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Abstract

:

Numerous firms operate online brand communities (OBCs) in order to build a close consumer–brand relationship. To succeed in realizing this aim, firms must first sustain members’ brand community engagement. While prior studies have examined a series of drivers of brand community engagement, most of them focused on psychological and social motivations. Limited information is available about the role of product, brand and consumer characteristics in driving brand community engagement. Building on the uses and gratifications (UG) theory, the authors investigate the moderation of product complexity, brand symbolism, and extraversion in the relationship between brand community gratification and brand community engagement. With the collaboration of an online shopping site, 462 validated survey responses were collected to test our hypotheses. The results indicate that product complexity positively moderates the impact of information value on brand community engagement and brand symbolism positively moderates the effect of social value on brand community engagement. Finally, the results show that extraversion positively interacts with social value in enhancing brand community engagement. This study advances the understanding of brand community engagement.
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1. Introduction


Brand communities are social groups based on common brand interest [1]. Brand communities enable consumers to exchange product knowledge, share brand stories and build social relationships. The proliferation of social media has enabled the shift of brand communities onto the internet, resulting in online brand communities (OBCs) [2]. Through exchanging and sharing information, knowledge and consumption experience related to the brand and product [2,3], consumers develop an emotional attachment to the community and commitment to the brand as well [4,5,6]. Accordingly, previous research has consistently demonstrated brand community increases brand performance [7,8,9]. With the value of OBC in mind, a growing number of firms have begun to proactively build their own OBCs [10,11,12]. For example, a popular mobile phone brand, Xiaomi, built its online brand community (www.xiaomi.cn) in 2011 and succeeded in attracting millions of consumers in a few years. However, it is not an easy task [13,14].



The viability and sustainability of an online community are conditional on members’ community engagement [12,15,16]. To this end, managers must know what drives consumers’ participation in OBCs first. Prior studies have extensively examined the psychological motivations for consumers’ participation in an online community [4,17,18,19,20]. However, they provide little knowledge about the link between product, brand and consumer characteristics and brand community engagement, which is surprising given the central role of product, brand, and consumer for an OBC. Actually, despite the knowledge of psychological motivations of brand community engagement, managers know less about how their product/brand characteristics and consumer characteristics may influence consumers’ engagement. Considering this research gap, Wirtz et al. [21] and Kaur et al. [22] called for empirical studies on the relationships between brand/product, personal factors and OBC engagement. Unfortunately, little empirical studies arise to date, as Thompson et al. [23] stated that “to date, the impact of product characteristics has gone largely unexamined within the brand community literature” (p. 292). Therefore, as a response to this research gap, the paper aims to examine the role of product, brand and consumer characteristics in motivating consumers’ brand community engagement [3].



We utilize the use and gratification theory to explore this research question. The use and gratification theory maintains that consumers’ media use is motivated by the gratification from media use. Based on this idea, we argue that product, brand and consumer characteristics may affect community engagement because they could influence consumers’ gratification and consumers attach unequal importance to various dimensions of gratification in terms of different products and brands when engaging with the brand community [24]. Drawing from the framework of Wirtz et al. [21] and Kaur et al. [22], we examine three important product, brand, and consumer characteristics, i.e., product complexity, brand symbolism, and extraversion. The authors collected 462 questionnaires from a wide range of brand communities to test hypotheses. The results indicate that informational value and social value are positively associated with brand community engagement. Meanwhile, product complexity positively moderates the relationship between information value and brand community engagement while brand symbolism positively moderates the relationship between social value and brand community engagement. Extraversion strengthens the effect of social value and brand community engagement but a similar moderation effect does not exist in the relationship between informational value and brand community engagement. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first empirical study to investigate the impacts of product, brand and consumer characteristics on consumers’ community engagement. It advances our understanding of the drivers of brand community engagement [16,22,25,26].



The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. First, we introduce the theoretical background of this study. Next, we present the research model and hypotheses. Subsequently, the research methodology and the results of the hypotheses are presented. Finally, we conclude with the theoretical and managerial implications of this study.




2. Theoretical Background


2.1. Brand Community Engagement


Consumers’ engagement in OBCs is important for two reasons. First, the survival of OBCs relies heavily on members’ participation. Since OBCs are voluntary groups, they usually suffer from insufficient participation member base and high turnover [12,27]. Without enough members, an OBC will fail [12,22,28,29]. Second, community engagement may alter consumers’ behaviors in favor of brands. Extensive research has demonstrated that community engagement is highly positively associated with consumer’ brand loyalty [6,30,31], commitment [2,32,33], and actual purchase behaviors [34,35].



Thus, understanding the drivers of brand community engagement is important for both practitioners and academia as well. Prior studies have examined a series of antecedents [16,36]. Among them, Wirtz et al. [21] and Kaur et al. [22] provided a cogent conceptual framework that summarizes the antecedents of OBC engagement. From their work, the drivers can be divided into several parts: (1) brand or product-related drivers (e.g., brand’s symbolic function and self-brand image congruity) [26]; (2) social drivers (e.g., social benefits); and (3) functional drivers (e.g., information quality). They also propose that customer factors (e.g., customer expertise) play their roles in driving OBC engagement. For example, Snyder and Newman [37] indicated that loneliness motivates consumers’ brand community participation. In light of their framework, we reviewed the literature on the antecedents of OBC engagement in Table 1. Wirtz et al. [21] called for empirical research that investigates the relationship between product, brand and consumer characteristics and brand community engagement. This paper is a response to their call for research.




2.2. Uses and Gratifications Theory


Uses and gratifications (UG) theory is a theory that arose originally in the field of mass communication. It was widely used to explain the adoption and consumption of mass communication media, such as TV [50]. This theory has two primary assumptions. First, media users are goal-directed and intentional actors [51]. Second, people select and use various types of media because these media help consumers in satisfying their specific various needs [52]. These needs are determined by social and psychological situations, and in turn, motivate media use when they derive gratifications [53]. Katz et al. [54] summarized the literature on media uses and gratifications, and proposed that expectation is an important construct in the uses and gratification paradigm because the expected benefits shape individuals’ media usage.



In recent decades, its application of uses and gratifications theory has been extended to a large of media services, such as social networking sites [55,56,57,58], mobile shopping [59], and online games [53]. Particularly, the UG approach is also used to understand the motivations of user participation in virtual community environments [22,26,60]. Bagozzi and Dholakia [61] maintained that brand community participation is goal-directed and found that consumers anticipated positive emotions increase their intention to participate in a brand community. In the following studies, Sicilia and Palazón [38] agreed with the view that consumers’ online community participation is goal-oriented, and they adopted the uses and gratification approach to explain consumer participation in OBCs. Kaur et al. [22] found that expected benefits were positively related to community participation behaviors. Accordingly, this theory is a good lens through which to understand consumers’ brand community engagement.





3. Hypotheses Development


In this paper, we draw from the theoretical framework of Wirtz et al. [21] and Kaur et al. [22] to focus on the effect of product complexity, brand symbolism, and extraversion. In their framework, the drivers of OBC engagement are broadly divided into functional drivers and social drivers, which closely relate to product complexity and brand symbolism, respectively. Product complexity enhances a consumer’s need for an OBC as it serves as an important information source. OBCs bring substantial social value for consumers because consumers tend to enjoy sharing symbolic meanings with other like-minded brand admirers. Finally, extraversion may influence the extent to which brand community gratification influences brand community engagement. In what follows, we formally develop our hypotheses. The framework is depicted in Figure 1.



3.1. The Effect of Brand Community Gratification


Many prior studies found that seeking information is one of the main reasons that motivate users to participate in online communities [38,58]. For example, Zhou et al. [41] found that consumers decide to participate in an OBC or not by observing whether the content in the community is helpful for product usage or problem-solving. Wirtz et al. [21] also stated that the primary purpose of many members’ joining in an OBC is to seek functional benefits (e.g., search for information to tackle problems in product use). Taken together, when a consumer buys a product, especially a brand they are not familiar with, they may want to search information related to the brand or the product from its online community given its important role as a source of brand knowledge in the social media era. Butler [28] believed that virtual communities offer a range of benefits, such as product discussion and knowledge sharing. Thus, informational benefits may drive individuals to engage with the brand community [22].



H1:

Informational value has a positive influence on members’ brand community engagement.





An OBC is a channel where a group of consumers with shared interests in the brand get together and socialize. Bagozzi and Dholakia [44] found that the identification of the group of consumers of a brand leads people to participate in the brand community. Within OBCs, consumers usually experience a great deal of meaningful social interaction and build close social relationship such as trust and intimacy [4,37,62]. Therefore, people usually tend to participate in OBCs for social purposes [37,41]. For example, consumers may find friends with similar interests. From participation in OBCs, members are able to get social support, build a social network and social capital status in an online community [63], all of which fall into specific types of social benefits [12,38]. When a consumer is able to derive social benefits from an OBC, their engagement intention will increase.



H2:

Social value has a positive influence on members’ brand community engagement.






3.2. The Moderation of Product Complexity


Product complexity can be defined as the level of difficulty that the use of a product is perceived to entail [64]. Usually, if a product has a variety of attributes, it will be difficult for consumers to fully exploit its functions, thereby the product may be recognized as a complex product [65]. Product complexity can raise a feeling of uncertainty and perceived risk in the mind of the consumer. When people perceive the complexity of a product is high, they always need to spend much time and effort to learn the product before purchasing, such as searching for information about the product [66]. That is to say, the more complex a product is, the more learning is required. In the era of social media, people usually seek useful information about a product from various online communities. OBCs, which center on a brand in many aspects, provide consumers with an ideal place where consumers seek brand knowledge and technical solutions. Apparently, it is relatively convenient and effective for a consumer to find information, solutions and skills for product use from peers of OBCs because other members may have met the same problems and may have provided useful experience in addressing the problems [67]. Thus, when consumers perceive that a product has a high level of complexity, they are more likely to expect information benefits from the brand’s online communities [22,68]. As a result, their brand community engagement will increase.



H3:

Product complexity positively moderates the relationship between informational value and brand community engagement.






3.3. The Moderation of Brand Symbolism


Brand symbolism refers to a brand’s capability of communicating something about the person who owns it [69]. In the seminal work of consumption symbolism by Belk [70], he proposed that one’s possessions reflect their identities. Particularly, brands are especially able to express specific symbolic meanings about the owners. Thus, people purchase brands that match their self-concepts and communicate their social identities [71]. Now it is widely acknowledged that other than functional values and hedonic values, symbolic values are also a significant component of the value system of brands [72]. A symbolic brand has a strong capability of communicating something about its consumers and separate its brand users with nonusers [73]. In other words, for a group of people who are consumers of a brand with high brand symbolism, they are very likely to share some characteristics. People always like to socialize with others who share something with themselves and talk about their shared interests. OBCs are a place for like-minded consumers, where consumers look for a sense of belonging and social affiliation [74]. Users of a symbolic brand who get together in OBCs are more likely to share similar consumption attitudes, lifestyles and values, thereby creating strong social value. Thus,



H4:

Brand symbolism positively moderates the relationship between social value and brand community engagement.






3.4. The Moderating Role of Extraversion


While product/brand characteristics are hypothesized to positively impact expected benefits from community engagement, the impact would be contingent on the consumer’s socialization tendency, i.e., extraversion. Extraversion is a human personality trait that refers to individuals who are energetic, cheerful and sociable [45]. Extraversion influences one’s behaviors in social media. An extraverted person usually presents positive affect [75]. For example, research shows that extraverted people are happier [76]. They are inclined to expect positive outcomes even confronted with difficulties and challenges.



Furthermore, extraverted people are more sociable [77,78]. They find it enjoyable to communicate and interact with others in diverse activities. They also believe they could benefit from the interaction with others whether the benefits are social or functional. While introverted people are shyer and like staying alone. Thus, different expectations would manifest for introverted people and extraverted people regarding the intention to participate in OBCs [45]. Lucas and Fujita [79] showed that extraverted people prefer to join certain groups to interact with other people. By contrast, less extraverted people tend to search for information by themselves independently and reduce the possibility of seeking help from others because they are more bashful [80]. In the specific context of OBCs, we predict that people of high extraversion will expect more benefits through interaction with others, which increases members’ brand community engagement.



H5:

A higher level of extraversion strengthens the impact of informational value on brand community engagement.





H6:

A higher level of extraversion strengthens the impact of social value on brand community engagement.







4. Research Methodology


4.1. Measures


The measurement items of constructs were all adapted from validated instruments used in the prior literature. The measurement items of product complexity were based on items proposed by [81]. Brand symbolism was measured using items adapted from [73]. The measurement items of expected informational value and expected social value were adapted from [41]. We adopted measurement items of brand community engagement from [30]. Finally, we adopted four measurement items from [46] to measure extraversion. We conducted a backward translation process to ensure consistency between the Chinese and English versions of the instrument. All items are rated using a seven-point Likert scale, with 1 indicating “strongly disagree” and 7 indicating “strongly agree.”




4.2. Data Collection


As our study focuses on how product, brand and consumer characteristics influence brand community engagement, the best target population for us is consumers who have been a member of a brand community. For example, when a consumer buys a mobile phone, he or she may intend to participate in its online community to exchange consumption experience and seek information about product use. To this end, we collaborated with a company that operates an online shopping mall to collect data in April 2019. We first designed an online questionnaire, and then with the help of the company we distributed the questionnaire to consumers who completed a purchase in the following product categories: mobile phone, mouse, cosmetics, and jeans. We focused on these four categories because they have varying product complexity and brand symbolism. For example, mobile phones are usually complex, but jeans are less complex. On the other hand, a mouse is usually utilitarian and low in symbolism, but consumers use mobile phone brands to communicate who they are. Such variance enabled us to test the hypotheses regarding the role of product complexity and brand symbolism. We used the screening condition that respondents had once participated (such as initiating a thread or making a reply to others) in any kind of online brand communities in the last three months. In the survey, participants were asked to evaluate their consumption experience, and respond to our research items. We offered participants a 20 RMB coupon that could be used in the next purchase in the online shopping mall to encourage participation.



The data collection continued for two weeks, after which the records showed that 512 members completed the survey. Of these, 50 respondents went below the time baseline (i.e., they viewed the online questionnaire less than 5 min) or did not meaningfully answer the questionnaire, resulting in 462 usable questionnaires for the final empirical test. Table 2 provides the demographic characteristics of the usable sample.




4.3. Measurement Model


We used the maximum likelihood estimation method to test confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), and obtained satisfactory fit indices: χ2 (120) = 373.381 (p < 0.001), the χ2 /df ratio was 3.111, comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.971, Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = 0.962, normed fit index (NFI) = 0.960, and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.073 [82]. We further estimated construct reliability for each construct. The construct reliability values ranged from 0.857 to 0.950, which were statistically acceptable (product complexity = 0.907, brand symbolism= 0.857, informational value = 0.920, social value = 0.950, extraversion = 0.946, brand community engagement = 0.899) (see Table 3).



We found that all standardized factor loadings for individual indicators, ranging from 0.714 to 0.933, were statistically significant (p < 0.001) [83], and the average variance extracted (AVE) values ranged from 0.670 to 0.865 [84], both indicating satisfactory convergent validity. Discriminant validity was tested by comparing the square roots of AVE to the correlation coefficients among the constructs [84]. As shown in Table 4, all of the square roots of AVE exceeded the correlations in the measurement model, showing good discriminant validity.




4.4. Common Method Variance


Common method variance (CMV) bias may exist when same-source survey data are used. Therefore, following Podsakoff et al. [85], we designed procedures to reduce the threat of bias in the surveying process. We also tested the existence of CMV in two ways in the ex-post analysis. First, principal component factor analysis showed that the largest explained variance before rotation was 38.54%, which indicated that no serious CMV exists [86]. Second, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis with only one factor. The results showed that the fitness of the one-factor model was worse than that of the multi-factor models. Therefore, CMV should not be a serious problem in our results.




4.5. Hypothesis Test


A hierarchical regression model was used to test our hypotheses. In Model 1, we include control variables; In Model 2, we add our main variables to test our hypotheses H1 to H2; In Model 3, we added interaction items to test our moderation effect from H3 to H6 (see Table 5).



The results indicate that informational value had a positive effect on brand community engagement (β = 0.352, t = 6.661, p < 0.001; supporting H1). Social value was also found to affect brand community engagement significantly (β = 0.158, t = 4.311, p < 0.001; supporting H2). The interaction item regarding the informational value and product complexity was positive and significant (β = 0.352, t = 7.832, p < 0.001; supporting H2). Thus, H3 was supported. That is to say, when product complexity was high, the effect of information value on brand community engagement was stronger. The interaction item regarding the social value and brand symbolism was positive and significant (β = 0.266, t = 4.431, p < 0.001; supporting H4), which indicates that brand symbolism strengthened the effect of social value on brand community engagement. The moderation effect of extraversion in the relationship between informational value and brand community engagement was not significant (β = 0.137, t = 1.053, p > 0.05). Accordingly, H5 was not supported. Finally, the moderation effect of extraversion in the relationship between social value and brand community engagement was significant (β = 0.236 t = 2.804, p < 0.01). Thus, H6 was supported.





5. Discussion and Conclusions


Many firms are making great efforts to sustain members’ online brand engagement. Despite their efforts, a lot of them fail while some succeed. Understanding the drivers of brand community engagement is a question of theoretical and managerial importance. Previous studies have dominantly investigated the motivational drivers of consumers’ participation in OBC. We move beyond this stream of research by examining the role of product, brand and consumer characteristics. In line with Bagozzi and Dholakia [61] who conceptualized consumers’ brand community participation as intentional social action, we propose that consumers’ brand community engagement is driven by members’ gratification from the brand community which is closely associated with product, brand and consumer characteristics. In other words, we demonstrate that certain product, brand, and consumer characteristics are more likely to trigger consumers’ desire for online communities. For example, with a symbolic brand, consumers would feel a strong desire to present their unique symbolic image of the brand, which motivates consumers to socialize with others sharing the same symbolic value. Building on the uses and gratifications theory, we validate that product, brand and consumer characteristics influence consumers’ OBC participation through moderating the derived gratification from the communities, which is consistent with the findings of Adjei et al. [68] and Wirtz et al. [21] who demonstrated that members’ need for brand community is differential for different products and brands.



5.1. Theoretical Implications


Our study can be seen as a response to Thompson et al. [23] and Wirtz et al. [21] who called for empirical studies that examine how product/brand characteristics influence consumers’ community participation. Prior research has already revealed a wide series of factors that would influence consumers’ intention to participate in online brand communities such as seeking useful information, entertainment, social relationships, etc. Although these studies contribute to the literature by uncovering the psychological motivations of community participation, they provide little insight into the relationship between product, brand, consumer characteristics, and brand community engagement. By linking product, brand and consumer characteristics and brand community engagement, our study extends the knowledge of the drivers of brand community engagement.



We also advance the understanding of the origins of expected benefits by applying the uses and gratifications theory into the context of OBCs. Past research has indicated perceived values from OBCs lead to members’ future participation behaviors [22,41], although little is known how the effect of gratifications from brand community can be altered by product and brand characteristics. The uses and gratifications theory proposes that consumers’ behaviors are largely driven by their expectation of media usage and expectations can arise from societal situations and media characteristics [54]. Drawing from this view, we find that product complexity and brand symbolism are associated with the expected value from OBC participation, which further encourages their engagement intention. Therefore, this paper adds to the literature on OBC by demonstrating the role of product and brand characteristics in the relationship between gratification from brand community and future brand community engagement.



Finally, we find that individual-level factors (i.e., extraversion) may affect community participation, which is consistent with the findings of [46,80]. The result of our study indicates that not all consumers attach equal importance to the social value of brand community. Thus, individual differences should be considered an important factor that may influence brand community engagement.




5.2. Managerial Implications


This study holds several important managerial implications. First, our study shows that expected functional and social benefits lead to high community participation intention. Thus, for firms that operate an OBC, they should communicate potential benefits to consumers in attracting a great number of members to join in their communities. It can be done by introducing their OBCs when a consumer buys a product. As OBCs can help members solve problems and cultivate relationships among peers, firms should generate more revenue by decreasing service costs (e.g., operating a large call center) and expanding their loyal customer base. Brands could send a message that emphasizes the functional and social value of their OBCs to attract consumers.



Second, as we show that product complexity will influence one’s intention to participate in a brand community, we propose that it may be very valuable for brands in industries with huge technological details to build communities to meet consumers’ information needs. For users of these brands, they usually find that it is difficult to capture full usage skills and sometimes may even encounter technical problems they cannot solve by themselves. Traditionally, to alleviate those problems, firms must spend considerable marketing resources to educate consumers, such as after-sale personnel and customer education campaigns. However, with OBCs, customers can search product knowledge by themselves and help others to solve product use problems without the help of firms. As such, a great part of marketing resources can be saved for firms by building online brand communities. Firms could emphasize the informational value of their OBCs when soliciting consumers who recently purchased a product for brand communities, especially when their products are complex for consumers [46]. Social value is also important in fostering brand community engagement. Prior research has indicated that consumers see brands as intentional agents and they relate to brands as they relate to people to some extent [87]. In other words, consumers may interact with brands like social relationships. Accordingly, firms should present their good intentions (i.e., warmth) and abilities (e.g., quality information) in brand communities to attract consumers’ engagement. Further, we suggest that brand symbolism may help firms attract brand users to their online communities. It is well acknowledged that people buy brands not only for their utilitarian values but also for symbolic values. Sharing the same values make consumers get together. Thus, when hosting and managing an OBC, firms should not constrain all their managerial efforts within the communities, instead, they could create and communicate a unique brand image to build OBCs. For example, firms could launch communication that presents their warmth in the brand community because the perception of warmth is usually associated with more word-of-mouth [88]. Taken together, our results suggest that firms should take their product and brand characteristics into consideration when managing OBCs because of the different product and brand characteristics create consumers’ distinct expectation on OBCs.



Finally, brand managers should investigate which brand users are more likely to engage with their OBCs and give priority to attracting these consumers to their brand communities accordingly. By doing these, firms can allocate marketing resources more effectively. Our results suggest that extraverts are more likely to participate in online brand communities. Firms can identify such consumers in a series of ways, such as observing consumer behaviors in social media because extraverts tend to be more active in social media and post more content online.




5.3. Limitations and Future Research


This paper has several limitations that call for further research. First, we measure members’ subjective brand community engagement in this paper rather than their actual participation behaviors. Given the importance of users’ actual participation for the survival of an OBC, future studies could collect data on buyers’ actual OBC participation behavior to validate our findings. By doing this, our understanding of the relationship between brand/ product characteristics with brand community engagement would be deepened. Second, the paper discusses only three important product, brand and consumer characteristics that influence consumers’ engagement in the OBCs by evoking expected informational value and social value. Obviously, the effect of other important product, brand and consumer characteristics (e.g., brand personality) deserves further studies.
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Figure 1. Research framework. 
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Table 1. Empirical research on antecedents of brand community engagement.
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Related Studies

	
Antecedents of Community Engagement

	
Theoretical Foundation

	
Studies






	
Functional drivers

	
Functional, entertainment values

	
Uses and gratifications theory

	
[38]




	
Information seeking, incentive seeking, and convenience seeking

	
No explicit theory

	
[39]




	
Purposive and entertainment values

	
Extended information systems (IS) continuance model

	
[40]




	
Informational value

	
Observational learning theory

	
[41]




	
Epistemic value

	
Uses and gratifications theory

	
[22]




	
Informational value

	
Social capital theory

	
[42]




	
Social drivers

	
Trust, satisfaction, communication

	
Relationship quality perspective

	
[43]




	
Social identity, subjective norms

	
The theory of planned behavior

	
[44]




	
Similarity, physical appearance; suitable behavior

	
No explicit theory

	
[45]




	
Social values

	
Uses and gratifications theory

	
[38]




	
Trust, identification, satisfaction

	
No explicit theory

	
[46]




	
Interpersonal utility

	
No explicit theory

	
[39]




	
Perceived social value

	
Observational learning theory

	
[41]




	
Subjective norms, group norms, social identity

	
A combination of the theory of planned behavior and the model of goal-directed behavior

	
[47]



