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Abstract: The present study reveals the importance of understanding how business decisions
focused on sustainability can impact companies, due to the risks associated with brand loyalty.
The relationship between brand loyalty and consumers’ environmental viewpoint is investigated,
including how consumers’ brand loyalty would be impacted after environmental-based expansion
decisions are announced. College students from the USA and Romania (N = 92) were asked to
voluntarily participate in a survey. The Brand Loyalty Scale (BLS) is used to assess brand loyalty
before and after a fictitious expansion announcement was made and the New Ecological Paradigm
(NEP) scale is utilized to assess attitudes toward sustainability. A paired samples t-test analysis
reveals a significant positive correlation between NEP scores (attitudes toward sustainability) and
brand loyalty. No significant differences are found in attitudes toward sustainability regarding
region (Romania and USA) or gender. These results indicate that individuals who generally show
concern towards the environment will stay loyal to their favorite companies after sustainability
is introduced. Results also indicate that the gap regarding region and gender is slowly closing
in attitudes toward sustainability; individuals in developing countries are also showing a major
concern toward environmental issues. Males indicate just as much concern toward the environment
as females, which is confirmed by other findings in previous literature.

Keywords: brand loyalty; consumer behavior; consumer attitudes; green marketing; new ecological
paradigm; sustainable development; American students; Romanian students; correlational analysis;
regression analysis

1. Introduction

In an era of growing concerns over limited natural resources and potential risks to climate
change caused by human behavior, sustainable development has become a significant concern and a
key guiding principal for society [1]. Based on global realities, the concept of sustainability has been
changed over the years to integrate economic, social, and environmental dimensions in its definition [2].
All three dimensions are important in achieving sustainable development, but this paper will focus
more on the environmental pillar of sustainability.

For many people, sustainable business practices and consumption are not an option; they are
a necessity [3]. Some individuals believe governments, companies, and individual citizens need
to create more sustainable societies by taking an active role [4]. Companies may need to approach
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their decision-making in terms of sustainable development [5]; in this context, they need to focus
more on environmental impacts and apply environmental responsibility into their businesses [6].
Consumers may also need to change their attitudes [7] and behaviors [7,8], while adopting more
environmentally responsible ones. If general consumer buying behavior is mainly motivated by
benefits and costs, and can “deliver instant personal gain or gratification benefit”, environmentally
conscious behavior is trying to achieve a future outcome with benefits for entire society [9].
If consumers become more sensitive to environmental issues, they change their environmental attitudes,
preferences and purchases accordingly [10].

Changes to society at the organizational and personal levels can be challenging, and, depending
on the business model, adapting sustainable business practices may not even be recommended.
The current study sets out to examine if it is worthwhile for organizations to adapt business practices
based on the notion consumers are impacted by pro-environmental business decisions. If consumers
are impacted to a significant degree, then companies can further examine who is impacted, and to
what extent brand loyalty will be impacted.

Integrating sustainable developing goals in an organization’s business strategy requires a long
and difficult process because sustainable development cannot be imposed by others. Sustainability
will not be embraced as a cultural norm unless people are actively engaged [11]. For leaders that have
a pro-environmental worldview, their companies need to be ready to take responsibility and to move
towards sustainable business practices.

Consumers’ expectations are changing; they show increased awareness of and concerns for
environmental issues and now are considered to be a major determinant in the consumer decision
making [12,13]. Consumers who have a pro-environmental worldview play an essential role in
achieving sustainable development goals and contribute to the company’s transition towards a
sustainable business model. In this context, is vital for companies to understand how consumers think,
reasons for buying one product or another, one brand or another, how they decide between multiple
alternatives, etc. Analyzing consumer attitudes and behavior can help companies consider strategies
used to influence consumers to purchase goods and services. Due to a lack of causal evidence to
support the notion consumers are positively impacted by sustainable business practices, consumers’
pro environmental attitudes and potential impact on brand loyalty needs to be examined.

Brands can significantly impact consumers and levels of change [14] and companies can
change consumer’s attitude towards sustainable consumption using their brand [15]. Grubor and
Milonavov [14] consider that branding has become the story of belonging and pervasion, because it
allows consumers to express their personality (interest, attitudes likes and dislikes) through brands
they use. An examination of the relationship between brands and consumers emphasize the
interdependence between them, meaning that consumers contribute to brand development and
success but also brands influence and determine consumer behavior [14].

Customer satisfaction is one of the key elements to driving future business success based on
the fact that influences customer loyalty [16] and affects repurchase intentions [17]. Even if they
are strongly related [18], researchers such as Neal [19], and Agustin and Singh [20] consider that
satisfaction is a key determinant of loyalty but not a sufficient one; others consider these two
constructs interchangeable [21]. Torres and Tribó [22] highlighted that degree of customer satisfaction
has a major impact on brand equity. Since brand equity can be analyzed from three different
perspectives, namely consumer-based, product-based, and financial-based, we will refer to brand
equity mainly from customer-based perspective because, from this perspective, brand equity reflects
how consumers perceive and react to a branded product or service versus an unbranded offering [23].
Positively related components of brand equity include brand loyalty, perceived quality, brand
awareness, brand associations, and other proprietary assets [24]. Brand equity adds value to a
product or a service and contributes to companies’ efforts of developing positive customer perception
and achieving customer loyalty [25] if its components are managed in a proper way. Brand loyalty is
considered to be the measure of the attachment that the customer has towards a certain brand [24,26],
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“a behavioral construction connecting to intentions towards repeating purchase” [27] that creates
certain advantages for a company including: increases the number of customers, reduces marketing
cost, improves the strategic response time to competitive threats, and generates trade leverage.
Factors such as price [28], brand name [24,26], perceived quality [29,30], customer satisfaction [31],
customer trust [32], and brand design [33] enhance consumer loyalty to a specific brand. A profitable
business in this competitive environment requires having a satisfied and loyal customer [34].
Because brand loyalty is always based on trust, Lau and Lee [35] suggest that today’s marketers must
focus on building strong consumer-brand relationships, contributing in these ways to accomplishing
companies’ goals of maximizing profitability. Moreover, it is vital to maintain these relationships
to make sure a company will not suffer a significant loss of consumers that can lead to negative
financial outcomes.

In these circumstances, for companies, brand loyalty is one of the critical factors associated
with company longevity and success. Companies are encouraged to consider their base customer
attitudes and behaviors towards sustainable development, or they can risk an unexpected change to
brand loyalty.

The objective of this research is to examine the impact on brand loyalty once consumers are
exposed to an organization’s sustainable development plan during a hypothetical company expansion
scenario. A quasi-experimental approach is used to discover causal relationships, although the authors
recognize a lack of a control group results in limitations to what inferences can be made in this study.
It is our goal to open the conversation to a more scientific versus emotional reaction by companies
when considering embracing a sustainable business model. The study aims to answer the following
two research questions:

1. To what extent will brand loyalty be impacted once consumers are exposed to an organization’s
sustainable development plan?

2. How do factors such as gender, age and region influence consumers’ attitude toward
sustainability and impact brand loyalty once they are exposed to an organization’s sustainable
development plan?

To answer these two research questions, this paper is structured as follows: Section 2
briefly provides theoretical background of the relevant literature; Section 3 addresses the research
methodology used in our research; Section 4 provides the findings of our study; Section 5 interprets
the results and indicates the limitations of the study; and Section 6 draws conclusions and indicates
future research directions.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Sustainable Development and Sustainability Branding

We confront today various global issues such as climate change [36,37], environmental pollution [38,39],
and food and water scarcity [40,41] that perhaps should concern all nations of the world. However,
not all countries are prone to take immediate actions to limit or eliminate negative impacts and factors
that generate these problems [42,43]. In this context, sustainable development approaches are essential.

The concept of sustainable development is widely used in many areas of activity [44,45].
The Brundtland Commission officially used the concept of sustainable development for the first time
in 1987 in the “Our Common Future” report and defines it as the development that meets the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs [46].
The potential conflict between economic growth and environmental protection was mention in 1972 at
Stockholm during the first United Nations Conference on the Human Environment [47]. A few years
later, in 1991, United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) defined the term as improving the quality
of human life within the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems, which is influenced by the social
and environmental perspective [48]. While there is no one universally accepted definition of this term,
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Daly [49] states that lack of a precise definition of the term “sustainable development” is not all bad.
It perhaps assisted to create a significant agreement to advance in support of the idea that it is both
morally and economically wrong to treat the world as a business in liquidation.

Sustainable development must be able to find efficient ways to respond and to solve various
environmental problems that modern society is confronting. Thus, to embrace sustainable development,
companies are often encouraged to change their business models. If traditional business models
aim to create value for shareholders, an innovative approach to business models needs to include
sustainability in their operational and strategic outlooks.

Customer expectations and subsequent competition in the global marketplace is changing;
therefore, companies need to find new ways to interact with customers and address consumer
expectations and to respond to the competition. Companies need to deliver quality products
and services at low cost, but they must also focus on environmental and social responsibility.
Financial performance is not the only major criterion to evaluate company’s value, now an
organization’s success depends also on its perceived contribution to society [50].

Sustainable Consumption and Production, and Sustainable Industrial Policy Action Plan
developed by European Commission [51] include proposals related to sustainable consumption
and production. To become sustainable, companies need to address multiple sustainability challenges.
The problem is companies often publicize decisions consistent with a “going green” trend, while failing
to consider the potential negative ramifications due to these inconsistent and varying attitudes. Not all
consumers value sustainable business practices over decisions leading to more tangible outcomes
(e.g., lower prices and higher paying jobs). Companies believe a sustainable marketing strategy
will be viewed favorably by the consumer and subsequently improve brand loyalty, but this is not
always the case. In a study conducted in South Korea comprised of 350 inbound overseas tourists
that visited Seoul, Kim and Lee [52] found that oral tradition is a significant factor that affects brand
quality perception and brand image more than price, publicity, and advertisement. This example can
help marketers to develop adequate marketing strategies for influencing consumer behavior towards
sustainable products and services.

Eccles et al. considered that, to become sustainable, a company needs to follow two steps: first,
to reframe the company identity, and then to codify this new identity through employee engagement
and mechanism of execution [53]. In this process, sustainable brand strategy plays a key role. The two
pillars of a sustainable brand are product sustainability and branding sustainability [54]. In this context,
branding sustainability can be found at the intersection between brand impact and sustainability
association [54].

It is considered that personal favorite brands are preferred instead of green brands [55] but as
consumers become more informed and devoted to green values, they may change their purchase
behavior accordingly [56]. Consumer demand preferences are changing and high-quality products
consistent with environmental and societal values are often preferred [57]. To be competitive,
companies need to take into account green concepts. Kong et al. [58] found that green corporate
perception, eco-label, and green product value are positively influencing the consumer's green purchase
intention. Chen [59] stipulated that, to increase green brand equity, companies need to increase green
brand image, green satisfaction, and green trust. Green trust is defined as the consumer’s will to
depend on a product or a service of a brand as a result of his faith in its environmental reliability [60],
and is considered to be a significant factor that influences green purchase intention [61]. Therefore,
building a green brand image known as a whole range of impressions, conceptions, and apprehensions
towards a brand in the customers’ memory, which is correlated to the sustainability and eco-friendly
concerns [59] must be a goal for all companies.

Knowledge is a powerful instrument of change [14]; brands can drive behavior toward sustainable
consumption [62] if companies use their brands to promote their sustainability messages and values to
their customers and stakeholders [63]. According to this assumption, we can assert that consumers
will choose companies that have integrated sustainability into their businesses by increasing their
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connection with company or companies’ products that will help companies to increase customer brand
loyalty [64]. The current study examined whether there is a relationship between attitudes towards
sustainable development (environmental viewpoint) and brand loyalty.

2.2. Attitudes toward Sustainable Development

The OECD Report Promoting Sustainable Consumption: Good Practices in OECD Countries
stipulates that consumers have a significant role in sustainable development [65]. Young et al. [55]
reached the same conclusion and stipulated that each consumer decision can contribute to a sustainable
pattern of consumption but results of different studies conducted in this direction revealed that it is
difficult to change people’s consumption patterns [66]. Knowledge factors that influence people’s
consumption patterns have critical importance in developing strategies for achieving the sustainable
development goals. Understanding consumer sustainable behavior is essential to contribute to the
success of sustainable development. We need to specify that many studies refer to green behavior
rather than sustainable behavior. Seen as a pro-environmental behavior, green behavior is defined
by Science for Environment Policy as behavior that minimizes harm to the environment as much as
possible, or even benefits it [67]. Starting from this definition, we consider that studies about green
behavior help us to understand better sustainable behavior and, in this context, it is very important
to understand how different factors such as attitude, concerns, knowledge, and intention influence
green behavior to be able to influence it. From all these factors, consumer’s attitudes play a vital role
in influencing a person’s behavior [67]. Tsen et al. [68] even suggested that attitudes are the most
consistent factor predicting people’s willingness to pay more for green products.

It is important to note there are many factors that influence consumer attitudes including education
and knowledge [66,69], and age [70,71]. Our research will focus on the link between attitudes and
gender as a variable in two countries with somewhat different levels of development, the United
States of America (USA) and Romania. Although our research did not focus on age as a variable
that influences consumer’s attitude, we introduce some aspects related to link between age and
consumer attitudes since our research participants are college students. Young people are often
expected to be more concerned about sustainability issues since they are more informed, more vocal
and proactive, and involved in different environmental projects, thus it is easier to make sustainable
choices. Tuncer et al. [70] and Wee et al. [71] suggested that youth are very interested in sustainability
issues and are disposed to adopt a sustainable lifestyle. Other studies pointed out an opposite
fact: older population could be more concern about environmental issues compared to a younger
population [72,73]. Referring to the study conducted by Shen and Saijo [72], we need to consider its
limitations, based on the fact that study area was limited to Shanghai, China. It is also important to
understand a much more Liberal mindset is often promoted to college students in countries such as
the USA, which has a highly Liberal education system. As a result, college students may be biased
towards sustainability while young people with no college education will arguably be less compelled
to accept sustainability rhetoric. An interesting finding refers to the fact that schools influence different
attitudes of children related to their parents [74]. Results of Eilam and Trop study indicated that school
is successful in influencing children attitudes, but this institution does not have the same success in
influencing parents’ attitudes [74]. However, one study suggested that age does not influence attitudes
towards sustainability [66].

Referring to another variable that can influence consumer’s attitude, gender, we can state that
the relationship between gender and attitude toward sustainability has been studied intensely in
recent years. Some researchers suggested [75–79] that women demonstrates more pro-environmental
attitudes than men and express more interest in sustainable development [80–82]. Different results are
reported by Isenhour and Ardenfors [83] who found women are much more focused on sustainable
consumption and express more interest in sustainable living. The same findings were indicated
by Ahmad and Juhdi, Rezai et al. [84,85] and Stevens [81], suggesting that female participation in
the decision-making process can help societies to move faster toward sustainability. Contrary to
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these research findings, Watling and Zhou [66], Dalen and Halvorsen [86], and Chen and Chai [87]
suggested there are no significant differences between gender in their environmental attitudes and
attitudes towards green products. The present study will continue to explore gender differences in
sustainability attitudes.

Consumers might express a positive attitude towards environmental issues [88,89], but do they act
according to this attitude? Sustainability requires people not only to have a positive attitude towards
this issue but also to act on it. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) emphasizes that, to achieve the sustainable development goals, people need to change
fundamentally their attitudes and behavior [90]. Inconsistency between consumers’ positive attitudes
and their actual sustainable consumption is called attitude–behavior gap, a concept addressed in the
next section.

2.2.1. Attitude–Behavior Gap

The relationship between attitude and behavior has been previously examined and contradictory
results were noticed. Evidence showed this association ranging from positive to negative to neutral [91–98].
If early research on relationship between attitudes and behavior outlines that attitude can help us
to predict people’s behavior [91], recent studies found inconsistency between what people say they
will do and what they actually do, known at attitude–behavior gap [92–98]. Researchers including
Kraus [99] and Ajsen [100] considered that attitudes alone are insufficient predictors of behavior.
The fact that consumers present a positive attitude towards sustainable products does not necessarily
indicate they will display consistent purchase behavior. These results are consistent with those reported
by Lakatos et al. [101] related to Romanian consumers’ attitude towards eco-friendly consumption and
environmental protection. Findings of this study suggested that, even though Romanian consumers
express positive attitudes related to environmental protection and sustainable consumptions issues,
their sustainable consumption behavior is not very consistent with pro-environmental attitudes
expressed by them.

To explain the consumer attitude–behavior gap, many theories were developed including
Ajzen and Fishbein’s Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) [102], Ajzen’s Theory of Planned
Behavior [103], and Stern’s Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) Theory [104]. Chatzidakis et al. considered
that attitude–behavior gap is the consequence of the fact that consumer behavior is constraint by
different physical or psychological barriers that reduce the impact of attitudes [105]. Davies et al.
argued that the gap is the consequence of social desirability bias impact of survey research [106].
If attitude does not always predict behavior [107], then what are the factors that can influence it?
As economists have become more interested in studying consumer behavior, psychology has extended
their group of interest [108] to find factors that influence human behavior. Based on different behavioral
models and theory, Darnton [109] asserted that human behavior is very complex and arises from
diverse psychological factors, and from social, societal, and contextual influences. Taking a step
forward towards sustainability issue, what are factors that can determine a responsible environmental
behavior? Based on a meta-analysis, Hines et al. [98] identified the variables associated with responsible
environmental behavior including knowledge of issues, knowledge of action strategies, locus of control,
attitudes, verbal commitment, and an individual's sense of responsibility. Kollmuss and Agyeman [110]
considered that pro-environmental behavior is influenced by internal factors (knowledge, emotional
involvement values, and attitudes) and external factors (social, cultural, political factors, economic
situation, and infrastructure). People may need to be encouraged to rethink and change their routine
behavior [111], but this is very often hard to change [112] because it is affected by various factors that are
very difficult to be controlled by marketers. Researchers have found other factors of major importance
in predicting pro-environmental behavior. For example, Mayer and Frantz [113] considered that
connection to nature is an important predictor of ecological behavior and propose the Connectedness to
Nature Scale (CNS) to measure the relationship between individuals and nature. Bada and Sasse [114]
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argued that behavior can be changed based on changes in attitudes and intentions, although, as the
next sections address, there are still gaps that prevent change in behavior.

2.2.2. Intention–Behavior Gap

Existing literature suggests that purchase intention can be used for predicting customer purchase
behavior based on a positive relationship founded between them [102,103,115,116]. Analyzing the
relation between attitude and intention of buying organic food, Tarkiainen and Sundqvist [117]
outlined that there is a significant positive relation. Ferraz et al. also found a direct and positive
relationship between intention and behavior and consider that factors such as price, availability,
and perceived quality affect essentially the relation [118]. Several other studies indicated an opposite
conclusion. Important differences were found between ethical consumption considered to not harm the
environment and society [119], intensions, and adopted purchase behavior [120–122]. In this context,
ethical consumption is considered a type of consumption that does no harm to the environment and
society [119]. Sheeran and Webb [116] showed that intentions shape our actions approximately half
of the time, which demonstrates that the intention–behavior gap is large, and that factors such as
intention quality, intention properties, basis of intention, and nature of the focal goal inhibit or enable
the realization of intentions [116].

2.2.3. Knowledge–Behavior Gap

Considered to be the amount of knowledge that a person has acquired related to environmental
issues [123], environmental knowledge addresses how people may be more concerned about
environmental and climate change problems [124]. Studies showed knowledge to be one of the
most important factors that affect human behavior. Hassan and Nor, analyzing consumer decision
making towards green electronic based on four independent variables (attitude, knowledge, intention,
and concerns), found that environment knowledge and purchase intention are the most important
variables that affect consumers’ decision in the process of choosing green electronic products [125].
Vicente-Molina et al. found that knowledge influences pro-environmental behavior while attitude is
not a relevant variable [126]. Other researchers suggested that, although a positive relationship exists
between people’s environmental knowledge and their pro-environmentally behavior, the link between
them is only moderate, emphasizing the gap between knowledge and behavior [127]. Contrary to
these findings, other researchers noted that we cannot attribute a direct relationship between these
two factors [110,128].

We can consider that, between level of knowledge and pro-environmental behavior, there is
a direct relation, but studies conducted in this direction have different results. Some studies
indicated that a high level of environmental knowledge increases pro-environmental behavior [98,129],
while other studies pointed out that a high level of knowledge does not determine a pro-environmental
behavior [126,130]. Thus, there are more internal factors besides attitude such as knowledge and
intention that can work together to impact pro-environmental behavior.

2.3. Developed Countries versus Underdeveloped and Developing Countries

Human motivation plays a significant role in the decisions people make, but, according to
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, people will first satisfy their biological and physiological needs, and after
that they will move to another level. For example, people from underdeveloped and developing
countries will try to satisfy their basic survival needs [131], and all other problems will become
important for them only after basic needs are satisfied. Under such conditions, it is obvious that
people and authorities from these countries will perceive basic social and economic challenges (e.g.,
water supply, housing) as being more important than environmental issues. Unequal distributions of
social and economic systems will affect sustainable decisions; therefore, significant attention may be
commonly given to ecological problems in the developed world, while developing countries need to
prioritize social and economic dimensions to survive. UNESCO Reports Sustainable Development in
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the Least Developed Countries—Towards 2030 [132] emphasizes that improving quality education
and skills development; major investments in science, technology, and innovation (STI); and access to
communication and information are essential in achieving sustainable development in least developed
countries (LDCs). Kelly [133] argued that developed countries need to adopt a “carrot and stick”
system to convince developing countries to achieve sustainable development, which suggests that an
incentive system needs to be implemented to obtain positive effects.

Each developing country has its own point of view related to sustainable development issues.
While developed countries see sustainable development issues as a way of environmental protection,
developing countries see it as a tool used to solve problems associated with poverty [134]. Reardon and
Vosti [135] stipulated that relation between environment and poverty is influenced by many
factors including poverty distribution, level of poverty, type of poverty, type of environmental
problems, income level, investment, and land use. Schultz indicated that people are concerned
about environmental issues in all countries, including developed and developing nations [136].
Takayama et al., in a more recent study focused on Russia and Japan, found a positive attitude
toward environmental issues in both countries and additionally Russian people were relatively more
concerned [137]. These results are similar to those indicated by additional research carried out by
Dunlap et al. [138,139] that considered 24 countries around the world at different levels of development.
Our study examines the relationship between brand loyalty and consumers’ environmental viewpoint
in two countries with different development levels: USA, a developed country, and Romania,
considered a developing country according to International Statistical Institute [140].

3. Methods and Measures

3.1. Participants

College students from the USA and Romania were recruited using a convenience sampling method
over a period of several weeks. The researchers sought participants from academic institutions they
were familiar with and could obtain permission to recruit students to participate. One of the researchers
lives in the upper Midwest region of the USA, and another researcher lives in Romania. This allowed
us to investigate two different countries with the goal of greater external validity. Our research was
conducted on master’s students in Romania; the questionnaire was applied to master’s students
of the Business Faculty from Cluj Napoca, English program. The population of the study consists
of 70 master’s students, first and second year of study. We had a 69% response rate. Two reasons
determined us to use this particular category of students: first, master’s students from this program
follow courses in English language so they better understand questionnaire use, to obtain pertinent
responses; and, second, students get information about branding only in the first semester of the
master’s program and we considered that will better help students to understand concepts addressed
in questionnaire. From the USA, the population consisted of 118 students from the University of Akron
and Stark State College undergraduate programs. We had a 37% response rate. These students major
in Organizational Supervision or Psychology, working forward to their bachelor degrees.

Students were invited to participate during class; volunteers received an email with a survey link.
They had an opportunity to voluntarily participate in the research and did not receive extra credit
or compensation for their participation. The survey was administered online, and approximately
130 students initially accessed the survey to complete it, and 92 participants completed the entire
survey (62 females and 30 males), representing a 49% response rate. Demographic information (gender
and location) was also collected at the beginning of the survey (Table 1).
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Table 1. Characteristics of survey participants (n = 92).

Characteristics n (%)

Gender
Female 62 (67.4)
Male 30 (32.6)

Age
18–24 57 (61.95)
25–34 26 (28.26)
35–44 8 (8.7)
45–54 1 (1.09)

Country
Romania 48 (52.2)
USA 44 (47.8)

3.2. Measures

To assess attitudes toward sustainability, the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) scale, designed by
Dunlap, Van Laire, and Jones [141], was used. The NEP is considered to be a valid instrument and a
reliable measure of pro-environmental orientations and was found to be highly appropriate for the
present study. NEP scale consists of 15 items, questions related to attitudes towards humans ruling the
planet, the limits of resources, and ecological crisis. Low scores on the NEP test indicate low interest in
sustainability; high scores on the NEP scale indicate high levels of interest in sustainability. Dimensions
of the NEP scale include: the reality of limits to growth (1, 6, and 11); anti-anthropocentrism (2, 7, and
12); the fragility of nature’s balance (3, 8, and 13); rejection of exemptionalism (4, 9, and 14); and the
possibility of an ecocrisis (5, 10, and 15).

To access brand loyalty levels, the Brand Loyalty Scale [35] was utilized for both the pre-test and
the post-test. Participants were told the measure was a “Company Survey”, to avoid indicating the
scale measured brand loyalty, which could have potentially negatively impacted internal reliability.
Eight questions addressed brand loyalty using a 7-point Likert Scale ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree. The assessment measured levels of items commonly associated with brand loyalty (e.g.,
“If someone makes a negative comment about this brand, I would defend it”). The scale demonstrated
to be a highly reliable measure with a Cronbach coefficient alpha level of 0.90 for Brand Loyalty in the
Lau and Lee study [35]. Measures of validity were also acceptable.

For our research, we considered it appropriate to use a 7-point Likert scale since this scale measure
the “intensity” of an opinion. Likert developed the scale in 1932 to measure human attitudes [142,143]
and it is used by respondents to rate the degree to which respondents agree or disagree with a
statement. Lau and Lee [35] established reliability and validity of the Brand Loyalty survey using a
standardized 7-point Likert scale.

The pre/post-test research design was as follows: First, participants were instructed to “think
about a well-known manufacturer and distributor of cell phones, computers, and other types of
electronics”. This message was followed by a brief company description and, although the organization
was fictitious, the description was designed to be somewhat deceptive by making it appear the
company was real. The intent was to increase internal validity by simulating a realistic scenario (see
Appendix A).

Next, the participants answered questions about their brand loyalty levels (pre-test; SCORE1).
After completing questions about their “Environmental Concerns” (NEP scores), participants were
exposed to the organization’s sustainable development practices during a hypothetical “Expansion
Announcement” and the Brand Loyalty Scale was then administered a second time (posttest; SCORE3).
The research design was constructed in a manner that would let the researchers evaluate the
immediate emotional impact on brand loyalty, following a company announcement regarding the
organization’s apparent environmental concerns. In a world of spontaneous, emotion driven responses
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often generated in social media, a company’s communication-related decisions can have an almost
immediate and often damaging impact. This is common in society, as we observe in the news on almost
a daily basis business leaders, politicians, and other public figures who are forced to backpedal their
remarks. This study focuses on one specific area (i.e., sustainability) that often leads to emotion-based,
social arguments: for example, a more conservative individual may see sustainability as an excuse
for more government control and harmful to small businesses, a more liberal minded individual may
see sustainability as a critical approach used to protect the environment for future generations. If an
organization wants to obtain the business of both perspectives, publicly announcing sustainable plans
must be carefully thought through.

4. Results

Results indicate there was a slight increase (+0.14) in brand loyalty between pretest (4.72) and
posttest (4.86) scores (Table A1, Appendix B). However, a paired samples t-test (Table A2, Appendix B)
did not show any statistically significant difference between brand loyalty pretest and brand loyalty
posttest values (p = 0.117). These results may indicate the potential value of announcing expansion
plans that include plans for sustainable business practices. The lack of a decrease to brand loyalty may
be a positive sign to organizations with pro-ecological worldviews.

An analysis of sustainability attitude scores and pretest brand loyalty scores revealed a statistically
significant relationship (p = 0.000), with a moderate correlation (0.273). With the equation line
y = 0.379 + 3.357x, there was less of an impact of sustainability attitude between brand loyalty
pretest scores compared to posttest scores. A correlational analysis regarding the relationship
between sustainability attitude scores and pretest brand loyalty scores revealed a statistically
significant (p = 0.043) outcome with a weak Pearson’s coefficient of linear correlation of 0.211.
Additional regression analysis also confirmed these results (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Regression between sustainability attitude scores and posttest brand loyalty scores.

Correlational analysis regarding the relationship between sustainability attitude scores and
posttest brand loyalty scores revealed a statistically significant outcome (p = 0.000), with a moderately
strong Pearson’s coefficient of linear correlation of 0.485 (Figure 2).

Figure 2 regression graph shows how sustainability attitude scores impact the Brand Loyalty
scores post-test; Y = 0.548 + 2.93X. Furthermore, regression analysis indicated a significant p value
(p = 0.00), therefore, the result is significant. There was a weak (slope of 0.548) but statistically significant
effect of sustainability attitude score on posttest brand loyalty score. The authors investigated whether
there is a difference in NEP scores by regions; participants from Romania (N = 48) and from the United
States of America (N = 44). Independent Samples Test (Table A3, Appendix B) revealed there was no
significant difference in Sustainability attitude score by regions. Further analyzing demographic data,
the authors examined whether there was a difference in NEP scores by gender, females (N = 62) and
males (N = 30). Independent Samples Test (Table A4, Appendix B) indicated no significant difference in
Sustainability attitude scores by gender. In addition, authors investigated whether there is a difference
in NEP scores by age, 18–24 age group (N = 57), 25–34 age group (N = 26), 35–44 age group (N = 8),
and 45-54 age group (N = 1). Independent Samples Test (Table A5, Appendix B) revealed there was no
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significant difference in Sustainability attitude score. The authors also investigated whether there was
a difference in Brand Loyalty pretest and posttest scores gender and region. Independent Samples
Test (Tables A6–A11, Appendix B) revealed there was no significant difference in Brand Loyalty scores
regarding gender and region.

Figure 2. Regression between sustainability attitude score and pretest brand loyalty. Source: Chart
made by the authors.

5. Discussion

As previously indicated, our study aimed to answer the following two research questions:

1. To what extent will brand loyalty be impacted once consumers are exposed to an organization’s
sustainable development plan?

2. How do factors such as gender, age and region influence consumers’ attitude toward
sustainability and impact brand loyalty once they are exposed to an organization’s sustainable
development plan?

To answer to these research questions, we conducted an online survey using participants from two
countries with different level of development. Related to first question, results indicate that there is a
strong, positive correlation between attitudes towards sustainability and brand loyalty. Participants,
who scored high on the NEP questionnaire (attitudes toward sustainability) also scored high on the
posttest brand loyalty scale, indicating that they will be loyal to a brand after the organization has
gone green. This finding is consistent with the findings of Grubor and Milonavov [14] regarding brand
loyalty of consumers and environmental awareness of a company.

With regard to second question we have some interesting findings. One of the most interesting
findings of this research is that there were no significant differences in attitudes toward sustainability
(NEP scores) by region. Even though there was previous research [131,134] that found a major
difference in attitudes toward sustainability and environmental issues in developing versus developed
countries, our present study did not find significant differences in attitudes toward sustainability in
participants from Romania versus the USA. This result is consistent with findings from other previous
empirical studies [136–139]. In addition, based on a study conducted in Romania, Pintea et al. [144]
suggested that, to gain medium and long term benefits, Romanian companies need to include
environmental aspects in their future strategies.

Another interesting finding of this research is that there were no significant differences in gender
attitudes toward sustainability. Previous research by McStay and Dunlap [145] and Mohai [146]
revealed that females are more likely than men to express their concern for environmental quality
through everyday decisions than males. Another study indicated that males are slightly more
concerned about environmental issues than females [147]. However, the present study did not
detect any differences in gender regarding concerns about the environment and attitudes toward
sustainability. These findings are consistent with those obtained by Watling and Zhou [66], Chen and
Chai [87], and Dalen and Halvorsen (except transportation sector where differences were noticed) [86].
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Studies reveal that age differences influence green behaviors. Pillemer et al. [148] concluded that
older populations have problems in changing their habits. This constitutes a barrier to pro-environmental
attitudes and behavior. Wiernik et al. [73] suggested that younger populations manifest higher
pro-environmental concerns. Shen and Saijo [72] considered that older populations manifest more
environmental concern than younger populations. Our study indicates that were no significant differences
in age regarding attitudes toward sustainability, but this can be the result of the fact that most of
respondents (83 from the total of 92, represeningt 90% from our sample) belong to 18–24 age group
(N = 57) and 25–34 age group (N = 26). Referring to organic food consumption of Romanian consumers,
findings of a study conducted in Romania by Oroian et al. [149] indicated there are no major significant
differences among organic food consumers regarding age and gender. The results of our study also
indicate no significant difference in Brand Loyalty scores regarding gender and region.

This research has some limitations, which have to be pointed out and could be addressed in future
research. First, our research results must be used with caution since we used in our study a very specific
group of people, college students from USA and Romania; therefore, the results are not generalizable to
the entire population. Even though diversity of participants is important for many studies, we decided
on this specific group for two reasons: first, easy access to college students as the authors are faculty
and have access to the population, and using survey results for a new curriculum with an emphasis on
sustainability as a priority for study can now be developed, implemented, and taught in the future;
and, second, the population investigated is relatively small (N = 92). Even more college students from
two different faculties were asked to complete the survey; unfortunately, we had a small number of
participants (49% response rate).

Thirdly, in our paper, we focused mainly on the environmental dimension of sustainable
development. In addition, based on EPA’s perspective, we consider green products and services those
products and services that cause “less harm to human health or the environment compared to other
products that serve the same purpose” and we consider this term synonymous with “environmentally
sustainable” [150].

Other limitation includes potential validity issues of the NEP questionnaire that was used to
measure attitudes toward sustainability [141]. Some of the questions of the scale, such as “Plants and
animals have as much right as humans to exist” and “The earth is like a spaceship with very limited
room and resources”, could be considered biased. These types of questions could have influenced the
survey takers to score higher on the NEP scale.

6. Conclusions

Many people believe we are faced with major environmental problems that require urgent measures
to be adopted. Sustainability is considered to be the key that can help us reduce and eliminate
environmental problems. In this context, countries need to develop national strategies for sustainable
development; companies need to adopt responsible decisions and to introduce in their corporate
practices environmental actions; and consumers need to contribute significantly to environmental
improvement by adopting positive attitudes and behaviors towards sustainable issues. Previous studies
have focused particularly on studying consumer attitudes towards sustainability, but our study goes
further by investigating correlations between attitudes towards sustainability and brand loyalty.

A positive correlation between high levels of environmental concern and brand loyalty were
noticed, which signifies that people who tend to have higher concerns about environmental issues
will be loyal to a brand after the company decides to go green. Taking into account our findings and
limitations of the study, this paper provides a direction for managers to develop new strategies that can
meet actual and future challenges related to environmental issues. We have indicated that a company
that invests in green activities can increase brand loyalty and generate competitive advantages. In the
short term, business costs may increase, but, in the long term, these investments could result in
increased profits. This must be considered as an opportunity to transform businesses, to increase
market share, and increase revenues and long-term profitability. The fact that there is no significant
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difference in sustainability attitude scores by gender, age, and region helps marketers to develop
the same sustainable strategies’ campaigns for both women and men, and also for developed and
developing countries.

Since our study has some limitations, more research needs to be conducted to help managers
in their activities. This study can serve as a baseline for future studies including: (1) a cross section
analyses of the Romanian and USA population can be made, since our study sample included
only a specific sample (college students); and (2) analyzing how variables such as price, product
availability, product type, level of education and individual personality (among other variables)
influence consumers brand loyalty once they are exposed to a company’s sustainable development.
The same countries can be used to have a more complex image about this issue.

Environmental education is considered to have a major role in facilitating sustainable principles,
values, and practices in peoples’ lives [151]. Since our study indicated that people who tend to have
higher concerns about environmental issues will be loyal to a brand after the company decides to go
green, education can be the key for promoting environmental sustainability to students [152]; therefore,
a new academic curriculum focused on sustainability issues must be developed in universities,
and studies like this can facilitate a new approach to existing curricula. Actual students will be
future employees and managers, entrepreneurs, and based on their knowledge about sustainability
issues they will be able to help protect the planet. In depth knowledge about sustainability will help
future marketers to develop adequate strategies for companies’ sustainable development, employees to
adopt sustainable principles in their work, and entrepreneurs to develop new sustainable products
and services.

Author Contributions: All authors have contributed significantly for this research in all phases and sections.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Appendix A

Appendix A contains the questionnaire material used in our study.

Organization Description

Please read the following organization description of what we will refer to as Company X. You will
then be asked questions about this company:

Although we cannot state the organization’s name, think about a well-known manufacturer and
distributor of cell phones, computers, and other types of electronics. We will call this organization
“Company X”. The organization has locations around the world, including factories in
North and South America, Asia, and Europe. This company has growth consistent with
other organizations in a similar industry and of an equivalent size. Like their competition,
this company is considering an expansion including additional manufacturing facilities and
distribution centers.

Company Survey

Please respond to the following questions about the company previously described:

1. I do not intend to keep buying this brand.
2. If another brand is having a sale, I will generally buy the other brand instead of this one.
3. If this brand is not available in the store when I need it, I will buy it another time.
4. If this brand is not available in the store when I need it, I will buy it somewhere else.
5. If someone makes a negative comment about this brand, I would defend it.
6. I would not recommend this brand to someone who cannot decide which brand to buy in this

product class.
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7. I would believe a person if that person made a negative comment about this brand.
8. I often tell my friends how good this brand is.

Environmental Concerns

Please respond to the following questions about your personal views about environmental concerns:

1. We are approaching the limit of the number of people the earth can support.
2. Humans have the right to modify the natural environment to suit their needs.
3. When humans interfere with nature if often produces disastrous consequences.
4. Human ingenuity will insure that we do NOT make the earth unlivable.
5. Humans are severely abusing the environment.
6. The earth has plenty of natural resources if we just learn how to develop them.
7. Plants and animals have as much right as humans to exist.
8. The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with the impacts of modern industrial nations.
9. Despite our special abilities humans are still subject to the laws of nature.
10. The so-called “ecological crisis” facing humankind has been greatly exaggerated.
11. The earth is like a spaceship with very limited room and resources.
12. Humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature.
13. The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset.
14. Humans will eventually learn enough about how nature works to be able to control it.
15. If things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major ecological catastrophe.

Expansion Announcement

Please read the following recently released announcement from the company previously discussed,
Company X:

Company X is pleased to announce their most recent innovation. Because of the nature of
this complex device and the technology needed to manufacture it, multiple new facilities
must be constructed. Despite the significant revenue and jobs the company can generate once
the expansion is complete, Company X will consider sustainability during every stage of the
expansion process. For example, manufacturing locations will be chosen for environmental
protection reasons over logistical concerns. The result will be a significantly slower pace of
construction, lower wages for employees, and higher product costs due to extra resources
dedicated to environmental concerns. However, Company X believes their decisions are
critical to help honor their commitment to sustainability.

Company Survey

Based on what you now know about Company X, please respond to the following questions
about the company’s expansion plans:

1. I do not intend to keep buying this brand.
2. If another brand is having a sale, I will generally buy the other brand instead of this one.
3. If this brand is not available in the store when I need it, I will buy it another time.
4. If this brand is not available in the store when I need it, I will buy it somewhere else.
5. If someone makes a negative comment about this brand, I would defend it.
6. I would not recommend this brand to someone who cannot decide which brand to buy in this

product class.
7. I would believe a person if that person made a negative comment about this brand.
8. I often tell my friends how good this brand is.

NOTE: Company Survey items 1, 2, 6, and 7 were reverse scored.
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Appendix B

Appendix B contains Tables A1–A11.

Table A1. Paired Samples Statistics. Paired Samples t-Test. Pretest and Posttest scores.

Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean

Pair 1
SCORE1 4.72 93 0.850 0.088
SCORE3 4.86 93 0.879 0.091

Table A2. Paired Samples t-Test. Pretest and Posttest Scores.

Paired Differences

t df Sig. (2-Tailed)Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
95% Confidence Interval of the Difference

Lower Upper

Pair 1 SCORE1
SCORE3 −0.144 0.878 0.091 −0.324 0.036 −1.581 92 0.117

Table A3. Independent Samples Test: NEP score differences by region.

Levene’s Test for
Equality of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig.

(2-Tailed)
Mean

Difference
Std. Error
Difference

95% Confidence Interval of
the Difference

Lower Upper

SCORE2
Equal variances assumed 0.012 0.912 −0.744 88 0.459 −0.073 0.099 −0.271 0.123

Equal variances not assumed −0.740 83 0.462 −0.073 0.099 −0.272 0.124
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Table A4. Independent Samples Test: NEP score differences by gender.

Levene’s Test for
Equality of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig.

(2-tailed)
Mean

Difference
Std. Error
Difference

95% Confidence Interval of
the Difference

Lower Upper

SCORE2
Equal variances assumed 1.091 0.299 1.062 90 0.291 0.112 0.105 −0.097 0.322

Equal variances not assumed 1.123 66 0.265 0.112 0.099 −0.087 0.311

Table A5. Independent Samples Test: NEP score differences by age.

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

SCORE3
Between Groups 1.650 3 0.550 0.696 0.557
Within Groups 69.557 88 0.790

Total 71.208 91

SCORE1
Between Groups 2.622 3 0.874 1.202 0.314
Within Groups 63.983 88 0.727

Total 66.605 91

SCORE2
Between Groups 1.212 3 0.404 1.836 0.146
Within Groups 19.355 88 0.220

Total 20.567 91

Table A6. Independent Samples Test, pretest differences in Brand Loyalty by regions.

Levene’s Test for
Equality of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig.

(2-tailed)
Mean

Difference
Std. Error
Difference

95% Confidence Interval of
the Difference

Lower Upper

SCORE1
Equal variances assumed 0.639 0.426 −0.800 88 0.426 −0.145 0.182 −0.507 0.216

Equal variances not assumed −0.783 75 0.436 −0.145 0.185 −0.515 0.224
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Table A7. Independent Samples Test, posttest differences in Brand Loyalty by regions.

Levene’s Test for
Equality of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig.

(2-Tailed)
Mean

Difference
Std. Error
Difference

95% Confidence Interval of
the Difference

Lower Upper

SCORE3
Equal variances assumed 0.191 0.664 0.400 88 0.690 0.075 0.189 −0.300 0.452

Equal variances not assumed 0.397 82 0.692 0.075 0.190 −0.303 0.455

Table A8. Independent Samples Test, pretest differences in Brand Loyalty by gender.

Levene’s Test for
Equality of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig.

(2-Tailed)
Mean

Difference
Std. Error
Difference

95% Confidence Interval of
the Difference

Lower Upper

SCORE1
Equal variances assumed 0.081 0.776 −1.377 90 0.172 −0.26 0.189 −0.636 0.115

Equal variances not assumed −1.416 61 0.162 −0.260 0.184 −0.628 0.107

Table A9. Independent Samples Test, posttest differences in Brand Loyalty by gender.

Levene’s Test for
Equality of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig.

(2-Tailed)
Mean

Difference
Std. Error
Difference

95% Confidence Interval of
the Difference

Lower Upper

SCORE3
Equal variances assumed 1.794 0.184 −0.394 90 0.694 −0.077 0.197 −0.470 0.314

Equal variances not assumed −0.422 68 0.675 −0.077 0.184 −0.446 0.290
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Table A10. Independent Samples Test, differences in Brand Loyalty pretest by region.

Levene’s Test for
Equality of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig.

(2-Tailed)
Mean

Difference
Std. Error
Difference

95% Confidence Interval of
the Difference

Lower Upper

SCORE1
Equal variances assumed 0.639 0.426 −0.800 88 0.426 −0.145 0.182 −0.507 0.216

Equal variances not assumed −0.783 75 0.436 −0.145 0.185 −0.515 0.224

Table A11. Independent Samples Test, differences in Brand Loyalty posttest by region.

Levene’s Test for
Equality of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig.

(2-Tailed)
Mean

Difference
Std. Error
Difference

95% Confidence Interval of
the Difference

Lower Upper

SCORE3
Equal variances assumed 0.191 0.664 0.400 88 0.690 0.075 0.189 −0.300 0.452

Equal variances not assumed 0.397 82 0.692 0.075 0.190 −0.303 0.455
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