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Abstract

Mobile applications emerged as prominent consumer engagement and retention
platforms in digital markets. The present study explores the influence of app
atmospherics on mobile app stickiness within the sustainable fashion industry. We
investigate how perceived usefulness and app design aesthetics affect the stickiness of
mobile app users. Our research introduces an authenticity priming effect, highlighting
the importance of brand authenticity in sustainable fashion as the key moderating
variable. To test our hypotheses, we collected data from consumers of apps designed to
identify sustainable fashion brands. Overall, this study contributes to understanding
how atmospheric elements and psychological priming can be leveraged to increase user
retention in app-driven markets, particularly within the context of sustainability-
focused consumer apps.

Keywords: App Stickiness; Atmospherics; Authenticity Priming; Perceived
Usefulness; App Design Aesthetics

Introduction and theoretical background

In recent years, the rapid digitalization of markets has led to the emergence of mobile
applications as crucial platforms for consumer engagement and retention. This shift is
especially significant in niche sectors like sustainable fashion, where consumer values
and ethical considerations are pivotal in purchasing decisions. As mobile apps become
central to how consumers interact with brands, understanding the factors that drive user
stickiness—defined as the likelihood of continued use—has become critical for app
developers and marketers.



As a result, this study examines two primary factors influencing user stickiness in
sustainable fashion apps: perceived usefulness and app design aesthetics. Perceived
usefulness, derived from the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989), refers to
the degree to which users believe using an app will enhance their performance. In the
context of mobile apps, this translates to how much users find the app beneficial for
their tasks. Prior research indicates that perceived usefulness significantly influences
user satisfaction and loyalty toward mobile applications (Venkatesh et al., 2003; Al-
Shamaileh & Sutcliffe, 2023). For instance, Kim, Park, and Oh (2015) found that the
perceived usefulness of mobile health apps significantly predicted continued usage
intentions.

App design aesthetics, on the other hand, refers to a mobile application's visual appeal
and overall user interface design. Previous research has highlighted the importance of
design aesthetics in shaping user perceptions and behaviors (Cyr et al., 2006; Wang et
al., 2011). A well-designed app attracts users and enhances their overall experience,
leading to higher satisfaction and an increased likelihood of continued use
(Sonderegger & Sauer, 2010; Martinez & McAndrews, 2021). In sustainable fashion
apps, design aesthetics can convey the brand’s commitment to sustainability (Chang et
al., 2014; Rohm & Swaminathan, 2004). Additionally, we introduce an authenticity
priming, where users are primed to the concept of sustainable brand authenticity in
sustainable fashion. Priming is a psychological mechanism where exposure to certain
stimuli influences subsequent responses and behaviors (Mandel & Johnson, 2002;
Minton et al., 2017; Segal, 1966). According to semantic priming theory, exposure to
a prime activates related concepts in memory, making them more accessible and
influential in subsequent tasks (Collins & Loftus, 1975; Meyer & Schvaneveldt, 1971).
The priming message emphasized the importance of brands' authentic commitment to
sustainability, highlighting key aspects such as eco-friendly materials, ethical
production practices, and transparency. In consumer behavior, priming can
significantly shape perceptions, attitudes, and actions by activating specific concepts or
associations in memory (Higgins et al., 1985). Specific priming techniques can be
categorized based on an individual's attitude, affective, cognitive, and behavioral
dimensions (Klauer & Musch, 2002; McNamara, 2005). As summarized in Figure 1,
where the research model is illustrated, this study hypothesizes that authenticity
priming enhances the effects of perceived usefulness and design aesthetics on app
stickiness.

Methodology

Our research employed a quantitative approach to investigate the relationships between
perceived usefulness, app design aesthetics, authenticity priming, and mobile app
stickiness. Data was collected from 408 potential users of sustainable fashion apps,
Good on You and Renoon. Participants were divided into two groups: one received a
priming about sustainable brand authenticity before app exploration, while the other
did not. The survey measured perceived usefulness, app design aesthetics, and app
stickiness.



Figure 1. Research model
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The quantitative phase involved a survey conducted in three phases: exploration, choice
task, and questionnaire administration. Participants downloaded and explored either
Good on You or Renoon, imagined selecting a sustainable sweater, and then completed
a survey on their experience. The survey included measures for perceived usefulness
(Akdim et al., 2022), app design aesthetics (Hsieh et al., 2021), and mobile app
stickiness (Martinez & McAndrews, 2021). The moderating variable in this study was
authenticity priming, introduced through a pre-exposure message emphasizing the
importance of authenticity in a sustainable fashion. Control variables were included for
potential confounding factors, such as app usage behavior, demographics, and decision-
making processes. These variables encompassed metrics such as minutes navigating
the app, app shopping frequency, age, gender, education level, and the time required to
choose within the app.

Coefficients for latent factors have been estimated via the CLC Estimator (Marzi et al.,
2023), thus aligning to congeneric approaches. The subsequent statistical analysis is
performed via STATA 17.0. Models were constructed incrementally, starting with a
baseline model that included only control variables and gradually incorporated the
independent variables and moderators.

Results

Regression analysis revealed that perceived usefulness and app design aesthetics
significantly enhance mobile app stickiness. The authenticity priming effect
strengthened the relationship between app design aesthetics and stickiness but did not
significantly impact the relationship between perceived usefulness and stickiness.



The descriptive statistics and correlation matrix showed significant relationships
among the key variables. No significant multicollinearity issues were detected (see
Aiken et al., 1991), as all variance inflation factors (VIF) scores were below the
recommended threshold of 10 (Gujarati, 2003). The results supported Hypotheses 1 and
2, indicating that perceived usefulness and app design aesthetics positively affect
mobile app stickiness. However, Hypothesis 3 was not supported, as the interaction
between perceived usefulness and authenticity priming was not significant. Hypothesis
4 was supported, showing that the interaction between app design aesthetics and
authenticity priming significantly enhances app stickiness.

Discussion and conclusions

This study found that perceived usefulness and app design aesthetics are vital for
enhancing mobile app stickiness in the sustainable fashion sector.

Consistently with the relevance that primes play in influencing consumer behavior
(Minton et al., 2017), the results of our study indicate that authenticity priming
significantly enhances the relationship between app design aesthetics and mobile app
stickiness. This finding is consistent with the principles of semantic priming, where
exposure to a prime facilitates the processing of semantically related concepts (Meyer
& Schvaneveldt, 1971). This cognitive activation made users more receptive to the
app’s design aesthetics, thereby increasing their engagement and likelihood of
returning to the app. This activation can enhance the consumer’s engagement with
brands or products that align with these primed concepts. In mobile apps, semantic
priming can influence how users perceive and interact with app features, particularly
those related to design aesthetics and content relevance (Minton et al., 2017). In this
case, the pre-exposure message about authenticity activated related concepts such as
trust, ethical behavior, and sustainability in users’ minds.

Furthermore, our study aligns with contextual priming, as the pre-exposure message
sets a specific context for users, emphasizing the importance of authenticity in a
sustainable fashion. This contextual frame guided users’ expectations and interactions
with the app, enhancing their overall experience. For instance, a priming message that
underscores the importance of authenticity in sustainable fashion sets a contextual
frame that can enhance the perceived value of brands adhering to these principles. This
type of priming can be particularly effective in digital environments, where content and
design elements shape the user experience. However, our results suggest that the
primary mechanism at work is activating semantically related concepts, reinforcing the
effectiveness of semantic priming in shaping consumer behavior (Minton et al., 2017).
Building on the gained insights, future research could explore the long-term effects of
priming and examine other moderating variables in different app contexts.
Additionally, further studies could investigate the impact of different priming messages
and their effectiveness in various market segments.
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