilkes et al., 2023; Sone et al.,

2008). Similarly, in a landscape of digital transformation (Vial, 2019), an Agile Mindset empowers rapid
adaptation to shifting regulations without losing productivity (Kurnia et al., 2024; Nguyen et al., 2025;
Gong & Ribiere, 2025). This confirms that mental flexibility prevents the stagnation typically found in
rule-bound environments (Steegh et al., 2025; Petermann & Zacher, 2022), effectively expanding
Dweck’s 2006) growth mindset principles beyond traditional tech domains.

The significant influence of Guanxi reinforces Tsui and Farh's (1997) foundational concept,
demonstrating its modern utility in navigating bureaucratic hurdles through trust-based networks (Li &
Bian, 2024; Ng et al.,, 2026). Furthermore, Organizational Support acts as a vital external buffer against
the depletion caused by intense demands (lke et al., 2025; Ngo et al., 2025). Aligning with Social
Exchange Theory, when accountants receive necessary tools and emotional security (Eisenberger et al.,
1986), they reciprocate with high-quality output and loyalty, prioritizing complex analytical tasks over

10
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self-preservation (Caesens & Stinglhamber, 2020; Imran et al., 2020; Li et al., 2025).
Finally, the direct, positive impact of Psychological Well-being illustrates a core tenet of the
JD-R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Grounded in Ryff’s (1989) eudaimonic framework, this finding

proves that a healthy mental state is not merely a byproduct of good management, but an active,
necessary precursor to sustained performance (Jaiswal et al., 2022). It acts as a foundational personal

resource that actively combats the cultural fear of losing face Mat mit+) (Bui et al., 2022). By effectively
controlling for demographics and income (Sonnentag et al., 2022), this study isolates the unique

predictive power of these combined resources, proving that modern accounting excellence is driven by
purpose, agility, support, and baseline mental clarity.

Conclusion
Theoretical Contribution
The unique contribution of our research lies in its integration of the Job Demands-Resources

JD-R) model and Social Exchange Theory (SET) within the specific, high-stakes context of the

Vietnamese accounting sector, a domain characterized by rigid compliance and high power distance
where these theories have rarely been applied. This research extends the use of the JD-R theory by

demonstrating that indigenous personal resources, such as Ikigai, and social resources, such as Guanxi,
function as critical drivers of the motivational process, even in non-Western, silence-prone professional
cultures. Our findings strengthen and extend the work of Hair et al. 2019)regarding the predictive power
of PLS-SEM in behavioral research and align with the principles of resource accumulation proposed by
Kock and Mayfield 2015). By identifying that Ikigai exerts nearly twice the predictive influence of

social capital, this study creates new knowledge that fills a significant gap in the literature, suggesting
that internal purpose is a primary buffer against the pressure cooker demands of MNC financial roles.

Practical Implications

Based on these findings, management policy within MNCs should pivot from traditional
command-and-control oversight toward a resource-based empowerment strategy. This research suggests
that practitioners should implement Ikigai Workshops and purpose-mapping exercises to help
accountants connect their meticulous data-driven tasks with the broader organizational mission. To

foster an Agile Mindset, firms should introduce iterative project management training, even within
back-office functions, to reduce the fear of error associated with digital transformation. Furthermore,

given the significant impact of Guanxi and Organizational Support, managers should facilitate informal
social networking platforms and mentorship programs that allow for the safe exchange of information
across hierarchies. Such interventions are crucial for maintaining the psychological well-being of the

workforce, thereby ensuring long-term institutional resilience and reducing the high turnover rates
typical of the regional accounting sector.

Limitations and Future Research
Despite its rigorous methodology, this study is subject to several limitations. First, the cross-

sectional nature of the data collection means that definitive causal relationships cannot be verified; the
observed associations represent a snapshot in time. Second, reliance on self-report measures may

introduce common-method bias, although the full collinearity assessment suggested this was not a
significant issue in the current model. Finally, as the sample was restricted to the Vietnamese MNC

sector, the generalizability of the findings to other developing economies or different professional
functions (e.g., sales or operations) remains to be established.

Recommendations for Future Studies

Future research should consider adopting longitudinal designs to track how the relationship
between Ikigai and performance evolves over peak financial seasons, such as year-end audit cycles.
Scholars are also encouraged to replicate this model in other Southeast Asian contexts, such as Thailand
or Indonesia, to determine whether cultural nuances, like “Thua~ or high power distance, moderate the
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effectiveness of an Agile Mindset differently. Additionally, incorporating objective performance
metrics (e.g, audit error rates or supervisor evaluations) alongside selfreported data would further
enhance the empirical robustness and validity of the proposed resource-performance narrative.
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Abstract

The rapid expansion of artificial intelligence (Al across education, business, and organizational
wellness has intensified debates concerning ethical governance, human-centered design, and long-term
sustainability. While technical innovation continues to accelerate, insufficient attention has been given to
the psychological capacities required of leaders overseeing Al integration. This paper argues that sustainable

Al transformation depends not solely on regulatory frameworks or technological infrastructure, but on

cultivating a mindful leadership mindset as psychological infrastructure. Drawing upon contemporary

research in responsible Al, systems leadership, mindfulness, sustainability theory, and cognitive expertise,

this study proposes a conceptual framework positioning strategic game-based cognition—exemplified
through the ancient board game Go (Weiqi/Baduk) as a structured developmental pathway for enhancing

systems thinking, emotional regulation, ethical reflexivity, probabilistic reasoning, and adaptive

intelligence. These capacities collectively constitute the internal architecture necessary for responsible Al
governance. The proposed Go-Based Mindful Leadership Framework (GBML Model) illustrates how

structured engagement with complex adaptive environments can cultivate leadership dispositions aligned

with sustainable Al integration. Applications are examined across education, business, and organizational
wellness. By reframing Al sustainability as fundamentally a leadership and cognitive challenge, this paper
contributes an interdisciplinary model bridging cognitive science, leadership theory, and human-centered

Al governance.

Keywords: Mindful Leadership, Game-based Cognition, Artificial Intelligence Governance, Sustainability
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Introduction

Artificial Intelligence (AD is increasingly embedded as a socio-technical infrastructure shaping
decision-making across education, business, and organizational wellness. While Al systems promise

efficiency, scalability, and predictive precision, they simultaneously introduce governance challenges

related to fairness, transparency, accountability, and long-term societal impact (Dignum, 2021; Floridi &
Cowls, 2021; Rahwan et al, 2020). Contemporary responsible Al discourse has focused primarily on
regulatory mechanisms, algorithmic auditing, compliance standards, and technical safeguards. However,
governance structures cannot operate independently of the leaders who interpret and enact them.

Comparatively less attention has been directed toward the psychological capacities required for responsible

Al oversight. Recent developments in generative Al and large-scale deployment of Al systems have further

intensified concerns regarding human oversight, epistemic dependency, and decision accountability

(Dwivedi, 2023; Bubeck, 2023). These advancements highlight an urgent need to re-examine not only
technological safeguards, but also the cognitive and psychological readiness of leaders operating within Al-
mediated environments. This paper advances the argument that sustainable Al integration depends not only

on external regulatory frameworks but also on cultivating a mindful leadership mindset as psychological

infrastructure—The internal cognitive-emotional architecture that enables ethical, adaptive, and systems-oriented
decision-making amid technological complexity. Drawing on interdisciplinary scholarship in Al governance,
sustainability theory, leadership studies, cognitive expertise, and game-based learning, this study proposes the
Go-Based Mindful Leadership Framework (GBML Model). The model positions strategic game-based cognition,
specifically through the game of Go (Weiqi/Baduk), as a structured developmental mechanism for strengthening
leadership capacities aligned with sustainable Al governance.

This conceptual article addresses four guiding questions:

1. Why is mindful leadership essential for sustainable Al integration?
2. How can psychological infrastructure be conceptualized as a prerequisite for responsible Al
governance?

3. How does strategic game-based cognition cultivate capacities aligned with mindful leadership?

4. How may this framework inform Al integration in education, business, and wellness?

The study constructs a theory-building framework intended to guide future empirical validation.
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Al Governance, Sustainability, and the Leadership Gap

1.Responsible Al and Governance Paradigms

Responsible Al scholarship has increasingly emphasized ethical oversight, transparency, fairness,

and accountability in algorithmic systems (Dignum, 2021; Floridi & Cowls, 2021; Rahwan et al., 2020).

Governance discussions, however, often focus on institutional mechanisms regulatory compliance, auditing
protocols, risk mitigation frameworks while examining the human cognitive and moral capacities required

to interpret and act upon such frameworks effectively. Recent work in human-centered Al perspectives

argues that meaningful oversight requires active, reflective human engagement rather than passive reliance

on automated systems (Shneiderman, 2020). However, such engagement presupposes leaders capable of
resisting automation bias, tolerating uncertainty, and maintaining ethical discernment under complexity.

Without psychological preparedness, governance mechanisms risk degenerating into procedural

formalities. Sustainable Al governance, therefore, requires internal cognitive infrastructure in addition to
external regulatory architecture. Hence, this gap suggests that responsible Al discourse must extend beyond
structural safeguards toward leadership development. Sustainable Al integration, therefore, requires
cultivating decision-makers who can navigate ambiguity, resist automation bias, and balance innovation

with ethical responsibility.

2. Al, Epistemic Risk, and Cognitive Strain
The rapid deployment of artificial intelligence systems has not only altered decision-making

processes but has fundamentally reshaped the epistemic structure through which knowledge is generated,

interpreted, and acted upon. Al systems increasingly function as epistemic agents, producing predictions,
classifications, and strategic recommendations that influence institutional outcomes (Rahwan et al.,, 2020).

While such systems enhance computational capacity, they simultaneously introduce epistemic risks that

challenge sustainable governance.

One central concern is automation bias, the tendency of decision-makers to overrely on
algorithmic outputs even when contradictory evidence is present. Empirical research demonstrates that
individuals often defer to machine-generated recommendations due to perceived objectivity and
computational superiority. This epistemic over-trust may erode critical evaluation capacity, particularly in

high-pressure environments characterized by rapid decision cycles. In sustainability contexts where long-
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term consequences outweigh shortterm efficiency, such cognitive shortcuts can produce systemic
vulnerabilities.

Moreover, Al systems accelerate decision velocity. Leaders are confronted with real-time
dashboards, predictive analytics, and automated alerts. While speed enhances responsiveness, it reduces
reflective pause. Sustainable governance, however, requires temporal depth, which is the ability to consider
downstream consequences, unintended externalities, and intergenerational implications. Without cultivated
cognitive discipline, acceleration becomes destabilizing rather than empowering.

A related phenomenon is moral deskilling. As algorithmic systems increasingly perform

evaluative functions, screening job applicants, allocating resources, and optimizing risk assessments,

leaders may gradually disengage from ethical reasoning processes. Over time, reliance on automated
evaluation may weaken moral reflexivity. Sustainable Al integration, therefore, demands leaders who
actively maintain ethical engagement rather than outsourcing moral judgment to computational systems.

Epistemic opacity further complicates governance. Many Al systems operate through complex,
non-transparent architectures that exceed human intuition. Leaders must therefore make decisions under
partial understanding. This condition requires tolerance for probabilistic reasoning and comfort with
ambiguity. Without psychological infrastructure, uncertainty may trigger reactive or defensive decision-
making patterns.

Taken together, automation bias, epistemic over-trust, acceleration pressure, moral deskilling, and
opacity constitute a cluster of epistemic risks inherent in Al integration. These risks are not merely technical
challenges; they are cognitive and psychological challenges. Sustainable Al governance therefore depends
on leaders capable of sustaining reflective judgment under complexity. This recognition strengthens the
central argument of this study: that a mindful leadership mindset is not an optional enhancement but a
structural necessity. Psychological infrastructure provides a stabilizing architecture that counterbalances
epistemic risk. Systems thinking mitigates narrow optimization bias. Emotional regulation buffers reactivity
under acceleration. Ethical reflexivity resists moral outsourcing. Adaptive recalibration supports learning
under uncertainty.

Consequently, the cultivation of psychological infrastructure must be understood as a proactive

governance strategy rather than a personal development initiative. Al sustainability is inseparable from
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epistemic sustainability, the capacity of leaders to engage technological systems critically, reflectively, and

responsibly over time.

3. Sustainability Theory and Long-Term Governance

Sustainability extends beyond environmental stewardship to encompass systemic resilience,

intergenerational responsibility, and long-term institutional viability (Waddock, 2021). Al systems may
optimize short-term metrics while undermining long-term stability. Sustainable governance requires long-
horizon thinking, systems awareness, and resistance to temporal compression. Leaders must maintain
extended causal awareness rather than privileging immediate performance indicators. Importantly,
sustainability is not merely harm avoidance but regenerative capacity. Al systems should enhance human
learning rather than degrade moral or cognitive skills. Sustainable Al, therefore, depends on sustainable

leadership cognition.

4. Mindful Leadership Theory

Mindful leadership integrates attentional stability, emotional regulation, ethical awareness, and

reflective judgment (Lomas, 2020; Reb et al, 2019; Hannah et al, 2021). Unlike performance-driven

leadership models, mindful leadership foregrounds cognitive clarity and moral discernment under

uncertainty. Contemporary leadership research increasingly recognizes adaptive capacity as essential in
complex systems (Hannah et al, 2021; Ospina & Foldy, 2020). Leaders operating in Al-mediated
environments confront rapid feedback loops, probabilistic outcomes, and opaque algorithmic logic. Under
such conditions, reactive or ego-driven decision-making can amplify systemic risks. In Al-integrated

environments characterized by probabilistic outputs and opaque reasoning structures, reactive leadership

amplifies systemic risk. Mindful leadership provides the psychological stability necessary to navigate
technological complexity responsibly. Mindfulness-based cognitive training has been associated with
enhanced attentional control, decreased impulsiveness, and improved ethical awareness (Lomas, 2020).
These traits align closely with the demands of sustainable governance. Therefore, mindful leadership

provides a theoretical anchor for understanding the human dimension of Al sustainability.
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5. Cognitive Expertise and Deliberate Practice

Research on expertise demonstrates that structured exposure to complex environments strengthens

pattern recognition, anticipatory reasoning, and adaptive problem-solving (Boot & Ericsson, 2021; Klein,
2020). Deliberate practice reshapes cognitive architecture.

Al governance environments share features with high-complexity domains: distributed causality,
delayed consequences, nonlinear dynamics. Developing competence in such contexts requires structured
cognitive rehearsal. Strategic game-based cognition provides such rehearsal space.

6. Game-Based Learning and Strategic Cognition

Game-based learning research indicates that strategic games enhance systems thinking,
metacognition, and scenario planning (Denning & Stephens, 2020). Unlike simplified instructional
simulations, traditional strategic games present dynamic environments requiring continuous recalibration.

Go (Weiqi/Baduk) offers a non-hierarchical, open-grid structure in which value emerges
relationally rather than through a predefined piece hierarchy. This structural property mirrors distributed Al
systems, where outcomes emerge from interaction rather than centralized control. Thus, game-based

cognition provides a developmental bridge between cognitive training and leadership capacity formation.

7. Al Transformation and the Leadership Sustainability Gap

Al functions as a socio-technical amplifier, accelerating decision cycles and magnifying
leadership impact (Rahwan et al., 2020). While responsible Al frameworks emphasize transparency and
accountability (Dignum, 2021; Floridi & Cowls, 2021), governance ultimately depends on human judgment.
Sustainability risks include automation bias (Binns, 2020), short-term optimization pressures, ethical drift,
and digital-induced cognitive strain. Complexity leadership research highlights the need for adaptive
cognition and systems awareness in navigating such environments (Ospina & Foldy, 2020; Senge et al.,
2022). This creates a leadership sustainability gap: a mismatch between Al-driven complexity and decision-

makers' psychological preparedness.

Mindful Leadership as Psychological Infrastructure

Mindful leadership integrates present-moment awareness, emotional regulation, ethical reflexivity,
and adaptive judgment (Hannah et al., 2021; Lomas, 2020; Reb et al.,, 2019). In technologically complex

contexts, these capacities stabilize decision-making and mitigate reactive governance.
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In Al integration, such infrastructure enables leaders to interpret algorithmic outputs critically,

balance short-term performance with long-term sustainability, and maintain human-centered governance
(Shneiderman, 2020).

The term psychological infrastructure in this study refers to the stable yet developable internal
architecture that enables consistent, ethical, and adaptive leadership behavior across technologically

complex contexts, collectively sustaining responsible leadership behavior.
Unlike psychological capital (Luthans et al,, 2021), which emphasizes hope, efficacy, resilience, and
optimism, psychological infrastructure encompasses:
1. Systems cognition
2. Emotional regulation under complexity
3. Ethical reflexivity
4. Adaptive recalibration capacity

5. Probabilistic reasoning tolerance

Psychological infrastructure differs from psychological capital (Luthans et al., 2021) in that it
emphasizes structural reasoning rather than motivational states. It differs from emotional intelligence by
integrating systemic cognition alongside the regulation. Without this internal architecture, governance
collapses into compliance without reflective depth.

In AI governance, this infrastructure allows leaders to:

- Interpret algorithmic outputs critically

- Resist automation bias

- Balance short-term efficiency with long-term sustainability

- Maintain human-centered decision integrity

Without this infrastructure, governance collapses into technical compliance without reflective depth.

Strategic Game-Based Cognition: Go as a Developmental Mechanism
Strategic game-based cognition involves engagement with complex adaptive environments

requiring systems thinking and probabilistic reasoning. Go (Weiqi/Baduk) exemplifies such an environment.
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4.1 Comparative Analysis: Why Go as Strategic Cognitive Infrastructure?

The selection of Go (Weiqi/Baduk) as the focal strategic game within the Go-Based Mindful
Leadership (GBML) Model requires theoretical justification. Numerous strategic games and simulations
exist that cultivate analytical reasoning, including chess, digital business simulations, war games, and Al-
based strategy platforms. The present framework argues that Go possesses structural characteristics

uniquely aligned with the cognitive demands of sustainable Al governance.

Structural Non-Hierarchical vs. Hierarchical Strategy

Chess operates through predefined piece hierarchies. Each piece carries fixed value, and strategic
planning often centers on material advantage accumulation. This structure reinforces linear optimization
logic: gain more value, eliminate higher-value units, secure positional dominance.

By contrast, Go is non-hierarchical. All stones hold equal intrinsic value. Strategic power emerges
relationally through spatial influence rather than predetermined piece strength. Territory develops
contextually rather than through direct elimination. This structural equality cultivates distributed systems
thinking rather than hierarchical dominance logic.

Al systems similarly operate through distributed networks and probabilistic weighting rather than

singular hierarchical authority. Go therefore mirrors the relational logic of contemporary Al architectures

more closely than hierarchical games.

Emergent Complexity vs. Tactical Determinism

Many strategy games reward tactical calculation within constrained scenarios. While chess involves
deep calculation, it often resolves into tactical sequences centered on localized advantage. Go, however,
emphasizes emergent global dynamics. A local move may reverberate across distant board regions, altering
influence structures in non-obvious ways. The board remains open-ended until the final stage, requiring
continuous recalibration rather than deterministic resolution. This mirrors Al governance environments in
which localized optimization decisions may produce systemic ripple effects. Leaders trained through Go

experience firsthand the phenomenon of delayed consequence and distributed causality.
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Ambiguity Tolerance vs. Forced Resolution

In chess, forced sequences frequently determine outcome. Checkmate represents a clear terminal
objective. Go lacks such definitive momentary resolution. Games conclude through territorial balance rather
than singular decisive strikes. Uncertainty persists until final scoring. This sustained ambiguity cultivates
probabilistic tolerance and emotional composure under incomplete information—capacities central to Al

governance, where algorithmic outputs often provide probabilistic rather than absolute conclusions.

Human-AlI Interaction Symbolism

The historical AlphaGo event marked a symbolic inflection point in Al development. Go, long
considered resistant to brute-force computation due to its expansive possibility space, became a site of
human-machine strategic partnership. The event demonstrated not human obsolescence but the evolution of
collaborative cognition.

By selecting Go as a developmental medium, the GBML Model situates leadership training within

a domain already deeply intertwined with Al advancement. This symbolic alignment reinforces the

relevance of Go as a bridge between human strategic cognition and machine intelligence.

Beyond Simulation: Cultural and Reflective Dimensions

Unlike digital simulations that often optimize rapid feedback cycles, traditional Go practice

emphasizes reflective pacing, disciplined study, and post-game review (kifu analysis). This reflective
component strengthens metacognitive awareness. Al-assisted Go analysis further introduces structured
feedback without eliminating human interpretive responsibility.
Thus, Go uniquely integrates:

- Distributed systems structure

- Emergent complexity

- Sustained ambiguity

- Reflective post-analysis

- Historical Al-human intersection

For these reasons, Go provides a structurally coherent development platform for cultivating

psychological infrastructure aligned with sustainable Al integration.

Key cognitive properties cultivated through go include:
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Whole-Board Awareness

Players must consider local and global consequences simultaneously, mirroring multi-level Al
governance challenges.

Strategic Patience and Deferred Gratification

Short-term gains may compromise long-term positional strength. This parallels sustainability trade-
offs in Al deployment.

Emotional Regulation under Uncertainty

Because outcomes are rarely immediately decisive, players must tolerate ambiguity without

impulsive reaction.

Adaptive Recalibration

Positions evolve dynamically; rigid strategies fail. Players must continuously update mental models,
an essential trait in Al integration contexts.

The AlphaGo milestone marked a historical intersection between human strategic cognition and

advances in machine learning. Rather than signaling human obsolescence, it illustrated the necessity for
human reinterpretation of strategy under Al partnership. Thus, Go functions not merely as a game, but as a
cognitive training system cultivating capacities aligned with mindful leadership.

Expertise research demonstrates that repeated exposure to complex environments strengthens

anticipatory cognition and pattern recognition (Boot & Ericsson, 2021; Klein, 2020). Go’s non-linear
dynamics mirror Al governance complexity, making it a structured developmental platform.
The Go-Based Mindful Leadership Framework (GBML Model

The GBML Model proposes the following developmental sequence:

Strategic Game-Based Cognition (Go Training)

!

Core Cognitive-Emotional Capacities

!
Mindful Leadership Mindset (Psychological Infrastructure)

!

Sustainable Al Integration Outcomes
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This model reframes Al governance as leadership capacity formation rather than regulatory

compliance alone. For the GBML Model to advance beyond conceptual status, operational clarity is
required.

Future empirical research may measure psychological infrastructure using multi-dimensional
assessment tools:
Proposed Construct Dimensions:

1. Systems Thinking Index

2. Ethical Reflexivity Scale

3. Emotional Regulation Stability Score
4. Strategic Patience Measure

5. Adaptive Decision Flexibility Index

Mixed-method designs could include:
- Pre- and post-intervention studies in Go-based leadership training
- Behavioral decision simulations involving Al governance scenarios
- Reflective journaling analysis
- Al-assisted strategic decision modeling

The framework reframes Al governance as leadership development rather than compliance

management.

Applications across Domains

The practical relevance of the Go-Based Mindful Leadership (GBML)Model lies in its cross-sector
applicability. Al integration does not occur within a single institutional domain; rather, it permeates
education systems, corporate structures, and organizational wellness ecosystems. Each domain presents

distinct governance challenges, yet all require leaders capable of sustaining psychological infrastructure

under technological complexity.

The following subsections illustrate how the GBML framework may inform structured intervention

design and institutional strategy:

Education: Cultivating AI-Ready Cognitive Resilience

Educational institutions are among the earliest adopters of Al technologies, integrating adaptive

learning systems, automated grading platforms, predictive analytics, and Al-assisted research tools. While
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these innovations promise efficiency and personalization, they also raise concerns regarding academic

integrity, epistemic dependency, equity, and long-term cognitive development.

Al in Education as an Epistemic Shift

Al-assisted tools reshape how knowledge is accessed and evaluated. Students increasingly interact
with algorithmic systems that provide immediate answers, structured summaries, and automated feedback.

Without critical cognitive scaffolding, this shift risks reducing deep analytical engagement and weakening

the capacity for independent reasoning.

The GBML Model offers an educational counterbalance by cultivating:
- Systems thinking rather than answer extraction
- Strategic patience rather than rapid solution-seeking
- Probabilistic reasoning rather than binary certainty

- Reflective pause before decision execution

Strategic Go training within academic settings can function as cognitive inoculation against automation

bias. Students learn to question surface-level outputs, analyze distributed consequences, and reflect on

reasoning processes.

Leadership Development in Educational Governance

School administrators and university leaders face Al-related decisions concerning:

[J Academic integrity policies

[1 Al-assisted assessment standards

1 Data privacy governance
[ Curriculum redesign

These decisions involve long-term institutional consequences. The GBML framework supports
administrators by strengthening long-horizon thinking and ethical reflexivity. Leaders trained in strategic

cognition may be less susceptible to adopting Al tools solely for efficiency gains and more attentive to

systemic academic impacts.
In this sense, Go-based mindful leadership training may serve as a preparatory layer for responsible
digital transformation in education.

Curriculum Innovation
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The GBML Model may be embedded in interdisciplinary curricula combining:
- Strategic game-based seminars

- Reflective journaling

- Al-assisted decision simulations

- Ethical scenario analysis

Such integration would not treat Go as extracurricular enrichment but as the development of cognitive

infrastructure aligned with Al-era learning demands. Education thus becomes not merely a site of Al

adoption but a laboratory for cultivating sustainable Al citizenship.

Business: Responsible Automation and Strategic Sustainability

Corporate environments are high-pressure contexts for Al adoption. Organizations deploy Al
systems for:

- Predictive analytics

- Workforce optimization

- Financial modeling

- Consumer behavior forecasting

-Risk assessment

These systems amplify decision speed and scale. However, they may also intensify short-term

optimization pressures, reduce reflective oversight, and introduce ethical blind spots (Waddock, 2021).

Executive Decision-Making under Algorithmic Acceleration

Al dashboards compress time horizons. Leaders must interpret data streams in real time. Under such
acceleration, reactive decisions can propagate systemic risk.

The GBML Model strengthens executive capacity by cultivating:

- Strategic patience under uncertainty

- Distributed consequence awareness

- Emotional regulation during volatility

- Adaptive recalibration under shifting data
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Gors whole-board awareness parallels the need for executives to evaluate cross-departmental ripple
effects. A pricing algorithm may affect workforce stability; a logistics optimization tool may alter
environmental impact. Leaders trained in distributed strategic thinking may be better positioned to evaluate

trade-offs across the triple bottom line.

Ethical Governance and Automation Bias
Corporate Al failures often arise not from malicious intent but from overreliance on algorithmic

outputs. Automation bias may lead executives to defer excessively to predictive models. Through structured
exposure to human-Al comparative analysis in Go training (e.g, reviewing human moves alongside Al
evaluations), leaders develop epistemic humility. They learn to interpret machine output critically rather
than accept it unexamined. This dynamic mirrors corporate Al governance, where oversight requires active

interrogation rather than passive acceptance.

Sustainable Value Creation

Sustainability-oriented leadership emphasizes long-term stakeholder value rather than short-term
shareholder gains (Waddock, 2021). Go-based strategic cognition reinforces deferred gratification and
positional development over immediate tactical capture.

In corporate Al deployment, this translates into:
[1 Investing in ethical Al design
[ Prioritizing workforce reskilling
[ Balancing efficiency with human dignity
[1  Avoiding extractive data practices

Thus, the GBML Model aligns corporate Al integration with regenerative value creation rather than

narrow optimization logic.

Organizational Wellness: Psychological Safety in Digital Transformation
Al transformation introduces not only operational change but psychological strain. Employees may
experience:

[1  Cognitive overload
[J Skill displacement anxiety
[ Identity disruption
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[1 Surveillance concerns

Digital transformation without psychological stabilization may erode morale and trust. Hence,

strengthens psychological safety during digital transformation and mitigates cognitive overload

(Shneiderman, 2020).

1. Emotional Regulation in AlI-Mediated Environments

Mindful leadership contributes to emotionally regulate organizational climates. Leaders capable of
managing uncertainty without projecting anxiety create psychological safety during transition.
Go-based training strengthens:

[J Composure under competitive pressure

[J Tolerance for delayed clarity

[1 Emotional recalibration after setbacks

These capacities are transferable to organizational contexts where Al integration generates iterative

trial-and-error phases.

2. Preventing Moral and Cognitive Deskilling

Al systems that automate evaluative tasks may reduce employees® engagement in judgment
processes. Over time, this may lead to moral deskilling or reduced confidence in decisions. The GBML
Model counters this by reinforcing human strategic agency. Rather than positioning Al as a replacement, it
frames Al as interpretive partner—mirroring the human-Al dialogue in advanced Go analysis. Organizations

adopting this mindset may structure Al implementation as augmentation rather than substitution.

3. Wellness as Strategic Stability

Wellness in Al-driven organizations should not be reduced to stress management programs. It
involves cultivating cognitive sustainability—leaders and employees capable of sustaining reflective
capacity despite acceleration pressures.

The GBML framework, therefore, supports:

- Cognitive resilience

- Emotional steadiness

- Ethical continuity under change
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- Distributed responsibility awareness

In this sense, organizational wellness emerges as an outcome of psychologically sustainable

leadership. To illustrate the practical implications of the GBML Model, consider a hypothetical scenario
involving an Al-driven hiring system used in a large organization. The system recommends candidates based
on historical hiring data and begins to filter out certain demographic groups due to biased data. A leader
lacking psychological infrastructure may accept outputs at face value. In contrast, a Go-trained leader

applies systems thinking, probabilistic reasoning, ethical reflexivity, and adaptive recalibration to critically

evaluate and improve the system. This demonstrates how psychological infrastructure transforms Al

governance into reflective leadership practice.

Conclusion
Al integration represents more than technological change; it constitutes a transformation in how

institutions think and decide. Regulatory frameworks and technical safeguards remain necessary but
insufficient. Sustainable Al ultimately depends on the human judgment guiding its deployment. This paper
has argued that mindful leadership functions as a psychological infrastructure, a cognitive-emotional
architecture stabilizing ethical judgment under technological complexity. The proposed GBML Model
positions strategic game-based cognition, exemplified by Go, as a structured developmental pathway for
cultivating systems awareness, emotional regulation, probabilistic reasoning, and adaptive intelligence.
Sustainable Al is inseparable from sustainable cognition. As Al systems grow more powerful, the quality of
human judgment becomes increasingly consequential. Technological infrastructure can be engineered.
Psychological infrastructure must be cultivated. The future of Al governance may depend less on

algorithmic sophistication and more on leaders capable of thinking systemically, acting ethically, and

sustaining reflective depth in complex adaptive environments.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
While this study advances a theoretically integrated framework, several important limitations must be

acknowledged. This study is conceptual. Empirical validation is required. Future research should:
[J Conduct randomized leadership training interventions.

[0 Develop and validate a Psychological Infrastructure Scale.
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[1 Examine cross-cultural transferability.
[J Compare Go-based training with alternative strategic or mindfulness interventions.
[1 Investigate longitudinal impact on Al governance outcomes.
Transfer from game-based cognition to real-world leadership must be tested rather than assumed.
Organizational context, facilitation quality, and prior experience likely moderate outcomes.

The GBML Model should therefore be viewed as theoretical groundwork, an invitation to empirical inquiry

into the developmental foundations of sustainable Al governance.
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