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Abstract: In an increasingly competitive digital environment, start-ups face substantial
challenges in achieving sustainable growth while establishing strong market positions. Drawing
on market orientation theory, digital branding, and relationship marketing, this study investigates
the direct and indirect effects of market orientation and digital branding on start-up growth,
with brand trust acting as a mediating variable. A quantitative research design was employed
using survey data collected from 100 start-up owners and marketing managers operating in
North Sulawesi, Indonesia. The proposed research model was tested using Partial Least Squares
Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM), which is appropriate for predictive models involving
latent constructs and mediation effects. The findings reveal that both market orientation and
digital branding exert significant positive effects on start-up growth. Digital branding
demonstrates the strongest influence on brand trust, highlighting the critical role of consistent
and interactive digital brand engagement in fostering consumer confidence. Brand trust, in turn,
significantly enhances start-up growth and partially mediates the relationships between market
orientation and growth, as well as between digital branding and growth. The results confirm that
while strategic orientations directly contribute to growth outcomes, their impact is substantially
strengthened through the psychological mechanism of brand trust. This study contributes to the
digital marketing and entrepreneurship literature by providing empirical evidence on the
mediating role of brand trust within an integrated PLS-SEM framework. From a managerial
perspective, the findings emphasize the importance for start-ups to align market-driven
strategies with coherent digital branding efforts to build trust and accelerate growth in digitally
competitive markets.

Keywords: Market Orientation; Digital Branding; Brand Trust; Start-Up Growth; PLS-SEM;
Digital Marketing.

INTRODUCTION

In the competitive digital era, startups face significant challenges in
asserting their market position while driving sustainable growth. Market
orientation strategy has been viewed as a crucial approach that enables
organizations to understand consumer needs, respond to competitive dynamics,
and create relevant value for customers. Market orientation supports startups'
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ability to identify market opportunities and respond quickly to changing
consumer demand, which in turn contributes to higher business performance
and overall business growth. For MSMEs and similar entities, market
orientation helps organizations remain adaptive to changes in the business
environment and contributes to long-term business sustainability(Huang, Xiang,
& Wu, 2025). With the advancement of digital technology, digital branding has
become a fundamental aspect of start-up marketing strategies. Digital branding
encompasses how brands present themselves and interact with audiences
through digital channels such as social media, websites, and other digital
platforms. Recent systematic research underscores the role of digital branding as
a strategic process that shapes consumer brand perceptions, enhances
competitive advantage, and supports the growth of small businesses in a highly
competitive digital environment. Literature studies indicate that digital branding
and brand orientation are closely linked to improved brand performance and
organizational growth potential, although further empirical research is needed to
comprehensively uncover the causal mechanisms(Fluhrer & Brahm, 2025).

Brand trust is now seen as a critical variable that can strengthen the
relationship between marketing strategy and organizational outcomes. Brand
trust reflects consumers' confidence in a brand's ability to deliver on its value
promise, which in turn influences consumer loyalty and purchasing decisions.
Studies on digital marketing have found that digital marketing activities such as
social media campaigns can increase brand trust, which in turn positively
impacts purchase intentions and consumer loyalty (Almayra et al., 2025). Other
research found that the informativeness, interactivity, and relevance
components of digital content contribute significantly to building brand trust
which then influences consumer decisions (Gokerik, 2024).

The main issue discussed in this article is the unclear mechanism by
which market orientation and digital branding contribute to start-up growth
through the formation of brand trust, and the extent to which brand trust plays
a mediating role in this relationship. Although the strategic marketing literature
extensively indicates that market orientation and digital branding strategies can
each have a positive impact on organizational performance, empirical evidence
regarding the causal interaction and mediating role of brand trust in the start-up
context is still limited and has not been structurally tested using the PLS-SEM
approach. Market orientation essentially reflects an organization's orientation
toward understanding market needs, gathering market information, and
responding to changes in consumer demand and competition (Narver & Slater,
1990), remains the conceptual foundation in many contemporary studies).
However, the direct link between market orientation and start-up growth has
not yet received sufficient empirical support in the evolving digital context,
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especially when compared to other variables such as product innovation or
technological capabilities.

Meanwhile, recent studies in digital marketing have highlighted the
importance of digital branding and social media marketing as digital strategy
tools that can strengthen the relationship between brands and consumers and
create stronger brand value (Azhar, Husain, Hamid, & Rahman, 2023). Social
media marketing activities not only increase consumer interaction but also build
brand trust, which then has a positive influence on purchasing behavior such as
repurchase intentions (Gokerik, 2024). In the context of start-ups, which are
often constrained by resources and brand visibility, the ability to build brand
trust through a combination of market orientation and digital branding can be a
strategic differentiator. However, empirical literature is still scarce using
structural analysis methods such as PLS-SEM to examine the relative
contribution and mediating pathways of brand trust in this relationship between
strategic variables (market orientation, digital branding) and organizational
growth. This issue is significant academically and practically because start-ups
need to understand whether their market orientation and digital branding
strategies directly impact growth or whether they influence it through consumer
psychological mechanisms such as brand trust. A structured analytical approach
using PLS-SEM will allow for simultaneous testing of the relationship pathways
and validation of the mediating role of brand trust as the primary explanatory
variable in the model.

Recent research shows that market orientation remains a crucial factor in
marketing strategy, supporting organizational adaptation to changing market
needs and preferences, especially in the rapidly changing digital era. Quantitative
studies in the context of creative startups have found that the combination of
market orientation, digital marketing, and other strategic elements such as brand
equity significantly impact overall business performance, reinforcing the role of
market orientation as a foundation for startup growth. The PLS-SEM model is
often used to test this relationship due to its ability to handle latent constructs
and complex data. The findings suggest that the market orientation dimension
positively contributes to the variance in organizational performance in the
structural model (Sutiksno, Tanihatu, Tjokro, & Fernando, 2025). Current
branding literature is increasingly focusing on how start-ups and SMEs build a
brand presence in the digital environment. Systematic reviews indicate an
increasing focus on digital brand building through digital channels such as social
media and consistent digital content, but there is a lack of empirical research
that combines digital branding with psychological mechanisms such as brand
trust and its impact on organizational growth (Fluhrer & Brahm, 2025). This
suggests the need for a more integrated model between digital branding strategy
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and business performance that can be tested structurally. Brand trust is
increasingly seen as a key variable in the relationship between digital marketing
activities and consumer behavior. Recent research has found that the quality of
digital marketing features (e.g., information, interactivity, relevance) can shape
brand trust, and brand trust, in turn, mediates the relationship between digital
marketing strategy and behavioral outcomes such as purchase intention or
loyalty (Almayra et al., 2025). These findings are consistent with the mediation
approach in structural models and emphasize the importance of brand trust as a
psychological mechanism bridging digital marketing strategies and market
performance outcomes. The Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling
(PLS-SEM) approach remains a key analytical technique in marketing research,
testing causal relationships among multiple latent variable constructs. Recent
studies have not only explored the direct relationships between digital marketing
strategy variables and market outcomes but also investigated mediation
pathways and indirect relationships, providing increasingly nuanced insights into
digital marketing mechanisms in the modern business context. This technique
has been used in various domains, including e-commerce, social media
marketing, and startup growth, to test complex and statistically valid theoretical
models (Eveland, Crutchfield, Tsang, & Sabol, 2024). Digital marketing and
market orientation research continues to grow, but there remains a significant
gap in the literature that specifically combines market orientation, digital
branding, and start-up growth through the mediation process of brand trust
with a robust causal model (Fluhrer & Brahm, 2025).

Research combining these elements within a single empirical framework
remains limited, opening up opportunities for studies that integrate fundamental
marketing strategy variables and consumer psychology and their impact on start-
up organizational growth. While there is evidence of a positive relationship
between digital marketing practices and consumer behavioral outcomes through
the mediation of brand trust, the literature is still limited on empirically linking
market orientation, digital branding, and start-up growth through the mediating
mechanism of brand trust within a structural model. Few studies have tested this
complex causal model in the start-up context using the partial least squares
structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) approach, which is well-suited for
addressing latent constructs and mapping the relationship paths between
variables. PLS-SEM analysis allows for the estimation of mediation paths by
considering the reliability and validity of constructs, as well as the strength of
relationships between variables within a comprehensive theoretical model.

This study aims to fill this gap by evaluating the causal relationships
between market orientation, digital branding, brand trust, and start-up growth
using PLS-SEM. The findings are expected to make a significant contribution to
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the strategic marketing literature and provide practical guidance for start-up
decision-makers in designing effective digital marketing strategies to support
long-term growth.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Market Orientation and Brand Trust

Modern strategic marketing research shows that market orientation
enables organizations to understand customer needs, recognize competitor
behavior, and adapt their business strategies responsively in a dynamic
environment (Gokerik, 2024). In the startup context, market orientation
influences customers' perceptions of an organization's ability to respond to
market demands appropriately and consistently, which in turn can strengthen
brand trust. This approach is consistent with the customer relationship model,
which positions trust as a result of customers' experiences with an organization's
responsiveness to market needs (Almayra et al., 2025). Studies relevant to digital
marketing variants confirm that effective marketing activities, integrated with a
strong market understanding, contribute to increased customer trust in the
brand, which in turn drives consumer behavior outcomes and further
organizational performance (Sutiksno et al., 2025)(Li, Shi, Wang, & Xia, 2023).
These findings support the hypothesis that market orientation contributes to the
formation of brand trust through meeting customer needs and consistent brand
interactions, establishing the basis for this study's first hypothesis.

H1: Market orientation has a positive and significant effect on brand trust.
Digital Branding and Brand Trust

In the digital era, digital branding has become a key element for start-ups
to build brand identity and establish closer relationships with customers through
digital channels such as social media, websites, and mobile applications(Almayra
et al, 2025). A consistent digital strategy approach has the potential to
strengthen the perception of brand reliability and credibility in the eyes of
customers. Recent research examining the role of brand trust as a mediator in
digital marketing models shows that brand trust is often a bridging variable in
the relationship between digital marketing activities (e.g., social media) and
consumer behavioral outcomes such as purchase decisions or loyalty (Gokerik,
2024). In this context, digital branding not only increases brand visibility but
also contributes to building customer trust through relevant and informative
digital interactions.

H2: Digital branding has a positive and significant impact on brand trust.
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Market Orientation and Start-Up Growth

Market orientation has been empirically linked to better organizational
performance outcomes, including sales growth, market expansion, and an
increased customer base. Startups with a strong market orientation tend to be
more adaptive to environmental changes and new opportunities, thus driving
faster growth than startups that are less responsive to market signals.
Quantitative literature in the context of startups and MSMEs shows that a
strong understanding of market needs is a significant predictor in structural
models of market performance and overall business growth. Market orientation,
along with other strategic variables such as digital marketing and brand equity,
has a positive contribution to startup performance that can be linked to
organizational growth (Sutiksno et al., 2025).

H3: Market orientation has a positive and significant effect on start-up growth.
Digital Branding and Start-Up Growth

Digital branding increases brand recognition and customer engagement
through digital channels, ultimately contributing to an organization's business
growth. This relationship is supported by empirical findings in the digital
marketing context, which note that effective digital branding practices atre
closely related to market performance outcomes, including sales growth and
customer loyalty (Almayra et al., 2025). Thus, an integrated digital branding
strategy is crucial for startup growth in a competitive digital landscape.

H4: Digital branding has a positive and significant impact on startup growth.
Brand Trust and Start-Up Growth

Brand trust is a key psychological element in relationship marketing
literature that fosters loyalty, repeat purchase decisions, and word-of-mouth
recommendations, all factors that accelerate startup growth. Research evaluating
brand trust in various digital marketing contexts indicates that trust in a brand
leads to stronger consumer behavioral outcomes that impact organizational
growth. This is reinforced by empirical evidence in digital marketing studies that
position brand trust as a significant predictor of end-consumer behavior
(Almayra et al., 2025).

H5: Brand trust has a positive and significant effect on start-up growth.
Brand Trust Mediation

The two main strategic variables (market orientation and digital
branding) not only have a direct impact on start-up growth but are also thought
to work through the mediation channel of brand trust (Ahsan & Dewi, 2025). In
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the digital and relationship marketing literature, research findings suggest that
brand trust often mediates the relationship between marketing activities and
consumer behavioral outcomes, explaining the psychological mechanisms that
link organizational strategy to market performance (Almayra et al., 2025).
Therefore, brand trust mediation is considered an important pathway explaining
how an organization's internal strategy can be reflected in external performance
growth through customer perceptions of trust.

Ho6: Brand trust mediates market orientation and has a positive and significant
effect on start-up growth.

H7: Brand trust mediates digital branding and has a positive and significant
effect on start-up growth.

Research Model

This research model is designed to explain the causal mechanisms
between strategic orientation and start-up growth performance in the context of
digital marketing, with brand trust as the primary mediating variable.
Conceptually, the model integrates the perspectives of market orientation
theory, digital branding, and relationship marketing within a single PLS-SEM-
based structural framework. See Figure 1.

Figure 1. The Research Model Developed
The model consists of four reflective latent constructs, namely:
1. Market Orientation (MO)

Market orientation represents a start-up's ability to understand customer
needs, monitor competitors, and proactively respond to market dynamics. This
construct is measured through ten indicators (MO1-MO10) that reflect
customer orientation, competitor orientation, and inter-functional coordination.
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In the model, market orientation is positioned as an exogenous variable that
directly influences brand trust and start-up growth.

2. Digital Branding (DB)

Digital branding reflects the intensity and quality of a start-up's efforts in
building a brand identity through digital channels, including brand message
consistency, digital interactions, and online brand visibility. This construct is
measured using eight indicators (DB1-DB8) and acts as an exogenous variable
that influences brand trust and start-up growth.

3. Brand Trust (BT)

Brand trust is a mediating variable that describes the level of customer
trust in a startup brand, including perceptions of reliability, credibility, and brand
commitment. This construct is measured by twelve indicators (BT1-BT12). In
the structural model, brand trust functions as a psychological mechanism that
bridges the influence of market orientation and digital branding on startup
growth.

4. Start-Up Growth (SU)

Start-up growth is the primary endogenous variable representing the
growth of start-up performance, including increased sales, market expansion,
increased customer base, and strengthened brand position. This construct is
measured through eight indicators (SU1-SUS).

Structurally, the model tests:

1. The direct influence of market orientation and digital branding on start-up
growth,

2. The influence of market orientation and digital branding on brand trust,
3. The influence of brand trust on start-up growth,

4. The mediating role of brand trust in the relationship between market
orientation and digital branding on start-up growth.

The PLS-SEM approach was chosen because the model is predictive,
involves multiple indicators, and tests mediation relationships simultaneously
with a relatively moderate sample size.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This study uses a non-experimental quantitative approach with a survey
as the primary data collection method. The focus is on testing the causal
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relationship between market orientation, digital branding, brand trust (as a
mediator), and start-up growth. Data analysis was performed using Partial Least
Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM)(Guenther, Guenther, Ringle,
& Zaefarian, 2023), because this method is able to handle structural models with
many latent constructs and indicators, and works effectively with relatively small
sample sizes and data that do not have to be normally distributed (Hair, Risher,
Sarstedt, & Ringle, 2019). PLS-SEM is also suitable for analyzing the mediation
effects between latent variables simultaneously in one structural model (Hair,
Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2017). PLS-SEM is frequently used in marketing and
business strategy research because of its ability to reflect complex theoretical
relationships between constructs (Sarstedt & Liu, 2024).

Population and Sample

The study population consisted of start-up entrepreneurs or marketing
managers actively involved in digital marketing in North Sulawesi. Sampling was
conducted using a purposive sampling technique, with the following criteria:
participants actively using digital marketing strategies, having knowledge of
market orientation, and having experience in digital brand development. The
number of respondents was 100, based on considerations of minimum statistical
representation for the PLS-SEM model and the relevance of the local context,
following the minimum sample requirement approach in PLS-SEM research.
Several methodological studies have shown that PLS-SEM can be operated well
on samples of around 100 respondents, especially when the model is not too
complex and the variable indicators have been validated through credible
instruments (A. Sharma & Sharma, 2023).

Research Instruments

The research instrument was a closed-ended questionnaire based on a 5-
point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). This
questionnaire consisted of several main sections:

e Market Orientation: measured using simplified items derived from previous
research that are valid and have been tested for reliability in the context of
strategic digital marketing.

e Digital Branding: indicators include respondents' perceptions of digital
branding activities, social media engagement, and brand value consistency
across digital channels.
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e Brand Trust: measured using indicators reflecting consumer or customer
trust in the brand, such as reliability, credibility, and repeat intention to use
the start-up's services or products.

e Start-Up Growth: operationalized as a measure of start-up growth based on
respondents' perceptions of revenue growth, market expansion, and brand
development since inception.

The construct items were developed through adaptations of scales
published in academic journals and pilot tested to ensure content validity and
clarity.

Data Collection

Data collection was conducted both online and offline to reach start-up
entrepreneurs in North Sulawesi. The questionnaire was distributed via email,
through local entrepreneurial community groups, and through in-person
interviews, as needed. Each respondent was asked to provide informed consent
before completing the questionnaire, and data was kept confidential.

Data Analysis Techniques.
Data analysis was carried out in several stages:

1) Validity and Reliability Test:

* Convergent Validity is evaluated based on factor loading values and
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for each latent variable indicator.

" Discriminant Validity is tested using criteria such as the Fornell-Larcker
and Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT).

* Internal Reliability is measured using Composite Reliability (CR) and
Cronbach's Alpha.

2) Structural Model Evaluation and Hypothesis Testing:

* Path coefficients were analyzed to examine the relationships between
constructs.

" The R? (Coefficient of Determination) was evaluated to determine the
proportion of variance explained by the model in the dependent variable
(start-up growth).

* Bootstrapping was performed to assess the significance of the path
relationships and the mediating effect of brand trust, which was tested
using a bootstrap procedure based on techniques recommended in the
PLS-SEM literature.
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PLS-SEM is an analysis method that was also chosen because it can
assess the mediation effect holistically in a series of models without needing to
separate the measurement and structure evaluation stages(Sarstedt & Liu, 2024).
This approach provides more stable parameter estimates in models with
multiple indicators and moderate samples. PLS-SEM analysis was performed
using SmartPLS 4 software because it provides an interface for simultaneously
evaluating measurement and structural models and easily running bootstrapping
procedures.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Outer Model Evaluation

The results of this study were calculated by testing the outer model using
validity tests, namely convergent validity and discriminant validity. Convergent
validity was obtained by testing the factor loadings and average variance
extracted (AVE). Discriminant validity was obtained by calculating the Fornell-
Lacker criterion, cross-loading, and heterotrait-monotrait. Validity was used to
measure the validity of the instruments used.

The model test results were followed by a reliability test. Reliability in
this study measures the extent to which the test measurements remain
consistent after repeated administration to the same subjects under the same
conditions (Sarstedt & Liu, 2024). The goal is to ensure this research is reliable
and provides consistent results for the same measurement. Reliability testing is
used to verify the consistency of answers to the questionnaire items, which are
used twice to measure the same symptoms(Sarstedt, Ringle, Smith, Reams, &
Hair, 2014). The reliability calculation results were obtained through composite
reliability and Cronbach's alpha reliability calculations. Reliability tests were used
to measure the reliability of the instruments used in this study.

Convergent Validity

The convergent validity of this study was obtained to prove that
respondents could understand the statements of each latent variable. Testing the
convergent validity of the reflective indicators was carried out with the
assessment condition that the factor loading value was > 0.7 (Hair, Ringle, &
Sarstedt, 2012). At the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) value > 0.5. In the
initial research stage of developing a measurement scale, the loading factor value
of 0.5 — 0.6 is considered sufficient(Chin & Todd, 1995). Convergent Validity
means there is a strong positive correlation between the indicator score and the
latent variable score. See table 1.
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Table 1. Convergent Validity Result

Average :
. . Outer Cut variance Cronbach's Corpp9§1te ..
Variable Indicator  Items . reliability Description
Loading Off  extracted alpha h
(AVE) (tho_c)
BT1 0.802
Perceptions of BT2 0.744
Rehablhty BT3 0729
BT4 0.871
BT5 0.775
Brand .
Trust Credibility BT6 0.759 0,7 0,628 0,946 0,953 Vallidbfc
(BT) BT7 0.873 Reliable
BT8 0.803
BT9 0.774
Brand BT10 0.776
Commitment BT11 0.824
BT12 0.768
DB1 0.752
Brand Message
Consistency DB2 0.765
DB3 0.762
Digital .
Branding  Digiall =~ —e—020 07 0,591 0,901 0,920 X:Ejbf;
(DB) Interactions DB5 0.819
DB6  0.727
Online Brand DB7 0.822
Visibility  ppg 0757
MO1 0.798
Customer MO2 0.797
Orientation MO3 0.804
Orientation MO5 0.707 0,7 0,582 0,920 0,933 Reliabl
(MO)  Competitor chable
Orientation MO6_ 0.769
MO7 0.730
Inter-Functional MOS8 0.790
Coordiﬁatioﬂ M09 0733
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MO10 0.710
Increased Sales SUl_0.798
SU2  0.745
Market SU3 0.712
Start-Up  Expansion .
Growth SU4_ 0.783 0,7 0,628 0,915 0,931 Xallildb(l&
(SU) Increased SU5  0.804 cHable

Customer Base SU6 0.812

Strengthened SU7  0.871
Brand Position SUS  0.803

Loading Factor

In this study, the acceptance value of the loading factor was determined
by reading the outer loading value. The acceptance criterion is that if the outer
loading is = 0.7, it is still acceptable, meaning that the questionnaire item
answers can still explain the latent variable using convergent validity. In Table
1, the results of this calculation show that all indicators of all variables studied
are all > 0.7. This means that all indicators used in this study have been
convergently valid. For example, in indicator variable 1, namely BT1, there is an
outer loading value of 0.802, meaning that the outer loading value of 0.802
indicates that 80.2% of the questions/questionnaires used in this study have
been able to explain the BT variable, namely brand trust, so that they have been
convergently valid. Based on the results of the study in Figure 1, it can be seen
that all indicators of this study have an outer loading value > 0.7, so it can be
concluded that all indicators of this study have been convergently valid based on
the outer loading value.

Average 1V ariance Extracted (A1E)

The validity results were also carried out using the Convergent Validity
test by calculating the AVE wvalue. This technique measures the Average
Variance Extracted value. If the measurement value AVE is >= (.5, it can be
concluded that the variable is convergently valid. The AVE results are shown in
Table 1, indicating that all calculated factors have values greater than 0.5. For
example, the Brand Trust variable shows a calculation result of 0.628, which
means the AVE result is greater than 0.5 as the acceptance rate. Therefore, it
can be concluded that the calculation of the variable indicator has been proven
valid. The same method was also carried out on the indicators of the other
variables in this study. Based on Table 1, it can be concluded that all variables in
this study are convergently valid.
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Discriminant validity

Discriminant validity is used to prove that the statements of each latent
variable are not confused by respondents who answer the questionnaire based
on statements in other latent variables, both in terms of meaning and
description of the statements. The conditions for accepting discriminant validity
are determined by the criteria that the Average Extracted (AVE) value of the
extracted average variance must be higher than the correlation involving the
latent variable. In addition, in the cross-loading value, the correlation of the
construct with the measurement item of the construct itself is > other
constructs. Next is the heterotrait monotrait ratio (HTMT) value <0.9. In
addition, the cross-loading value of each variable is >0.9 and the square root
value of AVE > Correlation between latent constructs. Discriminant validity in
this study was determined by calculating the Fornell Lacker Criterion and Cross-
Loading values.

Reliabilitas Composite

Composite reliability is a type of combined reliability of each latent
variable/indicator, which begins with mathematical calculations in finding the
coefficient of reliability that is resistant to violations of assumptions. Composite
reliability can be relied upon to measure the internal consistency of indicator
variables contained in the latent variable. The conditions used in this study are if
the composite reliability value is greater than 0.7 (> 0.7), then the indicator
variables contained in the latent variable have the same variance among them
and can be declared reliable. The acceptance value used is the Composite
Reliability acceptance value must be greater than the Cronbach alpha value to be
declared reliable. The results of the composite reliability test in this study are as
shown in the table 1.

The results in Table 1 indicate that all variables used in this study are
reliable. This is evident from the composite reliability value, which is greater
than the Cronbach's alpha value. Therefore, it can be concluded that the
instrument used to measure the research variables is reliable. Therefore, it can
be concluded that the instrument for all variables is reliable and can be said to
be reliable and effective for use in research.

Cronbach Alpha

The results of the Cronbach's Alpha reliability calculation serve as a
benchmark for describing the correlation or relationship between the created
scale and all existing variable scales. The standard for acceptance of reliable
Cronbach's alpha is > 0.7. The results of the Cronbach's Alpha calculation test
can be seen in Table 1. The results have shown that the calculated value of
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Cronbach's Alpha Reliability is greater than 0.7 so it can be said that the
instrument is reliable and effective for use in research.

Fornell Lacker Criterion

The results of the Fornell Lacker Criterion calculations show that the
AVE construct value is greater than its correlation value with other constructs.
The results of the Fornell Lacker Criterion calculations can be seen in the table
2.

Table 2. Fornell-Lacker Criterion Results

Brand Digital Market Start-Up

Variable Trust Branding Orientation Growth  Information
®B) OB (MO SU)
Brand Trust (BT) 0,793 Valid
Digital Branding Valid
(DB) 0,747 0,769
Market Valid
Orientation (MO) 0,626 0,681 0,763
Start-Up Growth Valid
(SU) 0,808 0,782 0,748 0,792

The results in Table 2 show that the correlation between the variable
values is greater than the correlation between the variable values themselves and
the other wvariables. Thus, it can be concluded that all variables studied are
discriminantly valid.

Cross Loading

The results of the cross-loading calculation are obtained from the
correlation between the indicator and other variables. The results of the cross-
loading calculation are shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Cross Loading (Discriminatory Validity) Results

Brand Digital Market Start-Up
Variable Items Trust Branding  Orientation  Growth  Information
(BT) (DB) MO) (SU)
BT1 0.802 0.727 0.559 0.650
Brand Trust Valid

BT10 0.776 0.535 0.496 0.587
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BT11  0.824 0.621 0.540 0.702
BT12  0.768 0.526 0.438 0.669
BT2  0.744 0.692 0.580 0.599
BT3  0.729 0.529 0.433 0.523
BT4 0871 0.626 0.530 0.741
BT5  0.775 0.535 0.436 0.639
BT6  0.759 0.507 0.426 0.603
BT7 0873 0.627 0.532 0.739
BTS  0.803 0.596 0.510 0.632
BT9  0.774 0.542 0.442 0.558
DBl 0540 0.752 0.567 0.623
DB2  0.526 0.765 0515 0.573
DB3  0.608 0.762 0.508 0.654
Digital DB4 0552 0.738 0.552 0.612 il
Branding DB5 0574 0.819 0.494 0.592
DBG6  0.642 0.727 0519 0.562
DB7  0.622 0.822 0517 0.621
DB8 0513 0.757 0510 0.557
MO1 0418 0.486 0.798 0.506
MO10 0552 0.556 0.710 0.620
MO2 0472 0.563 0.797 0.585
MO3  0.440 0.476 0.804 0.560
g?iﬁ?ctation MO4 0420 0.515 0.782 0.525 Valid
MO5 0395 0.435 0.707 0.514
MOG 0413 0.532 0.769 0.537
MO7 0586 0.548 0.730 0.623
MO8 0512 0.549 0.790 0.596
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MO9  0.499 0.491 0.733 0.588

SU1 0.635 0.687 0.682 0.798

SU2 0.585 0.672 0.630 0.745

SU3 0.527 0.568 0.523 0.712
Start-Up SU4 0.645 0.560 0.527 0.783 Valid
Growth SU5 0.583 0.661 0.492 0.804

SUG 0.618 0.629 0.582 0.812

SU7 0.782 0.633 0.699 0.871

SU8 0.713 0.540 0.574 0.803

The results in Table 3 show that the cross-loading value for each
indicator is higher for its parent construct than for other variable constructs.
This result indicates that the indicatot's loading value for the construct is greater
than its cross-loading. Therefore, the cross-loading value meets the
requirements for discriminant validity and is declared valid.

Heterotrait — Monotrait

Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) is a heterotrait-monotrait correlation
ratio used to measure the similarity between latent variables. The results of the
calculations in this study can be seen in Tables 4.

Table 4. Discriminant Validity - Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) Results

Digital Market

Branding Orientation Grsotiftt}_l[ggU) Information
(DB) (MO)
Brand Trust (BT) Valid
Digital Branding (DB) 0,803 Valid
h(l/\[/?rolzet Orientation 0659 0743 Valid
Start-Up Growth (SU) 0,860 0,860 0,804 Valid

The HTMT results in Tables 3 indicate that the HTMT value must be
<0.9 to be declared valid. The HTMT calculation results show that all variables
in this study have HTMT wvalues <0.9, thus, it can be stated that they are
discriminant valid.
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Inner Model Test

The results of this study have produced a model that was built to test
whether the model was good or not. To measure this model, the researchers
used the Inner Model Test (Model Fit). This study used model fit calculations
using SRMR and NFT values.

SRMR Valne

The results of the Inner Model Test are obtained by calculating the
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) value. SRMR is a tool for
measuring model fit. A good SRMR wvalue is below 0.08. A high SRMR value
indicates that the model needs improvement. The calculated SRMR value must
be less than or equal to 0.10, thus meeting the model fit criteria. The calculated
SRMR value can be seen in Table 5.

Table 5. SRMR Fit Model Results

Saturated Model Estimated Model
SRMR 0,081 0,081
d_ULS 4,811 4,811

d_G 6,563 6,563
Chi-square 2099,603 2099,603
NFI 0,535 0,535

The results in Table 5 show that the SRMR value is 0.081 < 0.1, which is
the maximum acceptable value. This means that the calculated value meets the
criteria for good fit, and the model can be considered good and suitable for use
in research.

Nilai NFI

The NFI calculation results, with a value close to 1 (> 0.9), indicate a fit
or satisfactory fit. The acceptance value can be seen in NFI table 5. The results
in Table 5 show that the Model Fit value is NFI = 0.535. This means that the
NFI value has shown that the model built is quite good. The percentage of the
model built is obtained by NFI x 100%, so the percentage of the model built is
NFI = 0.535 x 100% = 53.5% Fit model. This means that the model that has
been built is declared fit and can be implemented.

Structural - Inner Model Test (R-Square)

The results of the structural model calculations to evaluate the model are
seen from the R-square, which is the Coefficient of Determination. This study
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uses R-square to predict the relationship between latent variables. In addition, it
is also used to measure the model's quality criteria or goodness of fit.
Researchers also use R-square to measure the coefficient of determination,
which indicates the magnitude of the influence of exogenous latent variables on
endogenous latent variables. R-square can be seen from the r-square value for
the endogenous latent construct as a predictive power. The calculation results
can be seen in Table 6.

Table 6. R-square Results

R-square R-square adjusted
Brand Trust (BT) 0.584 0.575
Start-Up Growth (SU) 0.773 0.766

In this study, the value used is R-Square Adjusted because the
exogenous latent variables used simultaneously have an effect on the
endogenous variables. The results in table 11 show that the value of the Brand
Trust (BT) variable = 0.575 x 100% = 57.5% is influenced by exogenous
variables and includes a moderate influence, and the Start-Up Growth (SU)
variable = 0.766 x 100% = 76.7%, is influenced by exogenous variables and the
influence is strong.

Effect Size (F-square)

This study also calculated the Effect Size, which is the magnitude of the
influence between variables. The F-square acceptance value is 0.02, which is
considered small, 0.15, which is considered medium, and 0.35, which is
considered strong. Values less than 0.02 can be ignored or considered to have
no effect (Hair et al., 2017). The calculation results can be seen in Table 7.

Table 7. R-square Results

F-Square Effect Size

Brand Trust = Start-Up Growth 0.329 Medium
Digital Branding = Brand Trust 0.461 Strong
Digital Branding = Start-Up Growth 0.104 Medium
Market Orientation = Brand Trust 0.062 Small
Market Orientation = Start-Up Growth 0.214 Medium

The results in table 7 show that the effect size is large with the F
criterion. The results show that the Exogenous Variable Brand Trust on the
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endogenous variable Start-Up Growth has an F value of 0.329, which means
that the Brand Trust variable has a STRONG influence on Start-Up Growth.
The same thing is the exogenous variable Digital Branding on the endogenous
variable Brand Trust has an F value of 0.461, meaning that Digital Branding has
a STRONG influence on Brand Trust. On the exogenous variable Digital
Branding on the endogenous variable Start-Up Growth, it has an F value of
0.104, meaning that Digital Branding has a SMALL influence on Start-Up
Growth. Next, the exogenous variable Market Orientation on the endogenous
variable Brand Trust has an F value of 0.062, meaning that Market Orientation
has a SMALL influence on Brand Trust. Finally, the exogenous variable Market
Orientation on the endogenous variable Start-Up Growth has an F value of
0.214, meaning that Market Orientation has a STRONG influence on Start-Up
Growth.

Hypothesis Testing

After conducting various evaluations, the next step is to test the
hypothesis. Hypothesis testing is used to explain the direction of the
relationship between the independent and dependent variables. This testing is
conducted using path analysis, indirect effects, and total effects, F-square, R-
square, and adjusted R-square for the model created. See Figure 2.

St Taa il M )

i L

Figure 2. Path Analysis Results.
Direct Hypothesis Testing

The calculated value of the Inner Model Test Evaluation (Significance
T-STATISTIC) is a calculation result that shows the significance value of a
variable. This value can be seen in the T-STATISTIC calculation results, which
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show how significant the influence of exogenous variables on the endogenous
variable, namely digital transformation. The acceptance value is the significance
level used alpha = 0.05 or the T-Statistic value > 1.96 = significant. See table 8.

Table 8. Path Analysis Results

Original ~ Sample Standard T statistics

sample mean  deviation (IO/STDE alljl os
©) (M)  (STDEV) VD) ¥

Brand Trust =2
Stare-Up Growth 0,424 0,417 0,106 3,986 0,000
Digital Branding ) .o 0,592 0,096 6,211 0,000
Brand Trust
Digital Branding = 0,254 0,242 0,117 2,172 0,030
Start-Up Growth
Market Orientation
> Boand Trost 0,219 0,233 0,087 2,526 0,012
Market Orientadon ) 5 0325 0,074 4,202 0,000

- Start-Up Growth

Indirect Hypothesis Testing

Indirect hypothesis testing was used to examine the Brand Trust variable
as a mediating variable for start-up growth. The results of the analysis can be
seen in Table 9.

Table 9. Specific Indirect Results

Original Sample Standard .
- T statistics
sample mean deviation P values

O, o) (STDEy) (O/STDEVD
Digital Branding
g%) ‘_>>Bmfs“jathfgs; 0253 0245 0,068 3737 0,000
Growth (SU)
Market Orientation
(MO) -> Brand Trust ) 105 995 046 2,001 0,045

BT) -> Start-Up
Growth (SU)
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Discussion

Brand Trust Positively and Significant Influences Start-Up Growth (8 =
0.424, p < 0.001; T-statistics = 3.986)

The analysis results show a path coefficient of (3 = 0.424, p = 0.000 <
0.05 or T-statistic = 3.986 > 1.96). This indicates that brand trust has a strong
and significant positive influence on start-up growth. This suggests that
marketing that emphasizes brand trust plays a role in generating customer
loyalty, repeat purchases, and recommendations. This finding means that the
stronger a customer's trust in a start-up brand, the greater the likelihood of
customer behaviors that contribute to organizational growth, such as repeat
purchases, increased purchases, word-of-mouth recommendations, and long-
term loyalty.

This finding aligns with studies that found brand trust to be a strong
predictor of consumer behavior that impacts organizational performance in the
digital marketplace(De Vries, Gensler, & Leeflang, 2017). These findings
strengthen the argument that brand trust is not only a driver of loyalty but also
drives start-up growth through stronger market behavior (Nguyen, Yu, Melewar,
& Chen, 2015). Brand trust contributes to an organization’s key performance
outcomes (Jain, Basu, & Dwivedi, 2024). Customer satisfaction and perceived
value have a positive relationship with brand trust (Wongsansukcharoen, 2022).
This relationship theoretically leads to positive consumer behavioral outcomes,
which in turn impact organizational performance parameters such as loyalty and
market growth. The results of this study support the notion that brand trust is a
critical variable that forms the foundation for strong customer relationships,
which in turn contribute to stronger organizational outcomes, including growth.
Brand trust, as an emotional component of brand experience, plays a key role in
the chain of influence from consumer experience to loyalty and other marketing
outcomes (Ismail & Mohamad, 2022). This loyalty and trust are often linked to
the organization’s long-term performance indicators, which are reflected in
start-up growth (Monfort, Lopez-Vazquez, & Sebastian-Morillas, 2025).

Digital Branding Strongly Predicts and Significant Brand Trust (B =
0.598, p < 0.001; T-statistics = 6.211)

The analysis results show that the Digital Branding variable has the
highest 8 value among all, namely the path coefficient of (§ = 0.598, p = 0.000
<0.05 or T-statistic = 6.211 > 1.906). These results indicate that Digital Branding
has a strong and significant influence on Brand Trust. This strong and
significant influence between digital branding and brand trust indicates that
strategically designed digital branding activities contribute substantially to the
formation of consumer trust in start-up brands. This shows that an effective
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digital branding strategy is very important in forming trust in brands. The
Digital marketing and trust variables show that content-rich, consistent, and
credible digital interactions increase the perception of customer trust (Haudi et
al., 2022).

This finding aligns with empirical evidence that digital branding is the
primary basis for building brand trust in the digital era. This concept is
consistent with intensive digital marketing and digital branding, which
significantly increase brand trust through digital interaction channels, credible
content, and continuous consumer engagement (Huang et al., 2025). Effective
digital marketing strategies have a positive and significant effect on brand trust,
brand image, and ultimately purchase intention among online consumers, using
PLS-SEM to assess these relationships (Pradana, Rubiyanti, & Hadi, 2025).
These findings suggest that digital engagement through social channels shapes
perceptions of brand credibility and reliability, which in turn strengthens
consumer trust in online brands. Brand trust plays a crucial role as a
psychological response to a company's digital approach. Social media marketing
strategies significantly increase brand trust, and this trust then becomes a crucial
channel of influence for consumer behavioral outcomes such as purchase
intention and loyalty (Rizky Andhanu Prasetyo, Siregar, & Phuc, 2025). These
findings show a high path coefficient value indicating a strong contribution of
digital branding to the formation of brand trust, which is strategic capital in
increasing start-up growth.

Digital Branding Influences and Significant Start-Up Growth (B = 0.254,
P = 0.030; T-statistik = 2.172)

The analysis results show that there is a strong and significant influence
between Digital Branding on Start-Up Growth, although the strength of the
effect is lower than through the brand trust channel. This is seen from the
calculated results of B = 0.254, p = 0.030 < 0.05 or T-statistic = 2.172 > 1.96.
This indicates that digital branding has a direct and significant influence on start-
up growth, but some of its influence may occur through the role of brand trust.
These results are consistent with the finding that digital marketing strategies
increase brand visibility and customer engagement, which then impacts the
growth of organizational performance (Tiago & Verissimo, 2014). These
findings support that digital branding is an important element in marketing
strategies that can expand market reach, increase brand visibility, and encourage
repeat purchasing decisions (Salaheldeen, 2026)(Hirschmann, 2025). Digital
content marketing as part of digital branding produces positive brand outcomes
such as increased engagement, emotional attachment, and consumer loyalty, all
of which indirectly strengthen the value and growth of the organization
(Pratama & Febriati, 2025). These findings reinforce that digital branding not
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only creates brand awareness but also plays a role in performance outputs such
as start-up growth when operationalized through effective customer
engagement and authentic content (La Ragione & Risitano, 20206)(Freytag,
2019).

This condition is also in line with other studies that found a positive
relationship between digital marketing and business growth, although it is not
always strong in all contexts (Arias-Pérez, Velez-Ocampo, & Cepeda-Cardona,
2020). The adoption of digital marketing in the context of small businesses
shows that digital strategies such as online marketing, global reach, and
customer interaction have contributed to improving the performance and
growth of small and medium-sized companies (Kautish, Sarangi, Lan, Mehrotra,
& Simillidou, 2025). The findings of this study extend the evidence by showing
that within the start-up context, digital branding directly impacts organizational
growth, adding an important empirical dimension beyond mere brand awareness
or loyalty.

Market Orientation Predicts and Significant Brand Trust (8 = 0.219, p =
0.012; T-statistics = 2.5206)

The results of this analysis confirm that market orientation contributes
positively and significantly to brand trust, although its effect is more moderate
than digital branding. This result is evident from the § value = 0.219, p = 0.012
< 0.05 or T-statistic value = 2.526 > 1.96. This indicates that organizations that
are more responsive to market needs tend to create better customer experiences,
which in turn builds brand trust (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993). The results of the
analysis show that market orientation has a positive and significant influence on
brand trust, confirming the theoretical framework of relationship marketing
which places market orientation as one of the important antecedents in the
formation of consumer trust in a brand (P. Sharma, Srivastava, Sharma, Singh,
& Nijjer, 2024). Conceptually, start-ups that actively collect and respond to
information about customer needs and preferences will be better able to deliver
consistent value, thereby reducing consumer perception risk and strengthening
brand trust (Moroni, Arruda, & Araujo, 2015). This finding is in line with the
finding that market orientation significantly influences brand trust and brand
loyalty in the context of digital service brands (Iyer, 2020). Organizations that
demonstrate a strong market orientation successfully create stronger
relationships with customers through a deep understanding of consumer needs
and appropriate responses, thereby increasing trust in the brand (Gokerik, 2024)
(Haudi et al., 2022).

Market orientation not only influences cognitive components such as
perceived quality but also affective components such as trust (Li et al., 2023).
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These findings indicate a positive path from market orientation to brand trust
that impacts customer retention and recommendation intention, which
conceptually supports the relationship mechanism in the start-up model (Iyer,
2020). Although the service and start-up contexts are different, both emphasize
that an organization’s ability to understand and serve market needs is an
important foundation for creating brand trust (Ismail & Mohamad, 2022). The
results of this study strengthen the empirical evidence that market orientation is
an important strategy for building brand trust, which then contributes to higher
organizational performance outcomes.

Market Orientation Predicts and Significant Start-Up Growth (8 = 0.310,
P < 0.001; T-statistics = 4.202)

The results of the analysis show that the path coefficient value is § =
0.310, p < 0.001 < 0.05 or the T-statistic value = 4.202 > 1.96, indicating that
market orientation has a strong and significant influence on start-up growth,
supporting the argument that a strong market understanding is a strategic
resource that drives expansion, product innovation, and competitive response.
The results of this analysis are in accordance with the context of digital MSMEs
that market orientation contributes to creating a strong position in a competitive
market (Sultoni, Sudarmiatin, Hermawan, & Sopiah, 2022). The results of the
study indicate that market orientation has a positive and significant effect on
start-up growth, meaning that an organization’s ability to gather market insights,
analyze customer needs, and respond to competitive dynamics is correlated with
increased start-up growth outcomes. This is consistent with findings reporting
that market orientation, both responsive and proactive, has a significant positive
correlation with growth performance among the companies tested, and that
market orientation can facilitate the creation of competitive advantages that
support organizational performance growth in a dynamic environment (Wang,
Xue, & Guo, 2022) (Iyer, Davari, Zolfagharian, & Paswan, 2019). These
findings support empirical evidence that market-oriented strategies help
organizations evaluate customer needs and exploit market opportunities for
expansion and growth (Hanaysha & Al-Shaikh, 2024)(Ngo, 2021).

In addition, research results show that market orientation is consistently
associated with performance metrics that reflect growth (Gotteland, Shock, &
Sarin, 2020). Market orientation strengthens market performance through
strengthening integrated marketing communications, which in turn improves
company performance indicators in both developed and developing countries
(Butkouskaya, Llonch-Andreu, & Alarcon-del-Amo, 2024). This suggests that
market orientation is not only relevant in the context of customer relationships
but also correlates with market performance, reflecting the organization's overall
growth. This research finding, with a B value of 0.310, reinforces this literature
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in the startup context, suggesting that companies that understand and act on
market information have a greater chance of accelerating growth compared to
those that are less responsive to market dynamics.

Brand Trust Mediation between Digital Branding and Start-Up Growth
(B =0.253, T > 3.7, p < 0.001)

The findings of this research indicate that digital branding contributes
significantly to start-up growth through brand trust with a value of 8 = 0.253, T
> 3.7, p < 0.001. This confirms the role of brand trust as a key psychological
mechanism in the path of digital marketing strategy's influence on organizational
performance. This finding is consistent with the study that strong social media
marketing and digital content influence brand trust, which then impacts brand
equity and purchase intention in the structural model (Azhar et al, 2023)
(Gokerik, 2024). Quality digital engagement increases consumer perception of
brand credibility and value, which in turn increases trust (Almayra et al., 2025)
(Haudi et al., 2022). These findings extend the literature by demonstrating that
digital branding builds trust, not just on consumer behavioral intentions, but
also on the role of trust in the relationship between digital engagement and
digital marketing effectiveness.

Furthermore, the study on the role of trust in the relationship between
digital engagement and digital marketing effectiveness reports that brand trust
acts as a mediator linking digital experiences with customer trust and loyalty
outcomes (Ade Ruly Sumartini & IA Cynthia Saisaria Mandasari, 2023).
Although the focus is more on loyalty and purchase intentions, the mechanism
is in line with this finding that brand trust channels the impact of digital
branding to higher organizational outcomes such as growth, providing a strong
empirical basis for the mediation findings of this research.

Brand Trust Mediation between Market Orientation and Start-Up Growth
(B =0.093, T=2.00,p = 0.045)

The results of this study indicate that the second mediation effect,
namely Market Orientation — Brand Trust — Start-Up Growth has a value of §
= 0.093, T = 2.00, p = 0.045, indicating that market orientation also influences
start-up growth through the formation of brand trust, although the effect is
more moderate compared to the digital branding path. This finding is consistent
with market orientation which views market understanding as a source of long-
term value for the organization, including through customer relationship
mechanisms. Market orientation has a positive effect on brand trust and
ultimately on organizational outcomes such as customer loyalty and retention
(Golgeci, Malagueno, & Fearne, 2021). This mechanism is consistent with this
research model. This research positions brand trust as a channel that translates



Anggela Aine Adam, Githa IIs R., Priska Shirty T.M.: Market Orientation, Digital ...| 161

market understanding (orientation) into improved organizational performance
(start-up growth).

In addition, market orientation influences brand trust which in turn
strengthens brand loyalty in the context of digital services (Novrizal &
Tambunan, 2022) (Cuong, 2020). Trust is a psychological variable that bridges
market perception and consumer behavior that leads to organizational
performance results (Iyer, 2020) (Sultoni et al, 2022). The findings of this
research indicate that this mechanism also operates in a growth context,
strengthening the claim that brand trust is an important theoretical mediator
between marketing strategy (including market orientation) and organizational
performance outcomes.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that market orientation and digital branding are
important strategic drivers of startup growth in a digitally competitive
environment, both directly and through the mediating role of brand trust. The
findings indicate that digital branding plays a highly influential role in shaping
brand trust, underscoring the importance of consistent, credible, and interactive
digital brand engagement in fostering consumer trust. Brand trust emerges as a
key psychological mechanism that strengthens the translation of strategic
marketing orientation into tangible growth outcomes, confirming its partial
mediating role in the proposed structural model. By integrating market
otientation, digital branding, and relationship marketing theories within a PLS-
SEM framework, this study advances the literature by clarifying the causal
pathways through which strategic and perceptual factors simultaneously
influence startup growth. Practically, the results suggest that startups should not
rely solely on market intelligence or digital presence in isolation, but rather align
market-driven decision-making with trust-building digital branding strategies to
support sustainable growth. Overall, this study highlights the central role of
brand trust as a strategic asset linking marketing orientation and digital branding
efforts to startups' long-term performance.m
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