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Abstract:

This study aims to examine the impact of social media marketing activities on Iranian consumers’ willingness to pay a premium
price for portable technology gadgets, considering the mediating roles of brand equity and customer loyalty. This applied
guantitative study employed a correlational design grounded in the Stimulus—Organism—Response (S-O-R) framework. The
statistical population consisted of active users of portable technology gadgets in Iran, from whom 400 respondents were
selected using convenience and snowball sampling. Data were collected through a structured questionnaire measuring five
dimensions of social media marketing activities (entertainment, interactivity, trendiness, customization, and electronic word-
of-mouth), two dimensions of brand equity (brand awareness and brand image), customer loyalty, and willingness to pay a
premium price, all assessed on a seven-point Likert scale. Reliability and validity were confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha,
composite reliability, AVE, and confirmatory factor analysis. Data analysis was conducted through Partial Least Squares
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) using SmartPLS 4. Structural model results indicated that social media marketing
activities significantly influence brand image, while their impact on brand awareness is comparatively weaker. Brand image
exerts a strong and significant effect on customer loyalty (B = 0.48) and willingness to pay a premium price (B = 0.35), whereas
brand awareness shows no significant effect on these outcomes. Customer loyalty emerged as the strongest predictor of
willingness to pay a premium price (B = 0.52). The model explains 58% of the variance in willingness to pay a premium price
(R? = 0.58) and demonstrates satisfactory predictive relevance (Q2 = 0.35). The findings suggest that in the Iranian market,
brand image and emotional loyalty are central drivers of consumers’ willingness to pay a premium price, whereas mere brand
awareness is insufficient for competitive advantage; therefore, digital branding strategies should prioritize culturally resonant
and identity-based positioning among young consumers.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Over the past decade, social media platforms have evolved from supplementary communication channels into central
pillars of strategic marketing, fundamentally reshaping the relationship between brands and consumers. In this interactive
digital ecosystem, brands no longer rely solely on one-way promotional messaging; instead, they engage in continuous
dialogue, value co-creation, and community building with their audiences. Early research demonstrated that brand presence
and interaction in social media environments can significantly influence brand loyalty and relational bonds with consumers
(Laroche et al., 2013). Subsequent studies refined this perspective by conceptualizing social media marketing activities
(SMMAs) as multidimensional constructs—including entertainment, interactivity, trendiness, customization, and electronic
word-of-mouth (eWOM)—that affect consumer perceptions and behaviors (Godey et al., 2016).

Empirical research has increasingly highlighted the mediating role of brand equity in translating SMMAs into favorable
consumer outcomes. Zollo and colleagues emphasized that the benefits and experiences consumers derive from social media
interactions mediate the relationship between digital marketing efforts and brand equity (Zollo et al., 2020). Similarly, Lin et
al. demonstrated that social media communication and eWOM significantly influence brand equity, particularly under
conditions of high product involvement (Lin et al., 2023). Ratna Siwi further confirmed that social media marketing can
directly enhance purchase intention and customer loyalty (Ratna Siwi, 2023). These findings collectively suggest that SMMAs
operate not merely as promotional tools but as mechanisms that shape brand-related cognitive and emotional evaluations.

The concept of brand equity has long been recognized as a key intangible asset for organizations. However, scholars have
underscored the need to differentiate between its dimensions—particularly brand awareness and brand image. Huang and
Sarig6lli argued that while brand awareness contributes to market outcomes, it does not necessarily guarantee strong brand
equity unless accompanied by favorable associations and perceived value (Huang & Sarigélli, 2014). In the Iranian context,
Dehdashti et al. found that perceived quality and brand associations play more substantial roles than mere recognition in
shaping brand equity (Dehdashti et al., 2012). This distinction becomes particularly salient in highly competitive and
information-rich markets, where awareness alone may not suffice to secure loyalty or price premiums.

The growing focus on consumers’ willingness to pay a premium price (WPP) reflects a shift toward assessing the economic
strength of brands. Chinnasamy Agamudainambhi and Al Mamun demonstrated that SMMAs influence WPP for portable
technology gadgets through brand equity and loyalty (Chinnasamy Agamudainambhi & Al Mamun, 2022). Likewise,
Pashazadeh and Abdi reported similar patterns in mobile electronic technologies, highlighting the mediating role of brand
equity in Iran (Pashazadeh & Abdi, 2025). Yazdani Kachoui et al. also identified trust and brand equity as key mediators
between social media marketing and loyalty in the banking sector (Yazdani Kachoui et al., 2021). These findings underscore
the importance of examining how digital marketing translates into higher-value consumer behaviors.

Recent theoretical developments further enrich this perspective by emphasizing value co-creation, affective commitment,
and psychological ownership within brand communities. Wang and Yang showed that value co-creation practices strengthen
brand loyalty through affective commitment (Wang & Yang, 2025). Qadri highlighted the importance of dynamic brand
experience and eWOM in enhancing consumer equity (Qadri, 2025). Nguyen et al. demonstrated that ephemeral content

marketing can foster brand love and engagement (Nguyen et al., 2025). Meanwhile, studies on digital transformation and




JAHANSHAHI ET AL.

phygital marketing indicate that integrating physical and digital experiences enhances brand awareness and engagement
(Sukheeja & Shekhawat, 2025; Sunarjo et al., 2025).

Research across diverse sectors—including luxury fashion (Tam & Lung, 2025), green marketing (Shah et al., 2025), cause-
related marketing (Kao et al., 2025), athlete personal branding (Kostadinovi¢ & Kostadinovi¢, 2025), and brand innovation
(Roshanazadeh et al., 2025)—consistently highlights the role of emotional resonance and brand experience in shaping
consumer responses. Simamora found brand awareness to mediate the relationship between social media marketing and
purchase decisions in the food sector (Simamora, 2025), while Karunarathne emphasized brand consciousness as a mediator
of loyalty (Karunarathne & Wanninayake, 2025). Furthermore, Li et al. demonstrated that the concreteness of marketing
information shapes brand attitudes (Li et al., 2025), and Parsakia and Jafari showed that artificial intelligence technologies
enhance customer engagement in online markets (Parsakia & Jafari, 2023). Despite these advances, limited research has
systematically compared the relative roles of brand awareness and brand image in shaping willingness to pay a premium
price within emerging markets such as Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a quantitative, applied research design grounded in the Stimulus—Organism—Response (S-O-R)
framework. The target population consisted of active users of portable technology gadgets in Iran who engage with brands
through social media platforms. A total of 400 valid responses were collected using a combination of convenience and
snowball sampling techniques.

Data were gathered through a structured questionnaire comprising three sections: demographic information, social media
marketing activities (measured across five dimensions: entertainment, interactivity, trendiness, customization, and eWOM),
and outcome variables including brand awareness, brand image, customer loyalty, and willingness to pay a premium price.
All items were measured using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.

Measurement reliability and validity were assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability (CR), and average
variance extracted (AVE). Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to evaluate convergent and discriminant validity.
Structural relationships were tested using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) with SmartPLS 4
software. Model fit, path coefficients, effect sizes (f2), explained variance (R?), and predictive relevance (Q?) were evaluated.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated that respondents reported relatively high perceptions of entertainment and trendiness within
social media marketing activities. Brand image received higher mean scores than brand awareness, suggesting stronger
affective and symbolic associations compared to mere recognition. Willingness to pay a premium price was moderately high
despite income variability among participants.

Measurement model evaluation confirmed satisfactory reliability and validity across all constructs, with Cronbach’s alpha
and composite reliability exceeding recommended thresholds and AVE values above 0.50. Discriminant validity was
established using the Fornell-Larcker criterion.

Structural model analysis revealed that social media marketing activities significantly influenced brand image, while their
effect on brand awareness was weaker. Brand image exerted a strong and statistically significant effect on customer loyalty,

whereas brand awareness did not significantly predict loyalty. Customer loyalty emerged as the strongest predictor of
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willingness to pay a premium price (B = 0.52). Brand image also had a direct positive effect on willingness to pay a premium
price, while brand awareness showed no significant direct effect.

The model explained 58% of the variance in willingness to pay a premium price (R? = 0.58), indicating strong explanatory
power. Brand image and loyalty demonstrated moderate explained variance values. Predictive relevance (Q?) values were
positive for all endogenous constructs, confirming the model’s predictive capability.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that in the Iranian portable technology market, brand image plays a more decisive role than brand
awareness in shaping customer loyalty and willingness to pay a premium price. In highly digitalized and information-rich
environments, awareness alone does not create sustainable competitive advantage. Instead, consumers respond to brands
that resonate with their identities, values, and emotional expectations.

The strong impact of loyalty on willingness to pay a premium price indicates that economic behavior is deeply intertwined
with relational and affective bonds. Consumers who perceive a meaningful connection with a brand are more willing to accept
higher prices, reflecting a shift from purely functional evaluation toward symbolic and experiential consumption.

These results reinforce the importance of designing social media marketing strategies that go beyond increasing visibility.
Brands must cultivate coherent narratives, interactive experiences, and culturally aligned content that strengthen brand
image and foster emotional commitment. In emerging digital economies, competitive advantage increasingly depends on a
brand’s ability to co-create identity and shared meaning with its audience rather than merely achieving recognition.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the pathway from social media marketing activities to premium pricing
behavior is primarily mediated by brand image and customer loyalty. By empirically distinguishing between awareness and
image, the research contributes to a more nuanced understanding of brand equity in emerging markets and highlights the

strategic importance of emotionally resonant digital branding.
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