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Abstract. COVID-19 is bringing changes in B2B sales and marketing strategies. Digital interac-
tion with potential customers has become more critical. Business-reference content (BRC) is the
most shared content, mainly using narrative format, available to potential customers through digital
touchpoints. Reducing perceived purchasing risk has been recognized as the primary benefit of us-
ing BRC, but empirical research on this has been insufficient. Therefore, this research investigated
the underlying mechanisms of BRC and related processes that lower risk perception based on narra-
tive transportation theory. For empirical analysis, a serial-parallel mediating model was established
in which BRC type (narrative versus non-narrative) influences purchase intention through the me-
diation of narrative transportation and perceived purchase risks — functional risk and financial risk.
In this experimental study, an online survey was conducted in which 233 purchasing managers in
Korean companies participated. The analysis confirmed that the BRC type had a significant effect on
the level of receivers’ narrative transportation. In addition, serial-parallel mediating effects through
narrative transportation (primary mediator) and perceived functional risk and perceived finan-
cial risk (secondary mediators) were all significant. This research provides meaningful implications
in that it broadens the theoretical understanding of BRC by presenting the integrated BRC effect
model. Also, it clarifies the importance of narrative BRC in B2B marketing practices.

Keywords: B2B content marketing, business-reference content, B2B digital-marketing, narrative
content, narrative transportation, B2B purchase risk.

JEL Classification: M41, C83, L20.

Introduction

Fast innovation in information and communication technology (ICT) has created new ways
for individuals and businesses to search for, acquire, and use information (Lamberton &
Stephen, 2016). Above all, in a situation where face-to-face interactions are limited due to
COVID-19, digital interaction has become 2-3 times more critical for B2B suppliers (Har-
rison et al., 2020). These dramatic changes are drawing attention to the importance of mar-
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keting activities that narratively transport potential customers (Van Laer et al., 2019). The
increase in using narrative contents is also found in B2B marketing.

Business-reference content (BRC) is the most shared content, mainly using narrative for-
mat, available to potential customers through digital touchpoints (Bonnin & Alfonso, 2019).
BRC can be defined as using existing customers as referrals to attract new customers or build
a reputation (Morgado, 2020). The main difference between BRC and general portfolio is
that B2B suppliers actively and strategically use existing customers’ referrals in marketing
activities (Jaakkola & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2019). BRC types are divided into non-narrative type
(e.g., “reference lists”) and narrative type (e.g., “success story”) (Salminen & Moller, 2006).
Prior researches also called BRC “customer referencing” or “customer-reference marketing”
(Jaakkola & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2019). They are very similar in that it is the marketing content
of B2B suppliers that use existing customers as a referrer to influence potential customers’
purchase decision.

The primary purpose of B2B suppliers using BRC is to lower the perceived purchase
risks of potential customers (Morgado, 2020). B2B buying involves a high level of purchase
risks (Brown et al., 2011; Paluch & Wunderlich, 2016). Because the product is complex, the
customer’s level of customization is high, and the purchase amount is significant. More-
over, since tangible product characteristics and intangible service characteristics are often
integrated, it is difficult to compare B2B products objectively, and the uncertainty is high
(Sharma, 2020). Previous scholars suggested that functional risk and financial risk are the
core dimension of B2B purchase risk (Paluch & Wunderlich, 2016). Functional risk refers to
the risk that the purchased product could not provide the promised benefits, and financial
risk refers to the net monetary loss that accompanies product purchase. These two purchase
risks are called economic risk (Brown et al., 2007, 2011).

BRC can reduce the perceived purchase risks of potential customers (Jaakkola & Aarikka-
Stenroos, 2019). Because BRC provides indirect learning opportunities to potential buyers by
delivering successful purchasing experiences of existing customers. According to social cog-
nition theory (SCT), indirect learning changes an individual’s attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors
(Bandura, 1986). In particular, narrative content such as a success story promotes social
cognition by enhancing the receiver’s mentalizing and empathy (Mumper & Gerrig, 2017).

Scholars went beyond SCT and argued that the persuasive effect of narrative is caused
by narrative transportation (Green & Brock, 2000). Narrative transportation refers to the
state of being “placed into and immersed in the world of a narrative” (Van Laer et al., 2019).
Narrative transportation changes attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors by eliciting the re-
ceivers’ positive cognitive and emotional responses to the narrative (Green & Fitzgerald,
2017). Green and Brock (2000) suggested that transportation stories mentally affect people,
reducing their counterarguing motivation. So, narrative transportation theory can explain
the reason why narrative BRC types such as success stories are more commonly used in B2B
transactions with high purchasing risks (Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2016).

Earlier, Jalkala, and Salmienen (2010) argued that academic knowledge lags behind B2B
industry practices due to the lack of BRC research. Previous researchers remain at the level
of establishing the concept and type of marketing communication using BRC or qualita-
tively clarifying influence on the inside and outside of the organization (Jaakkola & Aarikka-
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Stenroos, 2019; Terho & Jalkara, 2017). Morgado (2020) also pointed out that we are still
lack of firm understanding of the effect of BRC on the purchasing behavior of potential
customers.

A recent empirical study showed the effect of narrative transportation on the executives’
perception of a supplier (Anaza et al., 2020); however, as far as the author knows, there is
no empirical research on how BRC and narrative transportation lower B2B purchase risks.
Considering that the core benefit of BRC is to lower perceived purchase risk (Jaakkola &
Aarikka-Stenroos, 2019), there is a high need for research on this.

Therefore, this study presents a theoretical model that explains the effects of BRC’s per-
ceived risk reduction and purchase intention enhancement on the basis of narrative transpor-
tation theory and conducts an empirical analysis targeting companies’ purchasing managers.
The purpose of this study is to 1) broaden the theoretical understanding of BRC’s persuasive
power with narrative transportation theory, and 2) to provide practical insights for B2B
marketers to strategically develop BRC.

This study consisted of literature review, research methodology, results of analysis, discus-
sion, and conclusion in order. The current paper focused on the effects of narrative transpor-
tation generated by BRC on purchase intention through the mediation of perceived purchase
risks.

1. Literature review
1.1. Business-reference content (BRC)

Business-reference content is defined as “leveraging existing customers and the value deliv-
ered to them in the company’s marketing activities” (Jalkala & Salmienen, 2010). Previous
studies explained that BRC concretizes and demonstrates complex solutions and provides an
indirect experience of previous performance, relationships, technological functionality, and
delivered customer values (Jalkala & Salmienen, 2010).

Potential consumers can in advance understand and learn the supplier’s competencies,
the relationship-maintenance method, and the purchase results (Kumar et al., 2013). There-
fore, it effectively lowers perceived purchase risk in that more information on value-in-use
can be obtained from BRC. In the same vein, Anderson, Narus, and Van Rossum (2006)
explained that the reference customers’ case serves as a value document which provides
reliable information on the value of the supplier’s product. As such, business references play
an essential role in improving reliability by increasing B2B suppliers’ perceived competence.
At the same time, it decreases buyers’ uncertainty and perceived risk (Jaakkola & Aarikka-
Stenroos, 2019).

In order to maximize the effectiveness of these BRC, the strategic approach of sup-
pliers is necessary. Because it takes much time for suppliers to select referrers that meet
potential customers’ needs, in particular, it is costlier to find the first reference (Jaakkola
& Aarikka-Stenroos, 2019). On the other hand, potential customers recognize the risk
of biased decision-making due to blindly following others” opinions with overly positive
information.
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Prior research explained that there are two types of BRC. One is the customer-reference list
that focuses on the amount of positive evidence about a supplier, and the other is “value-in-use”
stories, such as success stories that emphasize the richness of the evidence (Salminen & Moller,
2006). Jalkala and Salminen (2010) classified the types of business referencing into relationship
level and delivery level. Relationship level refers to a marketing tool which involves displaying the
name of the customer, whereby relationships with reputable customers have a higher reference
value. On the other hand, the delivery level involves delivering value-creation activities through
several solutions referring to individual projects or deliveries that could be used as reference
solutions, reference projects, or reference deliveries. Morgado (2020) explained that narrative
BRC provides evidence of real business benefits to potential customers in that it involves “a
description of the problem faced by the customer, the solution generated by the vendor and the
customer’s assessment of the outcome or customer value”. Therefore, it can be classified that the
relationship level is a non-narrative BRC type and the delivery level is a narrative BRC type. In a
similar context, Ruokolainen and Aarikka-Stenroos (2016) classified BRC into quantitative refer-
ences and qualitative references. Quantitative references are customer-reference lists emphasizing
the amount of evidence, and qualitative references are descriptive stories introduced to increase
understanding of a B2B company’s offerings and value-generation potential.

Taken together, BRC can be divided into two types: narrative BRC (e.g., case studies, suc-
cess stories, top story, white-label stories) and non-narrative BRC (e.g., customer-reference
list). The desired outcome of both BRC types is the same, but narrative BRC exists in a much
wider variety of forms (Salminen & Moller, 2006). The reason why BRC is widely used as a
persuasive B2B communication tool can be explained with social cognitive theory (SCT)
(Bandura, 1986). According to SCT, personal knowledge acquisition is directly influenced by
observing others in the context of social interaction, experience, and outside media influence.
Thus, individuals observe the behavior of role models they admire, leading them to make
inferences and attributions about consequences of behavior (Bandura, 1986).

It should be noted that narrative acts as a trigger to change the attitude and behavior of
receivers by promoting social cognition (Mumper & Gerrig, 2017). Raymond and Medina
(2018) explained that narrative promotes social cognition by increasing the receiver’s mental-
izing and empathy. Mar (2018) pointed out that the reason narrative bolsters social cognition
is because social processes and social contents are entertained through the narrative frame-
work. Therefore, narrative BRC could be more effective in promoting social cognition that
changes the attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of potential customers.

Indeed, the most adopted practices of BRC are success stories and case studies in narra-
tive BRC (Jalkala & Salminen, 2009; Morgado, 2020). Scholars in the field of narrative went
beyond the framework of SCT and suggested narrative transportation as a concept that com-
prehensively explains the cognitive and emotional influences that narrative has on change in
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors (Green & Brock, 2000).

1.2. Narrative transportation theory

Researchers proposed narrative transportation theory to explain the underlying mechanism
via which narrative content works (Green & Brock, 2000; Van Laer et al., 2019). Narrative
transportation refers to “when people lose themselves in a story, and their attitudes and in-
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tentions change to reflect that story” (Van Laer et al., 2014). Researchers have summarized
the characteristics of narrative transportation as follows:

(1) Narrative transported people may be less likely to disbelieve or counterargue story
claims. Thus, narrative influences a receiver’s beliefs (Banerjee & Greene, 2012).

(2) Narratives enable receivers to mimic an experience and act as a powerful means to
form attitudes as much as a direct experience (Green & Brock, 2000).

(3) Transportation creates strong feelings toward story characters. Therefore, receivers
identify themselves with a character and are influenced by the character’s experiences
and beliefs. In other words, narrative transportation promotes empathy for narrative
characters and mental simulation of the story plot, making the audience experience
a feeling of entering a world evoked by the narrative. As a result, it triggers a change
in the receiver’s real-world affective and cognitive responses, beliefs, attitudes, and
intentions (Van Laer et al., 2014).

Narrative transportation theory clearly suggests narrative’s persuasion mechanism. Green
and Brock (2000) argued that, unlike elaboration likelihood model (ELM; Cacioppo & Petty,
1984) and heuristic-systematic model (HSM: Chaiken, 1980), which emphasize the amount
of thought and logical consideration, immersion experience into a story leads to persuasion
through narrative transportation. Several studies on narrative transportation’s persuasive
effect have proven that transportation affects attitude, perception, and intention through
two pathways: the receiver’s cognitive response and emotional response (Banerjee & Greene,
2012; Feng, 2018).

In the marketing communication, narrative transportation increases as the content ad-
heres to the narrative format. Deighton, Romer, and McQueen (1989) indicated that a higher
degree of dramatization in a commercial induces greater immersion and transportation into
the commercial. Kim, Ratneshwar, and Thorson (2017) defined the element of narrative ad-
vertising as “who, what, where, why, how, and chronology”, and they demonstrated that nar-
rative advertising enhances a viewer’s narrative transportation compared to non-narrative
advertising. Ruokolainen and Aarikka-Stenroos (2016) showed in a qualitative study on B2B
communication that qualitative reference information elements with narrative structure en-
hance the persuasive power of arguments. Therefore, the authors predicted that there is a
difference in the level of a receiver’s narrative transportation depending on the BRC type
(narrative versus non-narrative).

HI: BRC type has a significant influence on the receiver’s narrative transportation.

1.3. B2B purchase risk

According to previous studies on BRC, the most critical reason for B2B supplier firms to
use BRC is to lower the perceived purchase risk of potential customers (Jaakkola & Aarikka-
Stenroos, 2019; Kumar et al., 2013). B2B marketing scholars commonly pointed out that
functional risk and financial risk are the essential factors in B2B purchase risk (Brown et al.,
2007; Paluch & Wunderlich, 2016). This is because B2B purchase risk is determined by the
magnitude of the impact of purchase decisions on organizational productivity and profit-
ability.
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Functional risk is a concern that the performance of a product does not meet the cus-
tomer’s expectations. It refers to the risk that a product will not provide the promised ben-
efits, and it is caused by predicting a product’s future quality at the time of purchase (Ha,
2002). B2B purchasing has high uncertainty because B2B products are technically advanced
and represent a bundle of tangible and intangible attributes Sharma et al. (2020). Moreover,
B2B products are important for the production process, and the perceived functional risk is
evaluated as high in that purchase results can be objectively measured (Brown et al., 2007).

Financial risk relates to the potential loss of money due to the introduction of products
(Lippel & Quinlan, 2011). Financial risk is defined as the net monetary loss and unexpected
cost that can occur for the customer, including situations such as product repair, replace-
ment, and refund (Horton, 1976). In addition, the possibility of repeatability of financial
losses due to fraud is included in financial risk (Featherman & Pavlou, 2003). In the B2B
context, this means overall loss, i.e., not just loss associated with the product price, but also
the occurrence of ongoing maintenance costs incurred after product purchase (e.g., follow-up
cost). Therefore, B2B customers make purchasing decisions considering current and future
financial burdens.

Some researchers suggested that social risk should be considered a B2B purchase risk
(Paluch & Wunderlich, 2016). However, since B2B purchasing is a group decision-making
process, the social risk to individuals may not be significant. If a person is not in charge
of purchasing decisions, the impact of social risk could be smaller. Anaza et al. (2020) re-
vealed that the effect of narrative transportation of B2B advertising on “tendency to advocate
for the suppliers” is more significant in non-C-level executives than in C-level executives.
This means that the social risk of B2B purchase depends on individual differences such as
organizational position, role, and responsibility. Considering the above, this study focused
on perceived functional risk and perceived financial risk, which are economic risks at the
organizational level.

1.4. Narrative transportation and B2B purchase risk

According to the perceived risk theory, risk is expressed as the product of “probability of
consequences of occurring” and “negative consequence of poor brand choice” (Peter & Ryan,
1976). In cases where the product is complex, expensive, and infrequently purchased, the
uncertainty perceived by the buyer is high (Mitchell, 1992). Thus, B2B purchase carries a
high level of perceived risk.

As mentioned earlier, well-organized BRC promotes vivid indirect learning through
mental simulation. In addition, as a positive emotional connection and identification with
referrers are formed, purchase results are expected to be more positive. As a result, the uncer-
tainty about the purchase result is lowered and then the perceived purchase risk is decreased
(Fitzgerald & Green, 2017). Previous studies demonstrated that highly transported viewers
make less critical assessments and reduce counterarguments toward the advertisement and
products (Seo et al., 2018). Taken together, narrative transportation could lower the perceived
purchase risks.

H2. Narrative transportation will lower perceived functional risk.

H3. Narrative transportation will lower perceived financial risk.
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Scholars explained that narrative transportation changes behavioral intention through
changes in a receiver’s attitudes and beliefs (Kang et al., 2020). Consumer behavior scholars
revealed that narrative transportation influences product evaluation or behavioral intention
through changes in a buyer’s attitudes or beliefs (Kim et al., 2017). In a study on the effect
of story-based microfilm marketing, Su, Lu, and Lin (2018) found that narrative transporta-
tion using a story plot influences purchase intention through a receiver’s affective responses.
Escalas, Moore, and Britton (2004) showed that narrative transportation increases positive
advertising attitude and brand evaluation by lowering critical thought. In a similar context,
Krakow et al. (2018) compared the effects of narrative versus non-narrative advertising and
confirmed that narrative advertising lowers negative emotions and counterarguing and raises
awareness of completeness, thereby increase purchase intention. By synthesizing the results
of previous studies, a multi-mediated path hypothesis was established stating that the BRC
type (narrative versus non-narrative) would increase purchase intention through the serial-
mediation of narrative transportation and potential customers’ risk perception (Figure 1).

H4. BRC type influences purchase intention through serial-mediation of narrative transpor-
tation and perceived functional risk.

Hb5. BRC type influences purchase intention through serial-mediation of narrative transpor-
tation and perceived financial risk.

Perceived
Functional
Risk

Narative Purchase
Transportation Intention

BRC Type

Perceived
Financial
Risk

Figure 1. Research model

2. Research methodology and measurement
2.1. Population and sampling

In this study, an online experiment and survey were used to verify the effect of BRC on nar-
rative transportation, perceived risk dimensions, and purchase intention.

The author conducted a study with Korean employees in occupations related to B2B
purchasing. The online survey was conducted by Company M, a survey company that has
the largest online marketing panel in Korea. After the survey respondents belonging to the
panel completed their own survey, they recommended personnel in the same department and
the new respondents joined the online survey by using the URL provided by online survey
company (Leiner, 2016). Respondents were given a voucher of 5 USD. Filtering questions
were presented to confirm that the respondents are valid samples for the research: 1) “Are you
currently in charge of B2B purchasing-related tasks?”, “How long have you been in the B2B
purchasing task?”. If a respondent was not related to the B2B purchasing or understanding
of the task was low because he or she does the purchasing task less than one year, they were
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excluded from the sample. A total of 291 respondents participated in the survey, of which 240
met the requirements. Among the collected responses, 233 samples, excluding incomplete re-
sponses, were used for analysis (narrative BRC group = 121, non-narrative BRC group = 112).
The sectors that respondents belong to were ICT 31.2%, manufacturing 27.2%, distribution
14.9%, construction 11.1%, and other 15.6%, showing a relatively even distribution by indus-
try. The average length of time respondents was engaged in B2B purchasing was 7.3 years.
Securing a valid sample is essential in B2B empirical research. This study’s sample is judged
to be composed of respondents with appropriate experience in B2B purchasing.

2.2. Stimuli development

As a product for the experiment, the author prepared “Y-Cloud”, a B2B supplier, “Fast-It”, a
mobile enterprise solution, and “RainFin’, a referrer. Stimuli in the study adopted a virtual
firm and product to eliminate the effects of existing brand power and the reputation of a
particular firm or product. The stimuli for the experiment consisted of a story about the
successful introduction of mobile enterprise solution Fast-It by Y-Cloud. The author also con-
sidered that a mobile enterprise solution is an augmented product with high technology and
intangible service factors. So, perceived purchase risks were expected to be relatively high.

In this study, two BRC types (narrative versus non-narrative) were provided to respon-
dents as stimuli. The author developed narrative BRC with elements of narrative which pre-
vious researches commonly emphasized (Gilliam & Flaherty, 2015). In addition, the au-
thor produced a non-narrative BRC stimulus in a format that lists factual information and
arguments according to the definition of argumentative advertising (Lien & Chen, 2013)
(see Appendix). BRC presented as stimuli was developed to have the same word and word-
occurrence frequency, so that there was no compounding effect due to other factors besides
BRC type. The BRC stimuli was randomly assigned to the respondents.

2.3. Measurement

All constructs were measured using multi-item and formative scales. The authors adopted
measurement items that had proven reliability and validity in relevant prior studies. 5-point
Likert scale was used to measure the items (1 - strongly disagree and 5 - strongly agree).
The BRC type used as an independent variable was treated as a dummy variable. The stimuli
provided in the experiment, narrative BRC as 1, and non-narrative BRC as 0, were coded
and analyzed.

The level of narrative transportation that occurred due to viewers' exposure to the BRC
was measured in three items (Green & Sestir, 2017). The items were “while I was reading the
BRC, I could easily picture the events in it taking place”, “the events in the BRC are relevant to
my everyday life”, “I was mentally involved in the BRC while reading it”. Perceived purchase
risks were measured in the same way. “Perceived functional risk” introduced measurement
items used in the study of Grewal, Gotlieb, and Marmorstein (1994): “How confident are
you that the product will perform as described?”. “How certain are you that the product
will work satisfactorily?”, and “Do you feel that the product will perform the functions that
were described in the BRC”. Three items measured “perceived financial risk”: “considering
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the potential total cost involved, for you to purchase the product would be risky”, “given the
potential financial expenses associated with purchasing the product, purchasing the product
is associated with overall financial risk’, and “I think that the purchase of the product would
lead to financial risk for my organization because of the possibility of such things as higher
maintenance and/or repair costs” (Grewal et al., 1994). Purchase intention was measured
with three items used in the study of Teng, Laroche, and Zhu (2007).

Measurement items went through two rounds of translation (Behling & Law, 2000). The
items were forward translated from English to Korean by a bilingual marketing doctor, and
then backward translated from Korean to English by another bilingual marketing doctor
without viewing the original items. Then, they compared the original items with the reverse-
translated items. Based on the results, removing inconsistencies and differences was made.
These double-translated items were verified for the content validity index (CVI = 0.952) by
five marketing doctoral students focusing on B2B and two marketing professors (Tojib &
Sugianto, 2006). All measurement items developed through these procedures were tested for
reliability and validity through the prior exploratory study employing virtual BRC stimuli
(Lee et al., 2017).

3. Results
3.1. Reliability and validity

In this study, the author used lavaan package 0.6-8 in statistical software R 4.0.4 and R studio
1.3.1073 to test the reliability and validity of the measurement items. R is an open software
and is distributed free of charge. In particular, a variety of the latest statistical analysis and
data mining functions are continuously provided in a package form, which is highly useful
in the field of social science research (Kelly, 2007).

First, confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to verify reliability and validity. The
results of testing the goodness-of-fit of measurement model showed good fit (x> = 96.34,
df = 48, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.97, GFI = 0.94, AGFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.07 (95%
Clgy = 0.05, Clyg = 0.08)) (Bagozzi et al., 1998).

Reliability analysis introduced Cronbach’s a, which is commonly used to confirm internal
consistency between measurement items. In social-science research, reliability is assumed
to be assured if the a coefficient is higher than 0.7 (Kardes et al., 2019). The Cronbach’s
a of all factors was found to be higher than 0.7, so there was enough internal consistency
between items. Composite reliability (CR) should also be greater than or equal to 0.7, and
average-variance-extracted (AVE) should be more significant than 0.5 (Bagozzi et al., 1998).
All results were above the criteria (Table 1).

Discriminant validity can be measured through a comparison of factor-loading and cross-
loading. If the factor-loading of the measurement item is higher than the cross-loading, it is
estimated that discriminant validity exists. One measurement item must satisfy the condi-
tion that the factor-loading for the construct is higher than the factor-loading for the other
construct (Hair et al., 2019). If the cross-loading is over 0.4, the factor is considered to be a
problem, but the author confirmed that there were no cross-factor coefficients greater than
0.4. Besides, all square roots of the average variance extracted (SQRT_AVE) were higher than
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Table 1. Measurement items and construct evaluation

Construct Items A t Cronbach’s a CR AVE
Narrative TRN1 906 56.458
transportation TRN2 934 70.159 887 929 815
P TRN3 878 39.407
Perceived FUNI1 802 24.487
functional risk FUN2 949 95.299 .883 .929 .812
FUN3 942 82.239
Perceived FIN1 868 44.368
financial risk FIN2 .860 39.168 821 894 737
FIN3 846 34.934
Purchase PIN1 903 71.129
intention PIN2 929 91.797 890 932 819
PIN3 .883 59.906

Note: \: factor loading; CR: composite reliability; AVE: average variance extracted.

the correlation coeflicient between the corresponding variable and other potential variables.
Therefore, the measurement items were evaluated as having discriminant validity.

In this study, Harman’s single-factor test was performed to confirm the common method
bias (CMB) (Podsakoft et al., 2012). To this end, exploratory factor analysis was conducted
to confirm whether 1) factor with eigenvalue greater than 1 among the unrotated solutions
is extracted, and 2) even if a factor with eigenvalue greater than 1 is extracted, whether there
is one dominant factor that explain higher than 50% of the variance of the total variance. As
a result of exploratory factor analysis, the number of factors with an eigenvalue higher than
1 was four. In addition, narrative transportation, which accounts for the most explanatory
power of variance, was 39.6%, purchase intention 27.7%, financial risk 25.6%, and functional
risk 25.7%, so no dominant factor emerged. Also, common method bias will be evident
when a large correlation (r > 0.9) is found among latent variables (Bagozzi et al., 1991), the
highest correlation among variables was —0.67 in this study. Therefore, it confirms that CMB
was not issue.

3.2. Hypothesis test

3.2.1. Effect of BRC type on narrative transportation

The author verified whether there is a difference in respondents’ narrative transportation
according to the BRC type (narrative versus non-narrative). For this, one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) was performed, and partial eta-squared (partial n?) was used for the
effect size of independent variable (Lakens, 2013). R 4.0.4 and sjstats 0.18.1 package were
used for the analysis.

The results of ANOVA tests showed that narrative BRC significantly influenced the nar-
rative transportation (F(1, 231) = 71.95, p < 0.001, partial n?> = 0.246). This confirmed that
respondents who were shown narrative BRC (M = 3.482, SD = 0.681) experienced the higher
narrative transportation than respondents who were shown non-narrative BRC (M = 2.553,
SD = 0.499). Thus, H1 was supported.
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3.2.2. Test of serial-parallel mediation model

A serial-parallel mediating model was established to confirm the mediating effect of BRC
type to increase purchase intention through narrative transportation and perceived purchase
risks. Hayes’ Process macro was used for serial-parallel mediating analysis (model 81, 5,000
bootstrapping, 95% confidence intervals by the percentage method) (Hayes, 2018). Analysis
was performed with R 4.0.4, R studio 1.3.1073, lavvan package 0.6-8, and processR package
0.2.6. PROCESS macro for mediation using bootstrapping has an advantage because it does
not assume the normality of the indirect effect distribution and also it confirms that the
significance of the indirect effect is not a result of a statistical random error (Hayes, 2018).

First, BRC type, an independent variable, was coded as dummy variable (Narrative
BRC = 1, non-narrative BRC = 0). This analysis provides the evaluation of the effect of ex-
perimental conditions on purchase intention, a dependent variable, through narrative trans-
portation (primary mediator) and perceived purchase risks (secondary mediators) (Igartua
& Rodriguez-Contreras, 2020). The results showed that BRC type significantly increased nar-
rative transportation (b = 0.709, SE = 0.086, p < 0.001), and significantly lowered perceived
financial risk (b = -0.178, SE = 0.069, p < 0.01). But, the influence of BRC type on perceived
functional risk was not significant (b = 0.008, SE = 0.070, p > 0.05). Also, direct effect of BRC
type on purchase intention was insignificant (b = 0.032, SE = 0.075, p > 0.05).

Meanwhile, narrative transportation significantly lowered perceived functional risk
(b = -0.179, SE = 0.060, p < 0.01) and perceived financial risk (b = -0.127, SE = 0.059,
p < 0.05). Thus, H2 and H3 were supported respectively. But, the direct effect of narrative
transportation on purchase intention was not significant (b = 0.080, SE = 0.063, p > 0.05).
Finally, both perceived functional risk (b = -0.559, SE = 0.101, p < 0.001) and perceived
financial risk (b = -0.645, SE = 0.095, p < 0.001) had significant negative effects on purchase
intention (Figure 2, Table 2).

Next, as a result of analyzing serial-parallel mediation effects, there were founded three
significant mediation paths in all. The indirect effect of BRC type on purchase intention
through narrative transportation and perceived functional risk was significant (b = 0.071,

Perceived
Functional
Risk
~0.559"
——70.008 ~0.179"
BRC Type Narative Purchase
0.709"| Transportation 0.080 Intention
—0.127' T
pgse  RET0492
-0.178" —U ;
Perceived !
Financial
Risk

0032

Note: The figures show the non-standardized regression coefficients. The dashed line represents non-
significant coefficients. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Figure 2. Illustration of the direct effects for serial-parallel mediation model
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95% Cljo,, = 0.020, Cly,;qp, = 0.133). Therefore, H4 was supported. In addition, indirect effect
of BRC type on purchase intention through narrative transportation and perceived financial
risk was also significant (b = 0.058, 95% Clj,,, = 0.006, Cly;gy, = 0.121), thus H5 confirming.

Meanwhile, the indirect effect of BRC type on purchase intention through narrative trans-
portation was not significant (b = 0.057, 95% ClIj,,, = -0.035, Cly;g, = 0.146). Also, the indi-
rect effect of BRC type on purchase intention through perceived functional risk was not sig-
nificant (b = -0.004, 95% Cl,,,, = -0.089, Cl,;y, = 0.071). However, the indirect effect through
perceived financial risk (b = 0.115, CIy,, = 0.027, Cly;g, = 0.211) was significant (Table 2).

With the specific indirect effect contrast of the PROCESS macro, the author additionally
confirmed whether there is a significant difference between the mediation paths through
perceived functional risk and through perceived functional risk (indirect effect #4 minus
indirect effect #5). No significant difference was found between the two serial-mediation
paths (b = 0013, 95% Cly,,, = ~0.051, Clygp = 0.074).

Table 2. Results summary of serial-parallel mediation model

Effects | Boots | 92% Bootstrap CI

path (b) SE Low High
g%)(t:altyli)fieit)})urchase Intention c 029" | 0.100 | 0.055 | 0.443
(Direct Effect)
BRC type > Purchase Intention C 0.032 | 0.075 |-0.176| 0.119
BRC type -> Narrative Transportation a; | 0.709™ | 0.086 | 0.525 | 0.867
BRC type > Perceived Functional Risk a, 0.008 | 0.070 |-0.136| 0.139
BRC type > Perceived Financial Risk a; |-0.178"| 0.069 |-0.316| -0.047
Narrative Transportation > Purchase Intention b, 0.080 | 0.062 |-0.032| 0.201
Perceived Functional Risk > Purchase Intention b, |-0559"] 0.101 |-0.761| -0.365
Perceived Financial Risk > Purchase Intention b; | -0.645" | 0.095 |-0.845| -0.455

Narrative Transportation - Perceived Functional Risk | d,; | -0.179" | 0.060 |-0.296| -0.065
Narrative Transportation > Perceived Financial Risk dy; | -0.127" | 0.059 |-0.240 | -0.008
(Indirect Effect)

(#1) BRC Type > Narrative Transportation >
Purchase Intention

a,b; 0.057 | 0.045 |-0.035| 0.146

(#2) BRC Type > Perceived Functional Risk >

Purchase Intention ayb, | -0.004 | 0.041 [-0.089| 0.071

(#3) BRC Type > Perceived Financial Risk >

Purchase Infention asby | 0.115" | 0.048 | 0.027 | 0211

(#4) BRC Type > Narrative Transportation >

Perceived Functional Risk > Purchase Intention ady;by| 0.071 0.028 | 0.020 0.133

(#5) BRC Type > Narrative Transportation >

Perceived Financial Risk - Purchase Intention a;d3;bs| 0.058 0.028 | 0.006 0.121

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, b: unstandardized regression coefficient, SE: standard error,
CI: confidence interval.
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4. Discussion

Previous studies commonly emphasized that BRC is effective in lowering a potential custom-
er’s perceived purchase risk (Morgado, 2020; Terho & Jalkala, 2017). In BRC, existing cus-
tomers appear as referrers, and narrative types such as a “success story” are commonly used.
This characteristic of BRC is related to the narrative transportation theory, which explains
the change in attitudes, beliefs, and behavioral intention of the receivers through identifica-
tion of the main character and mental simulation of the situation (Green & Brock, 2000).
Therefore, based on the narrative transportation theory, this study proposed a serial-parallel
mediation model through which BRC type promotes narrative transportation, thereby lower-
ing perceived purchase risk and, as a result, increasing purchase intention.

As the author expected, the BRC type had a significant effect on narrative transportation.
This result proves that the effect of narrative transportation of marketing contents, which
presented faithfully in narrative constituents and forms, appears equally in B2B marketing.
In the field of B2C narrative advertising, the effectiveness of narrative has been widely proven
(Kim et al., 2017), but the same effect has been confirmed in B2B purchases that place im-
portance on rational decision-making though (Brown et al,, 2011).

BRC type had a direct effect of significantly lowering perceived financial risk, but per-
ceived functional risk was only affected by narrative transportation. Given the professional
and complex nature of B2B products, functional risk may vary depending on the firm-spe-
cific characteristics of each potential customer (Nyadzayo et al., 2020). Therefore, there is
possibility that the high congruency between the BRC referrer and the receiver can lead to
a high narrative transportation and, consequently, a low perceived functional risk (Ruoko-
lainen & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2016). Kumar, Peterson, and Leone (2013) revealed that reference
congruency is one of the drivers of BRC value. Considering that narrative transportation can
facilitate elaborative thoughts about the product functions (Schweitzer & Van den Hende,
2017), it is inferred that narrative transportation more pronouncedly affects the cognitive
response on the product functions.

However, in terms of financial loss, since trust in suppliers is the most important factor in
risk assessment (Is¢i & Kitapgi, 2020), even if receivers are not transported by the narrative,
uncertainty can be lowered by understanding the relationship between buyers and sellers
and purchase results. Morgado (2020) explained that BRC is the function of relationship
management in that potential customers assess new suppliers by observing how they have
handled prior relationships. Also, the decision-maker’s trust in the supplier was enhanced by
understanding the relational experience between customer and supplier without considering
the congruency between them (Anaza et al., 2020).

According to the results, B2B suppliers should clarify the purpose of introducing BRC
and importantly consider congruency between the referrer and target customer to enhance
the narrative transportation effect. For example, if the functional risk is relevantly low due
to the product being general, BRC can be developed with the goal of lowering the perceived
financial risk without considering the congruency between the referrer and target custom-
er. On the other hand, functional risk can only be lowered when receivers are narratively
transported due to high congruence with the referrer. Kumar, Peterson, and Leone (2013)
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emphasized referrer-receiver congruency in BRC to promote narrative transportation. The
results of this study show that the B2B suppliers should consider narrative transportation
important when lowering functional risk is essential for target customers” decision-making.

This research empirically demonstrated the mechanism via which BRC types influence
perceived purchase risk through narrative transportation and, in turn, affect purchase inten-
tion. BRC researchers have consistently argued that the most important benefit of BRC is
to lower perceived purchase risk by eliminating uncertainty about purchasing outcomes for
potential buyers (Morgado, 2020; Terho & Jalkala, 2017). Qualitative studies have shown that
narrative BRC can lower perceived purchasing risk even for start-up companies with no es-
tablished customer base (Morgado, 2020; Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2016). However,
there are no empirical studies on this as far as the author knows. This study sheds light on
BRC researches in that it empirically demonstrated that the effect of BRC on purchase inten-
tion occurs through the serial-parallel mediation of narrative transportation and perceived
purchase risks.

Conclusions

This study’s main theoretical contribution is that it presents an integrated model explaining
the effects of BRC according to narrative transportation theory and empirically demonstrated
the effect paths. By providing it, the author gave a theoretical basis for explaining the under-
lying mechanism about reducing customers’ perceived purchase risks, which has been rec-
ognized as the most significant benefit of BRC. Also, the research broadened the theoretical
understanding of irrational decision-making in B2B purchasing decision research. Narrative
transportation also influences the perception, belief, intention, and behavior of the receiv-
ers through emotional response, as well as cognitive responses. Therefore, BRC can also be
considered as an influencing factor for irrational B2B purchasing decisions.

The results also provided timely implications for B2B marketing practitioners. B2B firms
must have the capability to develop well-storied contents that can promote receivers nar-
rative transportation. Due to the change in the marketing environment, it is now necessary
for B2B companies to secure professionals, such as writers and video producers, who can
plan and produce high-quality narrative content. It is also possible to consider forming an
organization dedicated to BRC marketing. It takes substantial cost and effort to engage a BRC
referrer suitable for the needs of potential customers. Therefore, it is necessary to organize a
dedicated BRC organization or role and to manage positive relations with existing customers
who have high value as referrers. Lastly, to promote the narrative transportation of potential
customers, the introduction of new technologies such as VR (virtual reality) and/or AR
(augmented reality) can be considered.

Despite these implications, the current research has several limitations. Its main empiri-
cal limitation relates to the fact that it did not consider product characteristics. Since mobile
enterprise application is an innovative high-tech product, the virtual product introduced
in the research is appropriate for confirming viewers’ risk perception. Even though further
researches are required as to whether the same mechanism of narrative BRC influence ap-
pears in other products (e.g., services, commodities). In a similar vein, it is also necessary to
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confirm that there is a difference in the effect of narrative BRC on the position of the B2B
supplier firms on the industrial value chain.

Analyzing the difference in the BRC effect according to buyers’ purchase situation and
buyer-referrer congruency is a good research topic. In this study, the author included firm
size and industry of respondents as control variables, but results were not significant. How-
ever, a multigroup comparison according to distinctive factors would be a meaningful study.
Lastly, it is imperative to identify the effect differentiation and mechanism when BRC is
presented as rich media (e.g., video testimonial). In particular, at a time when the center of
B2B marketing is moving to digital due to COVID-19, the importance of research analyzing
BRC effects by using various new digital technologies is further increased.
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APPENDIX

World’s fastest growing automaker RainFin introduces cutting-

edge enterprise mobile solution ‘Fast-It

In recent years, the automotive company has been demanding agility 10 quickly adept
and complement customer needs. Fast-It makes it possible o respond fo th
changes, Fast-It is the enterprise mobile solution that enables you to communicate
anytime, anywhere, and instanily reflect your idea

- Tammy Allen, Chief Marketing Officer, RainFin

In May 2017, RainFin, the fastest growing aulomotive company in the world,
successfully introduced the No. 1 enterprise mobile solution “Fast-If™™. Intranet is
now accessible to fciltate working as integrated mobile apps via SSO(single sign-

on).

In carly 2014, RainFin began to consider flexibility and mobility in a work
environment 10 respond to shorter development and release cycles. However, the
high initial investment cost of USD 20 billion that was required to build the
infrastructure and platform directly delayed the process.

The introduction of the enterprise mobile solution, which had been sluggish for
three years, could be realized as cloud based *Fast-It Movemix™" which integrates
legacy mobile apps. Also, cost efficient, scalable on-demand computing

environment, “Fast-It Mobile at Scale’™, makes it fast and easy to develop and

‘mobile apps ata

Jack Spence, the head of RainFin’s tech team in Carton, CA, expressed satisfuction
that, “The introduction of the Fast-It solution has surprisingly improved the
convenience of handling tasks and collaborating. Also, decision making cycle fime

speeded up to 30 percent.”

“Before the introduction, T was concerned. Bu

it was unnecessary. Mobile
transformationexperts delivered and implemented all the procedures. And.

onboarding team supports technical issues with 24/7 chat, email and phone ™

Non-narrative BRC stimuli

World’s fastest growing automaker RainFin introduces cutting-

edge enterprise mobile solution ‘Fast-1t’

Business Challenges

- Demand for agility to quickly adapt and complement automotive customer needs is

increasing

- Flexibility and mobility needed in a work environment that can respond to shorter

development & release cycles

access the internet to facilitate working anywhere, anytime

- Mobile transformation was delayed due o high initial investment (USD 20 million)

Decided to adopt cloud-based No.1 enterprise mobile solution *Fast-It” for cost
efficiency and scalabilit

Products and Services

- Provided an on-demand computing environment ‘Fast-It Mobile at Scale™ (0 easily

and quickly develop and manage dedicated enterprise mobile apps

- Integrated legacy mobile apps into *Fast-It Movemix™ solution, which is accessible

via SSO(single sign-on)

- Delivered and implemented by mobile transformation experts

Promote the introduction of enterprise mobile solutions where employees are able to

Country : United States

Industry : Automotive

Customer

* Mul

tional automotive
manufacturer

« Third largest vehicle
‘manufacturer in the world

« Vehicles are sold in 193

countries world-wide

Products and services

- Fast-It Mobile at Scale™
- FastIt Movemix™

Q 2017.10.30
Country : United States

Industry : Automotive

Customer

* Multinational automotive
manufacturer

* Third largest vehicle
‘manufacturer in the world

* Vehicles are sold in 193

countries world-wide

Products and services

- Provided onboarding teams with 24/7 chat, email and phone support for technical issues

Results
- Improved convenience of handling tasks and collaboration
- Accelerated decision making cycle time by 30%

- Communicate anylime, anywhere, and instantly deliver your ideas

- Fast-It Mobile at Scale™

- FastIt Movemix™
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