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Abstract. Authenticity is a key factor in the marketing of terroir products

from Moroccan cooperatives. However, the trade of these products is subject to
fraudulent practices that deter Moroccan consumers. Digital storytelling is a stra-
tegic lever to enhance authenticity and build a relationship of trust between the
cooperative and the consumer. However, the deployment of storytelling raises
the following question: how does marketing communication inform consumers
about the ethical practices of cooperatives? This study explores the communica-
tion approaches used in digital storytelling strategies regarding the perceived au-
thenticity of cooperative products. It aims to identify and describe the narrative
and visual approaches used to reassure consumers about the ethical practices of
cooperatives.
The methodology is based on the selection of storytelling from argan oil coope-
ratives, which will be manually analyzed using a grid designed to measure the
correspondence between authenticity, ethical practices, and their manifestation at
both the visual and narrative levels. The expected results will help to better un-
derstand how digital storytelling influences perceptions of authenticity and
cooperative communication while ensuring transparency and avoiding unethical
approaches. They will also provide recommendations for improving digital com-
munication strategies, balancing authenticity, green marketing, and ethics.
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Introduction

In the digital era, consumers have become increasingly demanding regarding ethical
practices and authenticity. Modern consumers, often referred to as “consum’actors,”
actively seek products that align with their ethical values and authenticity standards
(Baccouche Ben Amara & Zghal, 2008). In this context, digital storytelling emerges as
a powerful strategic tool for local cooperatives, enabling them to showcase their arti-
sanal expertise, ethical commitments, and strong territorial identity.

This study examines how digital storytelling helps argan oil cooperatives in the
Souss-Massa region highlight the authenticity of their products and their ethical prac-
tices. To achieve this, we conduct an in-depth analysis of narratives and content pub-
lished on Instagram.

From a theoretical perspective, our research draws on the concepts of authenticity,
ethics, and storytelling in marketing. These frameworks guide the development of a
manual analysis grid, based on a Likert scale, to assess the alignment between authen-
ticity, ethical practices, and their representation in the visual and narrative dimensions
of the cooperatives’ digital storytelling.

Ultimately, our findings demonstrate that digital storytelling is more than just a com-
munication tool; it serves as a strategic asset for reinforcing the perception of authen-
ticity and ethical values. It not only enhances the visibility of cooperatives’ identity and
commitments but also fosters transparent communication while mitigating the risk of
unethical practices.

1- Literature Review
1.1.The Authenticity of Local Products

Authenticity is a key factor in enhancing the value of local products, drawing atten-
tion from multiple research disciplines, each offering a distinct perspective (Grayson &
Martinec, 2004). However, its definition remains multifaceted and difficult to address
without contextualizing it within a specific field or research focus (Cova & Cova,
2002). Some scholars argue that authenticity is objectively measurable, as products can
be evaluated based on their origins, tied to a specific place and culture (Zhang &
Merunka, 2015). From this perspective, authenticity is deeply embedded in the terroir
and the historical background of the product. Kennick (1995) and Fine (2003) associate
authenticity with truth and originality, key concepts for local products, which are often
perceived as reflections of traditional craftsmanship and cultural heritage. Boyle (2004)
further expands this definition by linking authenticity to attributes such as naturalness,
honesty, simplicity, and the absence of artificiality. These criteria are particularly rele-
vant for local products, which emphasize artisanal production methods and natural in-
gredients.
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However, authenticity is not solely based on objective factors. Scholars such as Shel-
don (1997), Wild (1965), and Deci & Ryan (1991) explore authenticity through the lens
of self-described and self-determined behavior. In this view, a local product is consid-
ered authentic when it aligns with the consumer’s values and identity aspirations. From
this perspective, authenticity can be shaped by storytelling, sensory experience, and
brand image. Thus, the authenticity of local products results from a combination of
objective and subjective factors, blending territorial anchoring, perceived quality, nar-
rative elements, and consumer expectations.

1.2.Ethics: A Fundamental Pillar of Cooperatives

Consumers of Moroccan local products are increasingly exposed to fraudulent prac-
tices and imitation (Ait Heda, 2015), making it essential for cooperatives to adopt an
ethical communication strategy that reassures consumers. According to Nilles (1998),
"Ethics, derived from the Greek ethos, refers to behavior, habits, and customs. It is
defined as a reflection on the principles of right action, considering the specific con-
straints of each situation. In the business world, ethics aims to reconcile efficiency with
legitimacy." Mercier (2002) and Duhamel et al. (2001) emphasize that ethics influences
decision-making upstream, guiding businesses toward fair and equitable choices.

Unlike industrial enterprises focused on profit maximization, cooperatives operate
under an economic model that balances profitability with collective well-being. They
uphold ethical business practices by promoting short supply chains, preserving tradi-
tional craftsmanship, and ensuring fair compensation for producers and artisans. This
approach strengthens consumer trust, as they tend to favor local producers and certified
products that adhere to sustainable development principles (Baccouche Ben Amara &
Zghal, 2008; Vitell & Muncy, 1992).

An ethical product must respect the environment by minimizing its ecological foot-
print and safeguarding consumer health; it is often certified by recognized labels (Ailli,
2017). Cooperatives thus commit to using natural raw materials and reducing the envi-
ronmental impact of their products. In Morocco, cooperatives involved in argan oil pro-
duction ensure sustainable harvesting practices, protecting natural resources while
maintaining full traceability to preserve product authenticity. They also uphold fair
trade principles by obtaining ethical certifications and providing financial support to
small producers, thereby contributing to the preservation of traditional craftsmanship
(Trade for Development Centre, 2015).

Ethics also extends to pricing policies. A cooperative ensures that prices remain fair
and accessible to consumers while securing equitable remuneration for producers.
Thus, Moroccan local cooperatives do not merely embody ethical values, they integrate
ethics as a core principle in their production and commercialization practices. By guar-
anteeing authentic, sustainable, and socially responsible products, they promote fairer
and more sustainable consumption while playing a key role in preserving local re-
sources and artisanal heritage.
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1.3.Storytelling as a Guarantee of Ethics and a Tool for Staging Authenticity

Storytelling is a crucial tool for ensuring ethical and authentic communication, par-
ticularly in the local product sector. This communication approach captures consumer
attention while playing a fundamental role in staging product authenticity by incorpo-
rating concrete and verifiable elements that strengthen trust. It enables brands to deliver
accessible messages to a broad audience while maintaining consistency with their pre-
defined objectives (Lewi, 2014; Armstrong et al., 2010). Storytelling is one of the oldest
and most modern forms of communication, used by humans to convey information,
share ideas, make sense of their environment, and build cultural, moral, and territorial
belonging (Godin, 2011; Lewi, 2014; Mattila, 2000; Adaval & Wyer, 1998; Gilliam et
al., 2013).

In marketing, storytelling fosters deep emotional connections with a brand, thereby
strengthening consumer loyalty (Herskovitz & Malcolm, 2010). By crafting narratives
that evoke emotion and encourage identification, brands can build long-lasting relation-
ships with their consumers (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Several studies have demon-
strated that stories reflecting consumers’ values, aspirations, or challenges enhance
their identification with the brand and reinforce their sense of belonging (Gensler et al.,
2013; Green et al., 2016). Unlike traditional marketing strategies, digital storytelling
leverages multimedia elements such as video, images, and sound, which intensify emo-
tional impact and create a more immersive experience. Research suggests that these
formats amplify emotional engagement, making the message more impactful and mem-
orable (Pulizzi, 2012; Van Laer et al., 2019).

In ethical communication, storytelling goes beyond captivating narratives; it also
serves to raise consumer awareness about social and environmental responsibility. Ac-
cording to Habermas (1984), transparent communication based on ethical principles
strengthens trust and prevents manipulation. By providing information on the resources
and methods used in product manufacturing, as well as efforts to minimize environ-
mental impact, storytelling enables consumers to make informed decisions (Kotler,
Hessekiel & Lee, 2011).

The visual aspect of storytelling also plays a decisive role in shaping perceptions of
authenticity and brand values. A semiotic analysis of images helps evaluate how
graphic representations influence messaging and the perceived identity of a product
(Barthes, 1964; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996). Visuals that align with the narrative
enhance credibility and facilitate message retention. Moreover, the adoption of certifi-
cation labels, such as the BIO label, reinforces transparent and authentic commitments,
further legitimizing the ethical discourse of the brand (Ailli, 2017).

2- Methodology

The methodology adopted in this study is based on selecting the storytelling of argan
oil cooperatives, which we will manually analyze using a grid designed to assess the



100 A. Borja and A. A. Heda

correspondence between authenticity and ethical practices, as well as their visual and
narrative manifestations.

We have chosen to focus on the cooperatives in the Souss Massa region, as it is the
most well-known area for argan oil production. Our sample consists of the ten most
active cooperatives on social media, selected based on content saturation. This criterion
is determined by the frequency and regularity of posts, the diversity of content (photos,
videos, captions, stories, etc.), and the level of consumer engagement (comments, likes,
shares).

Our analysis focuses on the content of the cooperatives' Instagram platforms, as it
offers a more diverse range of content (posts, stories, reels), allowing for a comprehen-
sive expression of storytelling and enabling the measurement of consumer engagement.

We opted for manual qualitative data analysis instead of using processing software,
in line with the recommendations of Roy and Garon (2013), who argue that such tools
are not essential for small to medium-scale studies. To ensure credibility and internal
reliability, we followed a rigorous and structured approach. The analysis process is
standardized across all cooperatives, employing a Likert scale to measure alignment
with predefined criteria.

Our study adopts a semiotic and narrative approach (Gabriel, 1998, 2000, 2017; Ken-
dall & Kendall, 2012; Rooney, Lawlor & Rohan, 2016) to decode the symbolic and
deeper meanings embedded in the cooperatives' storytelling. By analyzing discourse
structures and key narrative elements, we aim to understand how these contribute to
consumers' perception of authenticity.

3-  Results and Discussion
3.1. The Representation of Authenticity

Emphasizing the terroir and local resources plays a crucial role in the cooperatives'
storytelling and directly influences consumers' perception of authenticity. According to
Morhart et al. (2015), a product's strong territorial anchoring enhances emotional con-
nections with consumers by embedding it within a distinctive cultural and sensory
framework, an approach that aligns with authenticity marketing (Beverland, 2005).

However, our analysis reveals varying strategies in how cooperatives present their
terroir. Some, such as C5 and C10, adopt an immersive approach, integrating evocative
visuals, including natural landscapes, argan trees during harvest, and artisans at work.
They also associate their products with strong cultural elements, displaying them in
small traditional tajines, on silver trays alongside tea glasses, and accompanied by
Amazigh attire (Tamlhaft). These elements enhance the consumer's imagination and
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emotional attachment to the product. This approach aligns with the staging effect theory
(Arnould & Price, 2000), which emphasizes that a product’s visual and narrative envi-
ronment significantly influences the consumer's experience.

Conversely, cooperatives such as C6 and C2 limit their storytelling to merely men-
tioning the product’s origin, without engaging in visual or narrative staging, reducing
their emotional impact (Gilmore & Pine, 2007). Meanwhile, a third group of coopera-
tives (C1, C3, C4, C7, C8, C9) adopts an intermediate strategy, incorporating visual
elements of the terroir but without making it a core strategic focus.

These disparities highlight an underutilization of terroir representation, despite its
potential as a key driver for building a strong brand identity and achieving a lasting
competitive advantage. By leveraging the rich visual, sensory, and narrative heritage of
the terroir, cooperatives could enhance their appeal and integrate their communication
strategies within the framework of experiential marketing (Schmitt, 1999), where per-
ceived authenticity serves as a catalyst for consumer engagement and loyalty.

3.2. References to Ancestral Craftsmanship and Traditions

Highlighting ancestral craftsmanship and traditional practices is a key factor in shap-
ing the perception of artisanal authenticity. According to Peterson (2005), authenticity
is built on the continuity between traditional practices and modern demands, making
storytelling a strategic tool for cooperatives to strengthen consumer attachment. How-
ever, our analysis reveals significant differences in how cooperatives approach this as-
pect.

Some cooperatives, such as C9 and C5, fully embrace this dimension by incorporat-
ing detailed narratives about the artisans’ work, particularly elderly Amazigh women
who have mastered ancient production techniques. They support these narratives with
immersive images showcasing the manufacturing process and authentic testimonials,
reinforcing the perception of a product deeply rooted in a living tradition (Beverland,
2005). These cooperatives also frequently reference traditional practices, such as man-
ual argan nut cracking and the use of the traditional RHA, an approach aligned with
heritage marketing (Kniazeva & Belk, 2010), where craftsmanship transmission serves
as both a differentiation factor and a means of legitimizing the product in the market.

Other cooperatives, such as C1, C2, and C7, mention craftsmanship in a more subtle
manner, limiting their impact due to a lack of engaging storytelling (Grayson & Mar-
tinec, 2004). Meanwhile, cooperatives like C4, C8, and C10 integrate traditional crafts-
manship more discreetly, and others, such as C3 and C6, hardly leverage this aspect at
all. These findings indicate that ancestral craftsmanship remains an underutilized asset.
A stronger integration of immersive storytelling, testimonials, and engaging visuals
could significantly enhance both the perceived authenticity and the overall value of
these products (Brown, Kozinets & Sherry, 2003).

3.3. Artisan Testimonials and Personal Narratives
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Incorporating artisans' personal stories and testimonials plays a crucial role in con-
structing embodied authenticity (Beverland, 2005) and strengthening emotional con-
nections with consumers (Escalas, 2004; Morhart et al., 2015). However, our analysis
highlights disparities in how cooperatives leverage this strategic element.

Some cooperatives, such as C5, emphasize detailed testimonials from elderly
Amazigh women, showcasing their commitment to tradition and the social value of
their work. This immersive approach aligns with "transformational storytelling"
(Lundqvist et al., 2013), where personal stories become powerful emotional and legiti-
macy-building tools, fostering deeper consumer engagement.

Other cooperatives (C1, C2, C4, C7, C9, C10) mention artisans but without giving
them a significant role, resulting in less distinctive narratives that fail to fully enhance
the perception of authenticity (Grayson & Martinec, 2004). Lastly, C3, C6, and C8
prioritize an institutional communication style, with little or no inclusion of personal
narratives weakening the human dimension of their storytelling. This is particularly
relevant since cultural brands thrive on authentic narratives driven by emblematic fig-
ures (Holt, 2004).

These findings suggest that cooperatives that place artisans at the core of their sto-
rytelling benefit from a more engaging and credible communication strategy.

3.4. Ethical Practices and Social Responsibility in Storytelling
v Labels and Certifications

The integration of labels and certifications is a strategic tool for reinforcing the au-
thenticity and credibility of cooperative products (Kotler et al., 2011; Holt, 2004). Cer-
tifications such as organic (BIO), fair trade, PGI (Protected Geographical Indication),
and PDO (Protected Designation of Origin) not only guarantee product quality and
traceability but also align brand narratives with ethical and environmental values.

Some cooperatives, such as C4 and C5, adopt a proactive approach by prominently
showcasing key certifications (ONSSA, BIO, PGI, ECOCERT), strengthening their re-
liability and adherence to international standards in line with authentic branding prin-
ciples (Holt, 2004). Others, like C2, acknowledge their certifications (ISO 22716) in a
more discreet manner, mentioning them only in response to consumer inquiries to pro-
vide reassurance.

Conversely, cooperatives such as C1, C3, C6, C7, C8, C9, and C10 do not highlight
any certifications, limiting their ability to showcase ethical commitment (Ailli, 2016).
This discrepancy underscores the importance of a coherent narrative, a label alone does
not suffice to establish an authentic brand image without a structured storytelling ap-
proach aligned with clear ethical values (Holt, 2004).
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v" Social Commitment and Community Impact

The social impact of argan cooperatives particularly their role in empowering rural
women plays a significant role in shaping consumer perceptions of authenticity and
ethical responsibility (Harcourt & Escobar, 2005). However, our analysis highlights
significant variations in how cooperatives communicate their social engagement.

Some cooperatives, such as C5, C2, and C4, actively emphasize this dimension by
showcasing testimonials and concrete initiatives, such as certified training programs for
women, which enhance the credibility of their ethical claims. This approach aligns with
Kotler et al.’s (2011) framework, which states that social engagement must be visible,
measurable, and effectively communicated to be perceived as authentic.

Other cooperatives, such as C8 and C9, reference their social role but in a more
superficial manner, relying on visuals (e.g., images of working women) rather than
structuring this commitment as a central pillar of their storytelling. C7 and C10 take an
even more generic approach, mentioning social impact without providing tangible de-
tails or engaging narratives. Finally, C1, C3, and C6 make little use of this strategic
asset, potentially weakening their appeal to consumers sensitive to social and ethical
issues.

v" Transparency in the Production Process

Transparency in the production process is essential for reinforcing product authen-
ticity and ethical credibility. According to Habermas (1984), consumer trust is built on
clear and honest communication, which necessitates showcasing verifiable and reliable
production processes.

Some cooperatives, such as C5, C1, C9, and C10, stand out by offering detailed
insights into production stages, using immersive visuals (videos, images, demonstra-
tions) to illustrate harvesting, argan nut cracking, and oil extraction. This transparency
strengthens consumer confidence.

In contrast, C2, C3, C4, C7, and C8 provide only superficial descriptions of their
processes without offering concrete evidence, which weakens their credibility. C6 per-
forms the worst in this aspect, providing minimal information on production, which
could foster consumer distrust.

As highlighted by Rooney, Lawlor & Rohan (2016), interactive digital tools such as
QR codes, blockchain traceability, and explanatory videos represent powerful mecha-
nisms for enhancing the perception of authenticity, ethics, and transparency ultimately
reassuring consumers.

3.5. The Importance of a Structured and Immersive Narrative in Strengthening

Authenticity and ethics
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The impact of cooperative storytelling depends on their ability to craft an authentic
and immersive narrative that emotionally connects with consumers. Our analysis re-
veals that while all cooperatives heavily rely on imagery, few successfully develop a
compelling narrative.

Some cooperatives, such as C2, C5, and C9, have effectively woven engaging stories
by making extensive use of imagery. Meanwhile, C10, despite its visually appealing
content, lacks depth and structure in its storytelling, which could be improved to capti-
vate audiences.

Conversely, C1, C3, C4, C6, C7, and C8 adopt a primarily descriptive approach,
focusing on product features rather than human-centered storytelling, limiting their
ability to capture attention and forge strong emotional connections.

As emphasized by Barthes (1964) and Escalas (2004), a coherent, emotion-driven
narrative enhances message retention and fosters perceptions of authenticity. However,
our findings reveal that the emotional potential of storytelling remains largely underuti-
lized by most cooperatives.

Only a few, particularly C5 and to a lesser extent C9 and C10 effectively leverage
emotion through artisan narratives, nostalgia, and a return to tradition. These results
confirm that emotional engagement remains an underexploited marketing tool (Brown,
Kozinets & Sherry, 2003).

Conclusion

In conclusion, digital storytelling plays a vital role in promoting the ethical and au-
thentic dimensions of Moroccan terroir products. In line with the Narrative Capital The-
ory (Lundquvist et al., 2013), a well-crafted narrative strengthens consumer emotional
attachment and enhances brand credibility regarding ethical commitments.

However, despite the cultural and economic significance of these products, their
market positioning faces challenges, including fraud and the lack of a cohesive brand
narrative.

Due to the exploratory nature of our research, we acknowledge that our findings
cannot yet be generalized. However, a critical insight emerges, while terroir products
are deeply rooted in Moroccan heritage and culture, their storytelling remains superfi-
cial and fails to fully convey their authenticity and ethical values.

To overcome these limitations, storytelling must go beyond commercial narratives,
it should embody a living authenticity that interweaves heritage, ethics, and tangible
proof, transforming these products into symbols of sustainability and social justice in
the global market.
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For cooperatives with weaker storytelling approaches, the challenge lies in moving

beyond visual representation to adopt a structured and immersive narrative. By crafting
stories that intertwine artisan experiences, production processes, and ethical values, co-
operatives can enhance credibility, foster emotional engagement, and strengthen their
market positioning.
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