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Abstract:



In recent years, as natural environmental problems have become more serious, environmentally friendly airlines have been attracting attention from many practitioners and scholars. The purpose of this study was to apply the concept of psychological benefits of green brands in an environmentally friendly airline context. Based on the theoretical relationships between the conceptual constructs, a model was developed and then evaluated using data collected from 322 airline passengers in Korea. The results indicated that the three sub-dimensions of psychological benefits of green brands (i.e. warm glow, self-expressive benefits and nature experiences) help to enhance the overall image of an environmentally friendly airline. Furthermore, the overall image plays an important role in the formation of three outcome variables: intentions to use, word-of-mouth intentions and willingness to pay more. Lastly, gender moderates the relationship between overall image and intentions to use.
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1. Introduction


Recently, serious environmental issues have witnessed a surge in interest because global warming and environmental contamination threatens not only human but also ecosystem survival, resulting in people increasingly working very hard to protect the environment and nature [1,2]. We can find this change manifesting itself in consumer behavior, with consumers tending to buy and use more environmentally friendly products/services in order to protect the Earth’s environment [3,4,5]. For this reason, environmental management is receiving much attention from scholars and practitioners. In fact, many businesses have done a lot of work to respond to customers’ environmental needs by developing and delivering more environmentally friendly products/services [6,7]. In product development, many companies consider the impact their products on the natural environment and also engage in green marketing activities for sustained consumption [8,9]. Environmental management is also important in the airline industry as many airlines have tried to create an image of being an environmentally friendly airline. For example, Asiana Airlines, one of the biggest airlines in Korea, engaged in the following environmentally-friendly activities [10]: (1) tree planting activities on the world’s largest landfill; (2) installation of environmentally-friendly solar-powered streetlights; and (3) making efforts to reduce the use of fuel in every stage of aircraft operation. As a result, Asiana Airlines was chosen as the best airline company by the DJSI (Dow Jones Sustainability Index) for six consecutive years. Such environmental management helps to promote an image of an environmentally friendly airline [11,12].



More importantly, environmental management significantly aids in the provision of psychological benefits of green brands to their customers [13,14,15]. Psychological benefits refer to “feelings of trust or confidence in the other party that result in greater peace of mind” [16]. As customers perceive psychological benefits from the service provider, they are less likely to suffer from anxiety and are more likely to be comfortable and at ease [17]. In particular, psychological benefits of green brands lead to the creation of a positive overall image of the brand [15]. In other words, airlines can provide psychological benefits of green brands through environmental management which helps to form a favorable image. In addition, although it is well known that males and females behave differently [18,19], no previous study has examined gender differences in an environmentally friendly airline context.



Despite the importance of psychological benefits of green brands in the airline industry, to date no wide-ranging study has examined its role in the airline industry. Therefore, to fill this gap, the objective of this study was to investigate the importance of psychological benefits of green brands in the airline industry. More specifically, this study tries to examine (1) the effects of three sub-dimensions of psychological benefits of green brands including warm glow, self-expressive benefits and nature experiences on overall image; (2) the influences of overall image on its outcome variables such as intentions to use, word-of-mouth intentions, willingness to pay more; and (3) the moderating role of gender in the relationship between overall image and its outcome variables. It is very important to identify the psychological benefits of green brands in improving the overall image to keep current airline passengers and attract potential airline passengers, so the results of this study would be significant and meaningful to airline managers.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Psychological Benefits of Green Brands


Previous studies have consistently suggested that psychological benefits of green brands consisted of the following three sub-dimensions: (1) warm glow; (2) self-expressive benefits; and (3) nature experiences [20,21,22]. For instance, Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez [11] tested the uni-dimensionality of the three sub-dimensions using 432 samples and showed that there is no problem with convergent validity, discriminant validity, or internal consistency in the three sub-dimensions of psychological benefits of green brands. More recently, Lin et al. [23] collected data from 818 customers who had purchase experience of green brands in order to test the uni-dimensionality of the three sub-dimensions. The results indicated that convergent validity, discriminant validity and internal consistency were statistically supported. According to empirical backgrounds, this study adapted the three sub-dimensions of psychological benefits of green brands.



2.1.1. Warm Glow


The term warm glow can be defined as “satisfaction that goes beyond the benefits derived from aggregate provision of a public good through pro-environmental behavior” [24] (p. 239). That is, it is a direct, private benefit arising from the moral satisfaction of contributing to the common good for the environment [25,26,27]. People are willing to pay more money to purchase environmentally friendly products/services which help form self-satisfaction [28] because warm glow is caused by the pursuit of a positive emotional state to help others voluntarily [29,30], so it is also known as intrinsic satisfaction [31]. In the same vein, as people contribute to the common good through environmental protection, they are more likely to achieve a high level of life satisfaction and happiness [25,32]. The level of warm glow is different depending on whether the person has a social responsibility [33]. In other words, if people have greater social responsibility, they would perceive a higher level of warm glow. On the contrary, if people feel that social responsibility is not important, they are less likely to feel a warm glow.



Empirical studies also showed the importance of warm glow in consumer research. Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez [15] examined the relationship between warm glow and purchase intention using data collected from 726 consumers who were exposed to experimental green advertisements. They found that warm glow is a critical predictor of purchase intention. That is, when consumers have the feeling of contributing to the well-being of humanity and nature through the use of a green brand, they are more likely to purchase the green brand. In addition, Habel et al. [34] showed that if customers perceive warm glow when purchasing products, they are more likely to experience a higher perception of prices fairness.




2.1.2. Self-Expressive Benefits


Many practitioners as well as scholars have much interest in self-expressive benefits because it has a major influence on green consumer behavior [14,15]. The concept of self-expressive benefits is theoretically supported by the following two theories: signaling theory and self-congruity theory. First, signaling is the process of expressing personality characteristics such as preference or dislike of other people [35,36,37]. That is, consumers tend to convey information about their tendency towards the protection of the environment via the consumption of environmentally friendly products/services which leads to a higher level of self-expressive benefits [38]. Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez [20] also argued that people try to purchase environmentally friendly products/services in order to show their pro-environmental attitudes. Second, according to self-congruity theory, consumers want to buy brands that match their image [39], suggesting that the higher the level of congruence, the higher the purchase intention [40]. From this point of view, the socially visible consumption of environmentally friendly products is the key factor affecting self-expressive benefits [41]. That is, consumers are more likely to perceive self-expressive benefits when environmentally friendly products/services can reflect well on their pro-social behaviors [42].



Previous research also suggested the important role of self-expressive benefits in the formation of managerial outcomes. For instance, Aaker [43] argued that if a brand provides self-expressive benefits, the relationship between the customer and the brand become stronger. In addition, Ahmad and Thyagaraj [44] explored the relationship between self-expressive benefits and purchase intention using data collected from 270 Indian respondents who had purchase experience of products made by a green electronics company. The results of their data analysis showed that self-expressive benefits have a positive influence on purchase intention.




2.1.3. Nature Experiences


People want to be with nature in order to recover their physical and mental health [45,46] because natural experiences aid in enhancing emotional well-being and a positive mood [47,48] and also decrease mental fatigue and the tendency for aggressive behavior [48,49]. For this reason, green brands try to use beautiful natural scenery in their advertising campaigns in order to promote feelings of restfulness and congeniality [15,50]. More importantly, nature experiences are considered the basis for environmental awareness which leads to pro-environmental consumer behavior [13,15]. That is, nature experiences are an important factor that drives eco-friendly behavior [51]. Bögeholz [50] also suggested that people who have a higher level of nature experiences tend to develop an awareness of protecting nature, so they are more likely to display environmentally friendly behaviors.



The importance of nature experiences was also investigated in diverse industries. For example, Mayer et al. [52] suggested that nature experiences play an important role in the formation of environmental values and attitudes, which in turn positively affect pro-environmental behavior. In addition, Andereck and Nyaupane [53] investigated the importance of nature experiences in tourism. They suggested that nature experiences play a role in the formation of quality of life. It can be interpreted that if tourists spend a lot of time in a natural environment during the trip, they are more likely to feel that their quality of life is enhanced.





2.2. Overall Image


Over the past few decades, the concept of overall image has been studied in both academia and industry [54,55,56,57]. Numerous different definitions of overall image are available. For instance, some destination researchers defined overall image as the sum of individual beliefs, thoughts and impressions that are created by a certain place [54,58]. Bloemer and De Ruyter [56] defined overall image as a consumer’s perceptions of a firm on different attributes. In addition, Han, Hsu and Lee [18] conceptualized overall image as customers’ overall perceptions of a firm, formed by processing information and by prior or vicarious knowledge about a firm and its attributes. Although there is no consensus on the definition of overall image, they have commonly stressed the overall perceptions of an object or place. Thus, this study defined overall image as customers’ overall perceptions formed by an environmentally friendly airline and its attributes.




2.3. Intentions to Use


Intentions to use can be defined as a stated likelihood to engage in a behavior in the future [59]. Intentions to use a particular product/service are formed after a positive assessment of the product/service, so intentions to use are connected directly to actual consumption [60,61]. For this reason, many studies have used the concept of intentions to use as main dependent variable in their proposed model [57,62,63].




2.4. Word-of-Mouth Intentions


Word-of-mouth refers to “informal communication directed at other consumers about the ownership, usage, or characteristics of particular goods and services and/or their sellers” [64]. It is widely known that word-of-mouth has a greater influence on consumer decision making than commercial advertisements because consumers are more likely to have increased confidence in people around them [65]. From a company’s point of view, since their products/services are promoted by consumers’ voluntary and discretionary behaviors, word-of-mouth helps a company a lot in reducing the cost and time of marketing their products [66,67].




2.5. Willingness to Pay More


Willingness to pay more is defined as the maximum amount of money customers are willing to spend for their preferred brand product over other comparable brands [68,69]. Customers tend to pay more for a high level of product quality which maximizes consumption values [70,71]. That is, when customers have a higher perceived value in relation to the cost of the product, they are willing to pay a relatively expensive price [72]. In addition, willingness to pay more has a major effect on the enhancement of sales and revenues, so it has been studied in diverse fields [5,73,74].




2.6. Hypotheses Development


2.6.1. The Effect of Warm Glow on Overall Image


This study develops hypothesis 1 based on the following inferences. According to the warm glow theory, customers have a passion for the common good such as environmental protection which makes them feel good about themselves [28,29]. More importantly, warm glow is highly correlated with a brand image because consumers are more likely to have good feeling towards a certain brand if they have been highly satisfied with themselves by purchasing products of the brand that help protect the environment [15]. Therefore, it can be inferred that if passengers feel good because they help to protect the environment with an environmentally friendly airline, they are more likely to perceive a positive overall image when taking an environmentally friendly airline. Empirical studies also support this theoretical argument. For instance, Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez [13] found that warm glow helps to develop a good feeling toward green energy brands. In addition, Müller, Fries and Gedenk [75] suggested that a cause-related marketing campaign that causes warm glow found to be a significant predictor of positive brand image. Thus, the following hypothesis can be made:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Warm glow has a positive influence on overall image.






2.6.2. The Effect of Self-Expressive Benefits on Overall Image


The concept of self-expressive benefits has great significance for eco-friendly brands [76]. Customers who buy and use environmentally friendly products/services tend to show concern about the natural environment [3,6], suggesting that satisfying environmental needs is a very important motivation in green consumption. Such green consumption helps to form self-image congruence with environmentally friendly products/services, which in turn creates good feelings toward a certain brand for customers [77,78,79]. In addition, consumers tend to prefer products that express their attitudes or values [80]. Thus, if customers can express their environmental concern with an environmentally friendly airline, they are more likely to feel a positive overall image of an environmentally friendly airline. Empirical studies also provide enough evidence to support the effect of self-expressive benefits on overall image. For example, Ahmad and Thyagaraj [38] found that if consumers perceive high levels of self-expressive benefits from a certain brand, they are more likely to have good feelings toward the brand. Integrating the theoretical and empirical backgrounds, the following hypothesis can be made:



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Self-expressive benefits have a positive influence on overall image.






2.6.3. The Effect of Nature Experiences on Overall Image


Environmental psychology shows that nature experiences help enhance positive emotional responses [81]. More importantly, positive emotional responses caused by nature experiences have a large effect on corporate image [82,83]. That is, consumers tend to have positive beliefs of product attributes when they perceive a high level of nature experiences [15]. Thus, if passengers feel close to nature when using an environmentally friendly airline, they will have a better image of the airline. Previous research also provides sufficient evidence to support the relationship between nature experiences and overall image. Bögeholz [50] argued that nature experiences play an important role in the formation of cognitive aspects (e.g. perception) and evaluative aspects (e.g. attitudes). In addition, Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez [15] also suggested that nature experiences are considered a key factor that promotes good feelings toward a brand. Based on the theoretical and empirical backgrounds, the following hypothesis was proposed:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Nature experiences have a positive influence on overall image.






2.6.4. The Effect of Overall Image on its Outcome Variables


Overall image plays a crucial role in a consumer’s decision-making process, so when consumers have a favorable image of a brand, they are more likely to show positive behavioral intentions [84,85]. Many empirical studies have also showed the important role of overall image in consumer behavior in diverse fields. For example, Han and Hyun [57] collected data from 286 passengers in order to find the role of overall image in the cruise industry and suggested that overall image has a positive impact on intentions to use. In addition, Durna, Dedeoglu and Balikçioglu [86] investigated how overall image influences word-of-mouth in the hotel industry. They analyzed data from 410 hotel customers and found that overall image is an important predictor of word-of-mouth. Lee et al. [85] proposed a theoretical model to investigate the importance of overall image in the green hotel industry using data from 416 hotel customers, suggesting that overall image plays a critical role in predicting willingness to pay more. Ko, Hwang and Kim [87] explored the importance of green marketing in the retail setting using 389 female customers at department stores. They found that product image formed by green marketing enhances purchase intention. Lastly, Yadav et al. [88] investigated the relationship between corporate image and intentions to visit a green hotel context using empirical data collected from 200 hotel customers. The data analysis indicated that corporate image is an important predictor of intention to visit. Based on theoretical and empirical backgrounds, the following hypotheses were therefore proposed:



Hypothesis 4 (H4).

Overall image has a positive influence on intentions to use.





Hypothesis 5 (H5).

Overall image has a positive influence on word-of-mouth intentions.





Hypothesis 6 (H6).

Overall image has a positive influence on willingness to pay more.






2.6.5. The Moderating Role of Gender


Many studies in various fields have focused the moderating role of gender [18,19,89], suggesting that gender is a social construct associated with all aspects of human behavior, so males and females have different behaviors. Social role theory provides theoretical background for gender differences. The theory suggested that “human beings behave in ways that are different and predictable depending on their respective social identities and the situation” [90], so males and females show different behaviors because of their different social roles [89,91].



The study of gender differences in consumption was extensively studied in eco-friendly research. For instance, Banerjee and McKeage [92] found that because females are more interested in green issues than males, they are trying to purchase environmentally friendly products. In addition, Laroche et al. [5] suggested that females are more concerned about the global environment than males, so they are more likely to pay more for eco-friendly products. Han et al. [18] also showed that if the hotel has an eco-friendly image, female customers are more likely to (1) stay at the hotel; (2) say positive things about the hotel to others; and (3) pay more for the hotel. Brough et al. [93] investigated the gender gap in sustainable consumption using 472 samples. They suggested that the green-feminine stereotype plays an important in the formation of sustainable consumption. López-Mosquera [94] tried to examine gender differences the willingness to pay for the conservation of the park using 200 samples and the data analysis result indicated that females have stronger the willingness to pay for the conservation of the park. More recently, Yang et al. [95] collected data from 1475 urban residents in order to identify the influence of personal demographic characteristics on green travel behavior. The results of data analysis showed that green travel behavior is more important to females than males. In other words, females are more sensitive to green travel behavior. Based on the above discussion, this study hypothesized the moderating role of gender in the relationship between overall image and its outcome variables including intentions to use, word-of-mouth intentions and willingness to pay more.



Hypothesis 4a (H4a).

Overall image has a greater influence on intentions to use among females than among males.





Hypothesis 5a (H5a).

Overall image has a greater influence on word-of-mouth intentions among females than among males.





Hypothesis 6a (H6a).

Overall image has a greater influence on willingness to pay more among females than among males.







2.7. Proposed Model


This study proposes nine theoretical hypotheses based on the aforementioned theoretical background and integrates them into a conceptual model (see Figure 1).


Figure 1. Proposed conceptual model.
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3. Methods


3.1. Measures and Questionnaire Development


All of the variables were measured with multiple items that were adapted from the existing literature and modified to fit the airline industry. The psychological benefits of green brands consisted of three sub-dimensions (i.e. warm glow, self-expressive benefits and nature experiences) and were measured with nine items adapted from [15]. Overall image was measured based on the overall perceptions of an environmentally friendly airline using three items cited from [59,61,96]. Intentions to use were measured with three items employed by [42,44]. Word-of-mouth intentions were measured with three items developed by [97]. Willingness to pay more was measured with three items cited from [18,98].



The questionnaire items were translated from English to Korean using a blind back-translation method. After that, the translated version of the questionnaire was carefully reviewed by three expert groups: (1) three faculty members whose main research focus was the airline industry; (2) five graduate students with relevant work experience; and (3) three employees currently working in the airline industry. The questionnaire used a seven-point Likert-type scale, anchored from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).




3.2. Data Collection


After the review by the three expert groups, the revised questionnaire was pre-tested with 30 actual airline passengers in Korea. Cronbach’s alpha was employed to check the reliability of the measurement items. The results indicated that reliability was satisfactory, with Cronbach’s α of all constructs over 0.70 [99]. The survey questionnaire was then distributed to airline passengers who had taken a flight up to six months prior to the survey. Since the context of this study was an environmentally friendly airline, participants were provided with a clear definition of the term ‘environmentally friendly airline’ below and the example of environmentally-friendly activities conducted by Asiana Airlines previously mentioned in the introduction.


“An environmentally friendly airline can be defined as an airline that tries to establish and implement business policies for global environmental protection (e.g. energy and water saving, reducing waste and recycling).”







The questionnaire was distributed to a total of 3735 panel members of an online survey company in Korea. Of these panel members, 341 answered the questionnaire. In order to check multivariate outliers, a visual inspection and Mahalanobis distance check were conducted, following which 19 outliers were deleted. Finally, 322 usable responses were used for further analysis.




3.3. Sample Characteristics


Table 1 shows the respondents’ demographic profile. The gender ratio was the same. The average age was 39.31 years old. In terms of monthly income, 21.1% of the respondents indicated an income of between US$2001 and US$3000 and 20.8% reported incomes of US$3001 to US$4000. With regard to marital status, 59.9% of respondents were married. Lastly, for education level, 60.2% of the respondents had completed undergraduate degrees.



Table 1. Profile of survey respondents (n = 322).







	
Variable

	
n

	
Percentage






	
Gender

	

	




	
 Male

	
161

	
50.0




	
 Female

	
161

	
50.0




	
Income

	

	




	
 US$6001 and over

	
27

	
8.4




	
 US$5001-US$6000

	
39

	
12.1




	
 US$4001-US$5000

	
47

	
14.6




	
 US$3001-US$4000

	
67

	
20.8




	
 US$2001-US$3000

	
68

	
21.1




	
 US$1001-US$2000

	
52

	
16.1




	
 Under US$1000

	
22

	
6.8




	
Marital status

	

	




	
  Single

	
121

	
37.6




	
  Married

	
193

	
59.9




	
  Widowed/Divorced

	
8

	
2.5




	
Education Level

	

	




	
 Less than High school diploma

	
36

	
11.2




	
 Associate’s degree

	
54

	
16.8




	
 Bachelor’s degree

	
19

	
60.2




	
 Graduate degree

	
38

	
11.8




	
Mean Age = 39.31 years old

	

	












4. Analysis and Results


4.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis


The measurement model was evaluated to check the appropriateness of the measurement structure. The results of the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) showed that the model contained acceptable fit statistics (χ2 = 453.358, df = 167, p < 0.001, IFI = 0.962, CFI = 0.962, TLI = 0.952, RMSEA = 0.073). The factor loadings were equal to or greater than 0.806 and all factor loadings were significant at p < 0.001.



Table 2 showed each construct and scale items with standardized loading. In addition, the composite reliabilities of constructs were greater than 0.70, ranging from 0.882 to 0.964, indicating that all constructs in the model have acceptable internal consistency [100]. All average variance extracted (AVE) estimates ranging from 0.713 to 0.900 were higher than 0.05, which is the recommended threshold value [101], suggesting that convergent validity was supported. Lastly, as suggested by Fornell and Larcker [101], discriminant validity was evaluated by comparing the values of AVE with the squared correlation for each pair of constructs. The results revealed that the discriminant validity of study variables was evident in that the values of AVE were greater than the values of the squared correlations [see Table 3].



Table 2. Confirmatory factor analysis: Items and loadings.







	
Construct and Scale Items

	
Standardized Loading a






	
Psychological benefits of green brands

Warm glow

	




	
With an environmentally friendly airline, I can feel good because they help to protect the environment.

	
0.851




	
With an environmentally friendly airline, I have the feeling of contributing to the well-being of humanity and nature.

	
0.912




	
With an environmentally friendly airline, I can feel better because they don’t harm the environment.

	
0.933




	
Self-expressive benefits

	




	
With an environmentally friendly airline, I can express my environmental concern.

	
0.843




	
With an environmentally friendly airline, I can demonstrate to myself and my friends that I care about environmental conservation.

	
0.904




	
With an environmentally friendly airline, my friends would perceive me to be concerned about the environment.

	
0.879




	
Nature experiences

	




	
An environmentally friendly airline can make me feel close to nature.

	
0.871




	
An environmentally friendly airline can make me think of nature, fields, forests and mountains.

	
0.919




	
An environmentally friendly airline can evoke the sensation of being in nature.

	
0.899




	
Overall image

	




	
Overall image I have about an environmentally friendly airline is great.

	
0.861




	
Overall image for taking an environmentally friendly airline is good.

	
0.806




	
Overall, I have a good image about an environmentally friendly airline to take a trip.

	
0.865




	
Intentions to use

	




	
I will take an environmentally friendly airline when traveling.

	
0.873




	
I am willing to take an environmentally friendly airline when traveling.

	
0.894




	
I will make an effort to take an environmentally friendly airline when traveling.

	
0.915




	
Word-of-mouth intentions

	




	
I will say positive things about an environmentally friendly airline to others.

	
0.914




	
I am willing to recommend an environmentally friendly airline to others.

	
0.952




	
I will encourage others to take an environmentally friendly airline.

	
0.932




	
Willingness to pay more

	




	
I am willing to pay more for an environmentally friendly airline.

	
0.825




	
It is acceptable to pay more for an environmentally friendly airline.

	
0.977




	
I am willing to spend extra in order to take an environmentally friendly airline.

	
0.943








a All factors loadings are significant at p < 0.001.








Table 3. Descriptive statistics and associated measures.







	

	
No. of Items

	
Mean (S.D)

	
AVE

	
(1)

	
(2)

	
(3)

	
(4)

	
(5)

	
(6)

	
(7)






	
(1) Warm glow

	
3

	
5.70 (0.95)

	
0.809

	
0.927 a

	
0.593 b

	
0.743

	
0.738

	
0.765

	
0.735

	
0.315




	
(2) Self-expressive benefits

	
3

	
4.81 (1.13)

	
0.767

	
0.352 c

	
0.908

	
0.788

	
0.698

	
0.616

	
0.632

	
0.528




	
(3) Nature experiences

	
3

	
5.01 (1.15)

	
0.804

	
0.552

	
0.621

	
0.925

	
0.771

	
0.752

	
0.778

	
0.548




	
(4) Overall image

	
3

	
5.21 (0.97)

	
0.713

	
0.545

	
0.487

	
0.594

	
0.882

	
0.836

	
0.813

	
0.396




	
(5) Intentions to use

	
3

	
5.34 (1.00)

	
0.800

	
0.585

	
0.379.

	
0.566

	
0.699

	
0.923

	
0.785

	
0.531




	
(6) Word-of-mouth intentions

	
3

	
5.19 (1.12)

	
0.870

	
0.540

	
0.399

	
0.605

	
0.661

	
0.616

	
0.953

	
0.456




	
(7) Willingness to pay more

	
3

	
3.84 (1.31)

	
0.900

	
0.099

	
0.279

	
0.300

	
0.157

	
0.282

	
0.208

	
0.964




	
Goodness-of-fit statistics:χ2 (167) = 453.358, p < 0.001, χ2/df = 2.715, IFI = 0.962, CFI = 0.962, TLI = 0.952, RMSEA = 0.073








Note: AVE = average variance extracted; IFI = incremental fit index; CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; a composite reliabilities are along the diagonal; b correlations are above the diagonal; c squared correlations are below the diagonal.









4.2. Structural Equation Modeling


The structural model was evaluated to validate the proposed associations among study constructs. The result of the structural equation modeling (SEM) indicated an acceptable fit of the model, demonstrating the soundness of our conceptual model and providing a good basis for testing the proposed links (χ2 = 601.687, df = 179, p < 0.001, IFI = 0.944, CFI = 0.943, TLI = 0.934, RMSEA = 0.075). Figure 2 shows the SEM results with standardized coefficients. Of the six proposed hypotheses, all were statistically supported at p < 0.05. Table 4 provides a summary of the hypotheses testing results.


Figure 2. Standardized theoretical path coefficients.
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Table 4. Standardized parameter estimates for structural model.







	

	

	

	
Standardized Estimate

	
t-Value

	
Hypothesis






	
H1 Warm glow

	
→

	
Overall image

	
0.431

	
6.898

	
Supported




	
H2 Self-expressive benefits

	
→

	
Overall image

	
0.137

	
2.168

	
Supported




	
H3 Nature experiences

	
→

	
Overall image

	
0.399

	
5.359

	
Supported




	
H4 Overall image

	
→

	
Intentions to use

	
0.912

	
16.191

	
Supported




	
H5 Overall image

	
→

	
Word-of-mouth intentions

	
0.926

	
16.821

	
Supported




	
H6 Overall image

	
→

	
Willingness to pay more

	
0.504

	
8.772

	
Supported




	
H4a The moderating role of gender in the relationship between overall image and intentions to use

	
Supported




	
H5a The moderating role of gender in the relationship between overall image and word-of-mouth intentions

	
Not supported




	
H6a The moderating role of gender in the relationship between overall image and willingness to pay more

	
Not supported








Goodness-of-fit statistics: χ2 (179) = 601.687, χ2/df = 3.361, p < 0.001, IFI = 0.944, CFI = 0.943, TLI = 0.934, RMSEA = 0.075.









4.3. The Moderating Role of Gender


Multiple-group analyses were conducted in order to test the moderating role of gender. Respondents (n = 322) were separated by gender: male (n = 161) and female (n = 161). The chi-square (χ2) difference between the constrained and unconstrained models was examined with regard to the difference in degrees of freedom in order to check the differential effects of gender between male and female [102]. The results showed that the moderating role of gender in the relationship between overall image and intentions to use was supported (H4a) (χ2 = 4.653 >χ2 = 0.5(1) = 3.84, df = 1). However, other hypotheses were not significant at the 0.05 level as follows: H5a (χ2 = 2.404 < χ2 = 0.05 (1) = 3.84, df = 1) and H6a (χ2 = 2.038 < χ2 = 0.05 (1) = 3.84, df = 1).





5. Discussion and Implications


The purpose of this study was to investigate the important role of psychological benefits of green brands in an environmentally friendly airline context. More specifically, based on the literature review, it was proposed that three sub-dimensions of psychological benefits of green brands (i.e. warm glow, self-expressive benefits and nature experiences) positively affect overall image. In addition, a review of the existing literature suggested that overall image has a positive influence on three outcome variables-intentions to use, word-of-mouth intentions and willingness to pay more. Lastly, this study proposed that gender moderates the relationship between overall image and its outcome variables. Integrating the proposed theoretical relationships, a conceptual model was developed and tested using empirical data collected from 322 airline passengers. The hypotheses testing results have the following key theoretical and managerial implications.



5.1. Theoretical Implications


First, the data analysis revealed that warm glow positively influences overall image (0.431, p < 0.05). This result can be interpreted as showing that when passengers have a feeling of contributing to the protection of nature through the use of an environmentally friendly airline, they are more likely to perceive an overall favorable image about an environmentally friendly airline. Previous studies have also showed the importance of warm glow in diverse industries, suggesting that warm glow can play an important role in creating good feelings toward a brand [15]. In this regard, this study confirmed and further extended the existing theoretical relationship by finding the effect of warm glow on overall image in an environmentally friendly airline context for the first time.



Second, data analysis indicated that self-expressive benefits bear a significant impact on overall image (0.137, p < 0.05). This result emphasized the importance of self-image congruence which has been widely studied by previous scholars in many different fields [78,103,104]. They argued that people tend to select products/services congruent with their self-image. This study also supported the result of previous studies, suggesting that passengers are willing to use an environmentally friendly airline which is congruent with their self-image of being engaged with the protection of the environment. By doing so, they are more likely to feel that the overall image for an environmentally friendly airline is positive.



Third, nature experiences were found to have a significant impact on overall image (0.399, p < 0.05). This finding is consistent with Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibáñez [15] and Kaplan [83], who suggest that nature experiences aid customers in developing a good feeling toward a brand. The result of this study also showed that when an environmentally friendly airline can make customers feel close to nature, passengers are more likely to have a good image about an environmentally friendly airline to take a trip. In this respect, this study replicated and expanded the existing literature by determining the significant role of nature experiences in the formation of overall image in an environmentally friendly airline context.



Another crucial contribution of this study is to show the role of overall image in an environmentally friendly airline context. Our study results showed that overall image positively affects the three outcome variables; intentions to use (0.912, p < 0.05), word-of-mouth intentions (0.926, p < 0.05) and willingness to pay more (0.504, p < 0.05). As a first attempt to identify the effect of overall image on intentions to use, word-of-mouth intentions and willingness to pay more in an environmentally friendly airline context, the results are consistent with previous studies [57,85,86]. That is, when passengers have a positive overall image about an environmentally friendly airline, they are more likely to (1) take an environmentally friendly airline when traveling; (2) recommend an environmentally friendly airline to others; and (3) spend extra in order to take an environmentally friendly airline.



Lastly, the data analysis result revealed that gender moderates the relationship between overall image and intentions to use. It can be interpreted that when female customers feel that overall image for taking an environmentally friendly airline is good, they are more likely to take an environmentally friendly airline when traveling. The finding is consistent with previous studies about gender differences in eco-friendly research [5,18]. However, contrary to expectation, hypothesis 5a and 6a were not supported. These results are somewhat different from those of other studies [18,93,94,95], which suggested that females are more sensitive to green behavior. This study showed that there is no gender gap in the relationship between (1) overall image and word-of-mouth intentions and (2) overall image and willingness to pay more in an environmentally friendly airline context. Therefore, in order to enhance word-of-mouth intentions and willingness to pay more, airlines do not need to consider gender differences when advertising.




5.2. Managerial Implications


The findings also have practical implications. First, the results showed that it is very important to give passengers the feeling that the airline has contributed to the protection of the environment because satisfying environmental needs is a key factor affecting green consumption [3,6]. Therefore, it is necessary to emphasize an airline’s green image. In fact, many airlines have made more of an effort to show their green image through environmental management. For instance, United Airlines tried to practice ‘Eco-Skies sustainability commitment’ which helps to reduce year-over-year fuel consumption through fuel efficiency and operational improvements and to expand conversion from fossil fuel to electric ground service equipment [105]. In addition, Alaska Airlines showed a 79 percent recycle rate as flight attendants made significant effort to collect onboard recyclable materials such as paper, cups, bottles, cans and plastic [106]. Such environmental management can make their customers feel that using the airline helps to protect the environment which leads a positive overall image.



Second, the data analysis showed the important role of green advertising in the airline industry because if passengers can evoke the sensation of being in nature when they are exposed to an airline brand, they are more likely to have a positive overall image about that airline. Many previous studies have also stressed the importance of green advertising [107,108,109,110], suggesting that utilizing the natural environment in advertising makes customers feel close to nature which in turn stimulates consumption. Thus, if airline managers develop and use effective advertisements focusing on natural environment such as fields, forests and mountains, passengers are more likely to have a good image about the airline.



Third, the result of data analysis showed that gender plays the important moderating role in the relationship between overall image and intentions to use. Given the fact that the overall image of an environmentally friendly airline is more attractive to female customers, a customer segmentation strategy based on gender is needed. For this, it is required to create advertisements that emphasize a corporate green image and then if airline managers focus more on female customers when advertising (e.g. sales letters and promotion materials), they can maximize marketing effectiveness. By doing so, female customers are more likely to feel that overall image for taking an environmentally friendly airline is good. Consequently, they have high levels of intentions to take an environmentally friendly airline when traveling.





6. Limitations and Future Research


In spite of its contributions to the airline industry, this study has the following limitations. The data used in this study was collected from airline passengers in Korea, so the extent to which the results are cross-culturally generalizable can be limited. It is recommended that future research needs to test the proposed model with a different sample set in other countries or cultures. In addition, although the convenient sampling technique of using an online survey is widely used in consumer research, it can cause selection biases. Therefore, future study is necessary to decrease response bias through the use of different data collection methods. Lastly, although the conceptual hypotheses in this study were proposed based on the existing theoretical backgrounds in other green industries such as in the green hotel and green energy industry, it is important and meaningful to apply the existing hypothesis to other fields [111]. Therefore, hypotheses (the relationships between constructs) tested in this study would have greater external validity.
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