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Abstract: Currently, in times of digital transformation, there has been a growing attention paid to
sustainability and corporate responsibility, so ESG practices play a pivotal role in shaping brand trust,
which is essential for long-term consumer loyalty and engagement. The objective of the research is to
understand how ESG has impacted the brand trust of consumers under the moderating effect of digital
transformation. Accordingly, using a quantitative research design, primary data was collected from 302
dairy consumers located in Vietnam through a survey and analyzed using SmartPLS software through
Partial Least Squares-Structural Equation Modeling. The results indicate that the implementation of
ESG practices has a positive and direct relationship with consumers' brand trust in dairy products.
Specifically, the social factor has the most notably positive effect on brand trust, followed by
environmental and governance factors, respectively. The results also emphasize the moderating impact
of digital transformation in boosting the positive influence of environmental and governance factors on
brand trust, while the relationship between the social factor and brand trust is not significantly
moderated.
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1. Introduction

The concept of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) has become significantly vital in
shaping business strategies worldwide 1, 27. ESG focuses on non-financial aspects like environmental
responsibility, social contributions, and corporate governance, highlighting the demand for businesses
to align their operations with rising societal and environmental awareness [87]. This framework goes
beyond financial factors, emphasizing sustainability as a critical part of business success [4]. Sustainable
development, which involves fulfilling current needs without harming the capacity of succeeding
generations to satisfy their own demand, has become a priority for businesses, governments, and
academics globally [57. As part of this trend, ESG practices have emerged as essential tools for building
trust and fostering long-term relationships with consumers Tripopsakul and Puriwat [67]. Zhu and
Wang [7] encouraged enterprises to improve ESG performance by enhancing social values and norms
in daily life to strengthen social trust in the community.

ESG initiatives include actions to improve the non-financial performance of a firm in terms of
environmental and social impacts and governance activities that contribute to creating economic value
[8, 9]. Even though shareholders of environmentally sensitive industries pay more attention to
environmental practices, it was found that unexpected information related to social and governance
aspects generates added value greater than expected [107]. This underlines the multidimensional
influence that ESG initiatives have in shaping both financial and non-financial performance particularly
in trust [11, 127. Although there have been many previous studies on the application of ESG in
different industries, those research often focus on the relationship between ESG and corporate financial
performance such as El Khoury, et al. [137] and Weston and Nnadi [147]. ESG to investment decisions,
and perspectives on ESG management and marketing, namely [6, 157.
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Nowadays, digital transformation has been an inestimable factor of innovative progress or a factor
of competitive advantage, with artificial intelligence, big data, blockchain, and virtual reality as its main
"helpers" [16, 17]. It is a transformative and supportive change that opens up opportunities for
organizations to reshape their operations towards high-quality growth and adapt to rapidly changing
business models [18, 197. Academic interest in digital transformation has surged, with research
highlighting strategies for successful implementation, including starting with incremental changes,
leveraging brand recognition, ensuring ethical data management, and fostering organization-wide
commitment [207]. Digital technologies provide not only the tools to streamline processes related to
ESG but also new opportunities for scaling up their positive impacts [21, 227. In particular, the dairy
supply chain is also embracing digital innovations, however, due to its unique characteristics, the
process is gradual and targeted [237. Retailers may pay attention to data related to milk quality,
including the environmental impact of the product, because if this information is communicated to
consumers, it may increase the value of the product [247. Despite its potential, the role of digital
transformation in moderating the relationship between ESG practices and brand trust remain
underexplored. Digital innovation plays an important role in communicating ESG practices to
consumers more eftectively [257. Through digital tools and platforms, businesses can be transparent
about information, quickly interact with customers, and create personalized experiences, thereby
contributing to building and strengthening brand trust [267.

Most of the previous studies that mainly concentrated on the relationship between ESG activities
and financial performance [137] there are a few studies between ESG and brand trust [67]. However, this
relationship is not diverse in terms of the number of research articles. There is limited exclusive
research on the relationship between ESG practices and brand trust particularly in the light of digital
transformation. Therefore, this research focuses on how ESG practices affect brand trust. Then, it
examines the impact of digital transformation as a factor moderating this relationship, which has been
largely overlooked in previous studies.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 covers the literature review and
hypothesis development. Sections 3 and 4 present the research methodology and the results,
respectively. Section 5 focuses on the discussion of the results. Section 6 provides implication and
conclusion. Finally, section 7 provides limitations and suggestions for further research.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development
2.1. Underpinning Theory
2.1.1. Stakeholder Theory

Stakeholder theory, proposed by Freeman [277] is among many that have addressed business ethics
and organizational management [287. It states that the sustainable success of an organization is based
on the ability to balance the interests of all shareholders, employees, consumers, communities, suppliers,
and governments rather than solely of its shareholders [29, 307]. Moreover, the theory emphasizes that
an organization should create value for all those stakeholders who have the capability to affect and may
be aftected by it Freeman [277.

Stakeholders, especially consumers, have become important considerations in all aspects of decision-
making in an organization [317]. Based on the theory, sustainable business activities, including
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) practices, can positively affect consumers' attitudes and
behaviors toward a brand [327. It has become particularly significant in the digital transformation era,
where an organization’s digital capabilities play a significant role in effectively communicating
information and meeting stakeholder expectations, especially those of consumers [337]. Within this
context, the stakeholder theory increasingly demonstrates its relevance in guiding organizations to
establish strategic relationships with stakeholders through digital tools and platforms [347]. Therefore,
each organization should try to develop and implement diverse strategies to effectively engage
consumers [35, 36]. Businesses must share information about their sustainability efforts with key
stakeholders, especially consumers [37, 387.
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Accordingly, our research identifies stakeholder theory as an appropriate underpinning theory that
investigates the impact role of ESG practices and the moderating role of digital transformation in
building brand trust.

2.1.2. Signaling Theory

Previous studies have confirmed the importance of market signals in influencing customer behavior
and attitudes, especially when customers have to integrate multiple signals from different information
sources in the market [397]. However, these signals may be inconsistent or even contradictory, which
leaves customers facing a complex cognitive task [407]. Accordingly, signaling theory points out the
important role of external information signal disclosure in reducing information asymmetry between
different parties. This is an important theoretical framework that emphasizes the role of applying digital
transformation tools in communicating information about an organization's ESG practices to consumers
r417.

Digital transformation contributes significantly to improving the effectiveness of communicating
transparency and sustainable development responsibilities, because it makes information within
enterprises smoother [42, 437. Therefore, corporate information tends to be more transparent, and
reduce information asymmetry between consumers and enterprises [44]. Moreover, transparent
disclosure of ESG information following digital transformation regulations is considered a strong
signal, helping to increase customer trust and improve the quality of relationships with the brand [457.
Therefore, when enterprises make the most of digital tools to make ESG practices clear and obvious,
they will receive greater recognition from consumers [467].

In summary, signaling theory provides a fundamental theory to explain how business organizations
can leverage digital transformation as a tool to communicate ESG information in a transparent and
trustworthy manner [227]. When ESG signals are effectively communicated, it not only helps reduce
information asymmetry but also enhances brand trust.

2.2. ESG and Brand Trust

ESG was first mentioned in the report “Who Cares Wins - Connecting Financial Markets to a
Changing World” initiated by the United Nations Global Compact in 2004. Accordingly, the
combination of Environmental, Social and Governance factors in ESG can contribute to sustainable
development, minimizing risks more effectively and maintaining long-term value for companies as well
as investors. Therefore, many industries have focused more on ESG management because it is an
important criterion for ethical standards [477]. Furthermore, the International Organization for
Standardization (ISO) has developed the standard “ISO 26000:2010 - Guidance on social responsibility”
and utilized ESG management as an international standard for social responsibility [487].

ESG includes three pillars: environment, society and governance. Iirst, the environmental pillar
refers to reducing COg2, recycling and disposing of other waste effectively, using renewable energy,
promoting biodiversity and implementing [SO14001 [497. In addition, Bae, et al. [157] emphasized that
environmental factors include activities that benefit the surrounding natural ecosystem. Second, the
social pillar focuses on information relating to discrimination and diversity, enhancing the value of
human resources, safety and health in the workplace, relationships with consumers and local
communities, and supporting community development [487. According to Mo, et al. [507] this
fundamental pillar underscores the equilibrium between individual interests and the collective demands
of society at large. Third, the governance pillar pertains to a wide array of concerns, including the code
of conduct [37]. Furthermore, it encompasses a synthesis of both internal and societal governance,
incorporating internal performance metrics such as ownership structures, compensation schemes, risk
management oversight, and the diversity of board management [517].

ESG practices, including environmental protection activities, social responsibility, and transparent
governance, not only help businesses build a positive image toward customers, investors, and the
community, but also contribute to strengthening brand trust and consumer loyalty [37].
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Based on the study of Bae, et al. [157] environmental factors have a strongly positive impact on
consumer trust in brands. According to Shafiei and Maleksaeidi [527] environmental awareness is
closely related to environmental protection behavior. When consumers are aware of environmental
issues, they tend to support brands that demonstrate a strong commitment to the environment, thereby
contributing to strengthening brand trust [53]. Environmental awareness helps build an
environmentally friendly brand image, and at the same time has a positive influence on the process of
building brand trust [547]. Furthermore, consumers with environmental values tend to favor brands
that satisty their environmental concerns [55, 56 |. Therefore, this study hypothesizes that:

H.. Environmental factors positively influence brand trust.

In today's competitive international market, brands face great pressure to build and maintain
consistent images. According to Cho, et al. [57] a strong brand image is considered a valuable asset, an
indispensable factor in strengthening customer trust, helping the brand gain a long-lasting competitive
advantage. Therefore, organizations with a high level of public disclosure of environmental protection
information and responsibility to the community often receive greater trust from consumers [587]. This
trust is not only reflected in brand transparency but also comes from the social and ethical commitments
that businesses need to implement [597.

Corporate social initiatives play a vital role in building trust. Community-oriented, sustainable, and
socially responsible activities increase consumer trust. Gulati and Wohlgezogen [607] asserts that
ethical compliance in strategic decisions not only boosts trust but also enhances stakeholder
relationships. From the above studies, it can be seen that social factors, including corporate social
responsibility activities and ethical commitments, have a profound influence on consumer trust in
brands. These findings lead to the following hypothesis:

H.. Social factors positively influence brand trust.

According to stakeholder theory, high-quality corporate governance practices are able to build and
maintain relationships that create value for all stakeholders including customers toward brand [61, 627.
With the multi-dimensional impacts of good corporate governance from the inside out in a company’s
operations, businesses should consider governance disclosure as a powerful tool in their brand
communication strategy [257. This will help build trust and increase confidence from customers [637.
Transparent and sustainable governance systems not only build consumer trust but also strengthen
brand reputation [647]. In summary, good corporate governance is essential for the long-term success
and sustainability of a company [657]. From the above, we suggest the following hypothesis:

H.. Governance factors positively influence brand trust.

2.8. Moderate Role of Digital Transformation

In recent years, digital transformation has become an important tool for businesses to improve
operational efficiency and build customer value [667]. Digital transformation is a process aiming to
enhance an organization by creating considerable changes to its features through integration of
information technology, computers, and connectivity [67]. According to ElIMassah and Mohieldin [687]
digital transformation facilitates sustainable performances of a brand both economically and
environmentally. Especially with those milk brands, there is an increasing consumer expectation that
processing technologies are sustainable, ethical production without compromising food safety [697] and
emerging technology certainly has substantial potential to improve the quality and safety of milk [707.
Some researchers have also assumed a positive connection between leveraging digital technologies in
business systems and practices related to ESG and sustainability [71, 727. In addition, digitalization
promotes more transparent and accountable governance, active consumers' participation, and accessible
justice through the digital platform according to Clark, et al. [787]. With the rising awareness and
appreciation for those responsible commitments, especially when consumers are increasingly aftected by
information from digital tools, ESG practices have become more crucial in empowering customers to
make decisions proactively aligning with their values [747 thus shaping brand trust and boosting their
communication in the long run.
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H.. Digital transformation moderates the relationship between environmental factors and brand trust.
H Digital transformation moderates the relationship between social factors and brand trust.
H. Digital transformation moderates the relationship between governance factors and brand trust.

3. Methodology
3.1. Sample and Data Collection

To achieve objectives of this research, the quantitative approach has been applied and data are
collected from a broad sample of dairy consumers, ranging in age, occupation, income, and gender, who
had purchased dairy products within the last six months. This study examines consumers using dairy
products from various backgrounds. Consumers using dairy products were chosen to be the main survey
targets due to the rapid growth of the dairy industry in Vietnam together with the increase in
consumers’ awareness and concern about ESG issues of the products they purchase. Consumers
gradually have the tendency to support those brands consistent with sustainable development goals,
especially in the context of digital transformation.

Researchers distributed surveys within 1.5 months, with the data collection approach involving both
an online survey and direct survey carried out in some supermarkets, retail stores, shopping centres
around Vietnam. Moreover, the purposive sampling technique was employed to determine sample for
this study, which is a way used to collect samples with certain criteria or requirements and provide
complete data information in the research. Applying that technique, researchers set the criteria for
consumers using dairy products from some identified brands over the last six months and a total of 347
responses were successfully obtained.

Overall, the survey collected a total of 347 respondents. Out of these, 302 people provided complete
and usable data which is a reasonable sample size for performing PLS-SEM analysis [757]. With the
sample size of 302 respondents, it has satisfied the established standard that in PLS-SEM analysis, the
minimum sample size must be at least 10 times the maximum number of formative indicators and at
least 10 times the biggest number of structural paths leading to a certain construct. These ensure the
reliability and precision of the results of analysis for the stability and statistical significance of the model
estimation. Table 1 provides a summary of sample characteristics.

Table 1.

Sample characteristics.

Demographic Categories Percent

Gender Male 29.2
Female 70.8

Age 18 - 30 61.3
31 -40 24.1
41 - 50 11.2
More than 50 years olds 3.4

Current job Student 20.7
Officer 33.0
Worker 8.5
Freelancer 31.1
Homemaker 7.3
Others 4.4

Monthly income Less than 10 million VND 50.2
10 - 20 million VND 36.5
20 - 30 million VND 9.7
More than 80 million VND 3.6

3.2. Measures
Before the collection of data was undertaken, measurement procedures were implemented to reduce
potential biases of the data and enhance the reliability and accuracy of the measurement scale. Initially, a
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group of five researchers conducted a thorough review of the survey questionnaire, offering detailed
comments and recommendations to improve the relevance and accuracy of the questions. Following
that, a pilot test was conducted with five participants from the targeted population as a sample in order
to assess their understanding of each question, so that the survey instructions were consistent with the
study objectives. This procedure not only ensured the scientific accuracy of the survey tool but also
contributed to improving the quality of the collected data.

The questionnaire included three sections: the first section showed a screening question “Which
dairy brand have you used regularly in the last 6 months?”, which assisted the participants in selecting
the appropriate brand for the survey while the second section contained items measuring the variables
of the research evaluated by utilizing a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree) and the last one covered information on participants’ demographic.

The measurements for the variables were adopted from previous studies. First, ESG was measured
with ten items that reflected its three main dimensions namely environmental, social, and governance,
adjusted and adapted from the works of Hasan, et al. [767]. Second, brand trust was measured using a
set of three items, adapted from Habibi, et al. [777]. Finally, by adopting the scale of Hasan, et al. [76]
digital transformation was assessed with three items.

3.8. Common Method Bias

Harman's single-factor which tests the presence of common method bias (CMB), was conducted
before examining the hypotheses. Podsakoft, et al. [787 explained that the CMB will occur if one of the
following two cases appears: either when factor analysis extracts only a single factor, or when a general
factor accounts for the majority of the covariance among the measures. In short, if the extracted factor
accounts for more than 50% of the variance of the observed variables, we conclude the existence of
CMB. If the extracted variance is below 50%, we conclude that it does not exist CMB [797. The results
show that only 25.9 % of single factors explain the variance, which is lower than the threshold of 50%,
so concluding that CMB does not appear in the data.

4. Data Analysis and Results

The present investigation scrutinized the research framework utilizing the Partial Least Squares
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) technique within the SmartPLS 4 software environment.
The pervasive application of PLS-SEM in the domain of management research can be attributed to its
multitude of advantages, as underscored by the works of Magno, et al. [807] and Legate, et al. [817].
This methodological approach is particularly efficacious for analyses involving limited sample sizes
[827 and studies that prioritize predictive precision. PLS-SEM exhibits enhanced statistical efficacy
relative to covariance-based Structural Equation Modeling (CB-SEM), particularly in the context of
intricate models characterized by small sample populations. Generally, the PLS-SEM analytical
procedure entails a bifurcated methodology that encompasses both the measurement model and the
structural model, aimed at evaluating the interrelations among the constructs and testing the
underlying hypotheses.

4.1. Measurement Model

The measurement model was evaluated by considering indicator reliability, internal consistency
reliability, convergent and discriminant validity [837. First, Cronbach’s alpha (&) and composite
reliability (CR) were calculated to test the internal consistency of the items in the scale and determine
their reliability. However, CR serves as a more fitting measure of reliability for SEM-based studies. If a
and CR exceed the threshold of 0.70, the scale is reliable. In our research, the Cronbach’s alpha ranged
from 0.716 to 0.890 (environmental: 0.785; social: 0.716; governance: 0.766; brand trust: 0.748; digital
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transformation: 0.890). CR (rho_c) ranged from 0.841 to 0.932 (environmental: 0.858; social: 0.841;
governance: 0.865; brand trust: 0.854; digital transtormation: 0.932), as shown in Table 2. These
evaluations ensured reliability and internal consistency among these items in our scale.

Table 2.
Reliability and convergent validity.
Construct Code Loading (14 CR AVE
Environmental (E) E1 0.724 0.785 0.858 0.603
E2 0.826
Es 0.718
E4 0.830
Social (S) S1 0.773 0.716 0.841 0.638
S2 0.792
Ss 0.851
Governance (G) G1 0.833 0.766 0.865 0.681
G2 0.833
Gs3 0.808
Digital transformation (DT) DT1 0.916 0.890 0.982 0.820
DT2 0.928
DT3 0.872
Brand trust (BT) BT1 0.802 0.748 0.85% 0.661
BT2 0.833
BTs 0.808

Second, Hair, et al. [757] conducted a related study to establish these factors through testing
‘convergent validity’ and ‘discriminant validity’ to assess the construct validity. The convergent
validity highlights the internal consistency among indicators that measure the same construct while
discriminant validity ensures that different factors have clear theoretical differences. To confirm
convergent validity, the average variance extracted (AVE) for each construct should not be lower than
0.5. In our research, the AVE values of the constructs were higher than the required level of 0.50,
ranging from 0.603 to 0.820, as depicted in Table 2. These assessments validify the convergence of the
measurement the indicator reliability was demonstrated by the values of the outer loadings.

Moreover, According to Hair Jr, et al. [837 items with outer loadings exceeding 0.70 were reliable
and statistically significant. As presented in Table 2, the outer loadings of all of the items in our
research were higher than 0.70, therefore, they achieve the convergence of the measurement.

Furthermore, Henseler, et al. (827 employed the “Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT)” method to
assess and confirm discriminant validity. The values within the HTMT matrix should not exceed 0.85,
especially for the concepts. In our study, as illustrated in Table 3, none of the values exceeded this
threshold and this is a good sign for the data’s discriminant validity.

Table 3.

Discriminant validity - HTMT matrix.

Construct E S G DT BT
E

S 0.345

G 0.344 0.505

DT 0.167 0.084 0.084

BT 0.432 0.441 0.386 0.199

In summary, all the criteria concerning factor loadings, reliability, discriminant validity and
convergent validity of the measurement model have been met, thereby confirming the validity of the
measurement models.
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4.2. Structural Model

Testing for multicollinearity among independent variables is mandatory before confirming the
research hypotheses. In case of collinearity or multicollinearity, the regression coefficients and p-values
associated with the effects may be distorted. Generally, a VIF value below 3 is considered acceptable,
indicating no severe multicollinearity. All VIF values in this study fall within the acceptable range, with
the highest value being 1.400 and the lowest at 1.099. Therefore, it can be inferred that multicollinearity
problems are unlikely to occur.

The model's hypothesized relations were investigated, as shown in Table 4, the results support
hypothesis H1, H2, and H3 by showing that the paths (E—BT) (B = 0.221, p < 0.05), (S—BT) (B =
0.231, p < 0.05), and (G—BT) (B = 0.139, p < 0.05) showed positive and statistically significant
relationships.

Besides looking at the linear pathways of our suggested model, researchers also investigated the
moderating effect of DT. The results show that the path from E x DT and G x DT to BT are positively
and statistically significantly moderated by DT (B = 0.207, p < 0.05), (G x DT—BT) (B = 0.240, p <
0.05) respectively. Consequently, hypotheses H4 and H6 are supported by the evidence shown in Table
5. Conversely, it was determined that the paths (S x DT—BT) (B = -0.076, p > 0.05) were not
statistically involved. Consequently, there is no support for hypothesis Hs.

Table 4.

The results of testing the significance level of the path coefficients.

Hypothesis Coefficient Standard error t_value p_value Result

H1 E — BT 0.221 0.059 3.732 0.000 Supported

He S— BT 0.231 0.056 4.103 0.000 Supported

Hs G — BT 0.139 0.057 2.427 0.015 Supported

H4 ExDT— BT 0.207 0.059 3.529 0.000 Supported

Hs Sx DT— BT -0.076 0.068 1.108 0.268 Not supported
H6 G x DT— BT 0.240 0.065 3.705 0.000 Supported

In addition, the structural model testing included assessing the R? effect magnitude, and the
predictive significance of the model. At the same time, the bootstrapping method was applied to verify
the research hypotheses. To determine the validity of the hypothesis and evaluate the suitability of the
proposed model, the coefficient of determination (R®) was calculated at the general level. This index
represents the predictive ability of the model, with values of 0.67 indicating high predictive ability, 0.33
for medium predictive ability, and 0.10 for low predictive ability.

The results of the study demonstrated that the variables E, S, G, and DT contributed 33% to the
explanation of the variance of BT, corresponding to the average prediction level as shown in Table 5.

Table 5.

R2, 2, and effect sizes.

Construct R2 > Effect size
BT 0.330 - -

E - 0.062 Small

S - 0.064 Small

G - 0.024¢ Small
DT x E->BT - 0.056 Small
DT xS->BT - 0.006 No effect
DT x G->BT - 0.065 Small

Lastly, the influence of the latent variables on the dependent variable was analyzed through the f
index, which plays a complementary role to the R? coefficient, as illustrated in Table 5. Cohen [847] used
the f values (0.35, 0.15, and 0.02) to show the strength of the impact size of the predictive factors as
large, medium and small. Consequently, the variables E, S, G, DT x E, DT x G show small effect sizes
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(0. 062, 0.064, 0.024, 0.056, and 0.065) on BT. However, it is noteworthy that the variable DT x S
demonstrates no effect (0.006) on BT.

5. Discussion
5.1. The direct effect of ESG on brand trust

First, environmental practices have a positive impact on brand trust. This aligns with major
previous research articles, such as Tripopsakul and Puriwat [67]. The authors can conclude that
environmentally friendly activities also contribute to creating consumer trust through the way
businesses communicate, customers tend to trust brands that have positive activities to minimize
negative impacts on the environment such as using environmentally friendly materials, actively
participating in waste reduction activities and optimizing fuel sources. Nowadays, consumers'
environmental awareness is increasingly enhanced and has become one of the factors affecting brand
trust and their response to brands and sustainable consumption behaviors [85, 867. However, this factor
has not been leveraged effectively and is sometimes overlooked in brand trust because consumers have
no thorough understanding of businesses' efforts to protect the environment, primarily due to
information asymmetry. The result is a barrier between customers and the company, restricting the
flow of information from customers and creating challenges for businesses to cultivate trust among
customers.

Second, society pillar has the largest positive impact on brand trust. In other words, businesses that
focus on implementing social practices will build stronger trust with customers. Specifically, these
practices include promoting the protection of the rights and interests of stakeholders, especially
consumers, contributing to development and welfare through charitable and sustainable activities, and
complying with ethical standards. Our research results are similar to previous studies, namely Koh et al.
[87] which concluded social practices contribute to strengthening brand trust and consumer loyalty.
These outcomes also figured out that the social practices had the strongest impact among three
dimensions. In addition, Tripopsakul and Puriwat [67] mentioned that the social practices in ESG have
the largest impact on customers' brand trust. Moreover, consumers' trust in the brand will be increased
significantly if the business focuses on social activities [157. Indeed, it can be emphasized that social
responsibility practices contribute to the formation and strengthening of customer brand trust.

Third, our findings indicate that effective governance practices positively influence brand trust,
which is consistent with the finding of Tripopsakul and Puriwat [6]. When companies show strong
governance, customers are more likely to develop higher levels of engagement and trust. However, our
results are contrary to those of Bae, et al. [157] who stated that governance had no significant impact on
brand trust. This difference may result from variation in the research’s context. In Vietnam, where
consumers are increasingly placing more importance on ethical practices, governance becomes a part of
shaping brand perception. Additionally, the results further support the applicability of existing
literature that suggests well-managed governance principles strengthen consumers' trust in different
brands [597. In short, this study underscores the importance of effective governance in building brand
trust, thereby highlighting the necessity for businesses to not only implement ethical practices but also
to communicate transparently to consumers about their virtues.

5.2. The Moderating Effect of Digital Transformation

In general, the factor of digital transformation positively influences the relationship between ESG
practices and brand trust. Previous studies have shown that digital transformation strengthens the
effect of environmental factors on customer behavior [767] or digital transformation has a beneficial
effect on customer behavior [877]. However, our study shows that digital transformation helps
strengthen the impact of environmental and governance pillars on brand trust among consumers,
except for the social pillar. The findings emphasize the moderating impact of digital transformation in
boosting the positive influence of environmental and governance factors on brand trust. In short,
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businesses that pay more attention to ESG practices with the help of digital technology will generate
strong positive impacts, thereby enhancing brand trust among consumers.

6. Implication and Conclusion
6.1. Implication for Theory

Theoretically, our study has provided empirical results to strengthen the relationship among ESG
practices and brand trust. The analysis result reveals the three dimensions including environmental,
social, and governance have varying degrees of influence on brand trust. Moreover, our study also
underscores the pivotal support of digital transformation as a moderating factor in enhancing this
relationship. The discovery contributes to theoretical advancements and practical applications,
specifically in the integration of digital transformation to optimize the impact of ESG on consumer
trust.

6.2. Implications for Managers

Our research results provide valuable insights for marketers who are studying how to convey their
businesses” ESG-related information to stakeholders, especially consumers. These days, ESG practices
have been increasingly popular and play an important role in the business strategy. Specifically, social
activities have the strongest impact on consumer awareness and trust, followed by environmental and
governance factors, respectively. Therefore, managers should strengthen the promotion of ESG
sustainability practices. Furthermore, policymakers should carefully consider attractive regulations and
incentives to encourage companies to eftectively adopt ESG practices. Last but not least, companies
could consistently evaluate results and facilitate rapid improvemnet to increase customer trust and
loyalty.

The study also emphasizes the critical role of digital transformation in moderating the relationship
between governance practices and brand trust, as well as environmental dimension. For ensuring that
governance practices are visible and credible to consumers, managers should adopt digital tools with the
purpose of brands to improve the transparency, accountability, and stakeholder engagement. With the
benefits of enhancing reporting, enabling real-time monitoring of compliance and promoting ethical
conduct that digital platforms bring to businesses, policymakers should support this transformation by
applying incentives that encourage companies to adopt digital technologies. This approach fosters
better governance as well as creates clear instructions to ensure digital tools are effectively used thus
enhancing transparency and signal ethical standards. Regarding environmental practices, managers of
brands should collaborate with policymakers to provide possible subsidies or grants for the adoption of
green technologies, industry collaboration and promoting data-driven environmental decision-making.
Moreover, businesses should increasingly integrate digital tools in communicating their corporate
environmental responsibility activities to customers.

6.3. Conclusion

The findings verified a positive relationship among ESG elements, brand trust and the moderating
factor of digital transformation. Through these dimensions, the impact of the ESG practices varies
significantly within Vietnam, with the social pillar exerting the strongest influence on brand trust,
tollowed by the environmental and governance pillars. This finding highlights that diverse ESG efforts
have varying effects on customer trust. However, with regard to the moderating role of digital
transformation, governance and environmental factors have significant impacts respectively while the
social pillar shows no impact. Therefore, understanding the relationships of those factors helps
companies have deeper insights and consider the unique impacts of each ESG practices when
implementing their strategies to customers.
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7. Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

Despite the contributions mentioned earlier, our research has some remaining limitations, hence
requiring further research. Firstly, this study investigates only the positive influence of ESG on brand
trust with the moderator of digital transformation without thoroughly investigating its impact on the
purchase behaviors of customers. Ultimately, one of the largest concerns for a business is grasping
consumer buying behaviors as it directly determines profitability. In this regard, perhaps future studies
can examine the role of brand trust as a mediating variable in the relationship between ESG and
consumer buying behavior combining digital transformation as the moderator. Secondly, it only
researches the moderating effect of digital transformation as a possible moderating factor; so future
research may consider additional moderating variables such as those involving cultural influences,
because customer behavior relating to ESG issues is bound to be heavily influenced by cultural factors.
Finally, our study is limited in research scope, since it only focuses on Vietnam. Therefore, future
contributions can be expanded to other countries to obtain more comprehensive results.
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