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Abstract

The aim of this master thesis is to contribute to the knowledge about online brand
communities and their influence on brand loyalty. More specifically, it focuses on
measuring the role of brand commitment, within online brand communities, on the

brand loyalty.

This is done by adopting and adapting the model of Laroche et al. (2013) that
explains the influence of online brand communities on brand loyalty. Brand
commitment, considered by many authors as relevant in this constellation and left out
by the author of the model, is included and measured. In order to do so, 127

participants, all members of a specific online brand community took part in a survey.

The results could not confirm the existence of brand commitment as such in the new
model. In fact, the items used to measure this variable have been mixed with the
items from the brand trust variable. Therefore, the existence and the influence of
brand commitment could not be proven. However, there are encouraging signs that
this variable plays a significant role in the model and future researches should

integrate it.

Keywords: online brand community, brand trust, brand commitment, brand loyalty,

social network
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1. Introduction

1.1. Context of the thesis

As social networks changed the way we communicate with each other, share
memories and experiences, they also changed the way we interact with companies
and brands around us. In fact, during the last few years, companies established
themselves on social networks, developing new marketing strategies and

communication channels.

There is an on going debate about placement of companies on social networks. On
one hand, it represents an amazing opportunity for a company to affect millions of
customers and use the leverage of social networks to promote their brands. Social
networks offer a very fertile environment for marketers. On the other hand, some
argue that the presence of brands on social networks represent a potential “crashing”
factor as social networks loose their reason to exists by not connecting people
anymore (Fournier & Avery, 2011, p. 193). Issues of this debate are still unknown

and for sure, many changes are still waiting to happen.

Nowadays, branding remains an important subject in marketing and only little is
known on the subject of branding on social networks. Therefore, this thesis intends to
understand interactions between brands and customers in online brand communities.
Specifically, it tries to understand the elements influencing customer’s loyalty to a

certain brand when he or she is a member of an online brand community.

1.2.Problem statement

In competitive markets with high exposure, growth, and technological developments,
creation and maintenance of consumer’s brand relations has become a critical
success factor for companies. In order to be a successful, companies must create
and manage durable relationships with their consumers. Creating and managing
those relationships is not enough, so companies must also ensure that both parties
can benefit from them. Therefore, lasting and mutually beneficial relationships are
key for creating brand loyalty. For companies willing to increase their customers’
brand loyalty, the creation of an online brand community represents a very good

opportunity (Sung, Kim, Kwon, & Moon, 2010).



Yet, the focus of recent studies has shifted attention from traditional brand
communities to online brand communities. Even if the subject gained more attention
from researchers, there is sill a lack of empirical knowledge about the subject
(Laroche et al. 2013, p. 76).

In fact, in the domain of brand community building, only three studies are really
relevant: McAlexander et al. (2002), Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) and Laroche et al.

(2013), and only the work of Laroche et al. is based on an empirical approach.

In addition to lack of empirical studies, brand commitment, considered in the
literature as very important for brand loyalty, does not appear in any model in the

literature.

Therefore, the goal of this thesis is twofold: on one hand it will contribute to enhance
the knowledge about online brand community based on an empirical study. On the
other hand, it will include brand commitment in the constellation of elements affecting

customer’s loyalty when interacting in an online brand community.

1.3.Research questions

Based on the aforementioned problem statements, the research questions for the
thesis can be defined. Consequently, the research questions for this master thesis
focuses on the role and influence of brand commitment on online brand community
based on social networks, and more specifically, which role brand commitment plays

when analyzing the influence of online brand community toward brand loyalty.

It must also be mentioned that the research questions intend to answer open
questions and missing elements of previous researches. Therefore, most of the
research done in this thesis is based on the work of Laroche et al. (2013) To be or

not to be in social media: How brand loyalty is affected by social media?

The first research question must therefore focus on how brand commitment
influences brand loyalty. Here, it is important to understand and clearly identify, from

a theoretical point of view, the role of brand commitment in influencing brand loyalty.

Second research question must focus on the role of brand commitment on brand
loyalty within the specific case of online brand communities based on social media.

Goal here is to understand through observations, what role brand commitment plays
2



in the influence of brand loyalty by a brand community. This research question

intends to discover a new construct in the model developed by Laroche et al. (2013).

Finally, the last research question intends to answer if brand commitment is
effectively part of the model developed by Laroche et al. (2013) and if it can be
statistically considered as relevant in it. The question intends to answer if brand
commitment is a statistically significant variable of the model in explaining the
influence of online brand communities on brand loyalty. How the model of “the effect
of brand community on social media” of Laroche et al. (2013) reacts when the
variable brand commitment is added (Laroche et al., 2013, p. 80)? Are these findings
the identical? Is the new variable explaining one part of the influence? Is brand

commitment a significant variable in the model of Laroche et al. (2013) ?

1.4. Methodology

In order to answer the aforementioned research questions, a literature review was
revised in order to analyse the existing information on the main topics related to the
research question. Then, the model of Laroche et al. (2013) has been modified in
order to integrate the construct of brand commitment, leading to a new hypothesis to

confirm.

In order to confirm those new hypotheses related to the modified model, a survey
was conducted. Participants were selected based on their interactions on online
brand community in order to obtain a homogenous sample of online brand

community members.

In order to test the hypothesis, two statistical analyses have been conducted. First,
an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) that generated constructs based on their
statistical relations. After the EFA, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) has been

executed in order to confirm the model obtained during the EFA.

Both analysis permit to test and assess the role and the influence of brand
commitment on brand loyalty in the new model developed on the base of the

previous model of Laroche et al. (2013).



2. Literature review

Goal of this chapter is to review the existing literature of the main subjects under
investigation in this thesis. The first section focuses on online brand communities.
Then, concepts of brand loyalty, brand trust and brand commitment are presented. In
order to understand how those elements interact with each other, the fifth section

presents main models and frameworks that explain and present those interactions.

2.1.0nline brand community

2.1.1. Concepts of brand, community and brand community
In order to understand the concept of brand community, one has to first understand

the concept of brand and the concept of community separately.

In strategic marketing, it is considered that brand plays an essential part in the
creation of a product or service’s value. In fact, a brand’s name helps consumers
identify a company, its products and services, as well as the expected quality. Kotler,
Armstrong, Saunders & Wong (1999), give a general definition of what is a brand: “a
brand is a name, term, sign, symbol, or design or a combination of them intended to
identify the goods and services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate
from those of the competitor” (Kotler et al., 1999, p. 571). Kotler et al. (1999) use the

following example to highlight the influence a brand has on consumers’ behavior:

Many manufacturers can produce Cola drinks. However, only Coca-Cola can deliver

the original product everybody knows as “Coca-Cola” (Kotler et al., 1999, p. 571).

This example emphasizes the impact a brand and more generally, the impact
branding has on consumers and their perception as well as the way consumers
identify themselves with a brand. Even if those consumers have the choice between
different brands offering Cola drinks, Coca-Cola brand will still add more value to the
product than other manufacturer because it is impregnated in consumers’ mind that
Coca-Cola is the “real Cola” (Kotler et al., 1999 p. 571). Branding therefore plays a
central role in the field of marketing as it supports the value of a product towards its

customers by representing brand’s set of values.



Community is defined by three main elements: locality, social interaction and bond
(Jang, Olfman, Ko, Koh & Kim, 2008, p. 58). Locality refers to the geographical
region where the community is implanted and permits the community and its
members to differentiate from other communities. Social interaction refers to the fact
that community’s members create relationships with other members of the
community. Finally, bond means that being a member of a specific community gives
a feeling of comfort and belonging. Thus, a community is defined by a location where
members can meet and build relationships between themselves based on their

interactions, collective identity or atmosphere of community.

Etzioni and Etzioni (1999) explain that a community has two central attributes: affect-
laden relationships of the members and their commitment to shared values,
meanings and an historical identity. Authors present the community as a group of
persons working and interacting together, based on common values, ideas and
sharing collective knowledge, history or experiences. In this sense, every community
has its own framework that members understand and share allowing them to achieve

specific work for the community (as cited in Jang et al. 2008, p. 58).

According to Gusfield (1975) there are two types of communities. The first type is
traditional territorial or geographical communities in which belonging to a certain
territory or place is the main factor that differentiates members from non-members
like, for example, neighborhoods or towns. The second type is a relational community
in which focus is on human relationships within the community. That kind of
community is more focused on what members share with others like fan clubs,

hobbies, religions and so on (as cited in Jang et al. 2008, p. 58).

To answer the question of what a brand community is, Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) give
one element of the answer based on previous definitions (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001,
p.418). For the authors, brand communities are built around three core elements.
The first core element is the consciousness of kind and is described by the authors
as: “an intrinsic connection that members feel toward one another and difference
from others not in the community. Members differentiate themselves from users of
other brands or members of other communities” (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001, p. 418). In
this sense, the element that differentiates members from one brand community to

another must be the brand. The second core element is the presence of shared
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rituals and traditions that supports community’s history, culture and consciousness
(Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001, p. 421). In the context of brand community and modern
marketing, this is supported by advertisement and story telling around the brand and
its products. When based on shared or similar experiences among members,
storytelling enhances connections between the community members and increase
the feeling of belonging to the brand and the community. Furthermore, advertisement
is essential to the community rituals and traditions as it materializes the image of the
brand among members (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001, p. 421). The third core element is:
“a sense of moral responsibility, duty or obligation to the community as a whole and
its individual members” (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001, p. 424). It takes the form of support
shared among the community members regarding problems encountered with the
brand’s product or it takes the form a sharing specific information related to the

product or to the brand.

The authors Muniz & O’'Guinn (2001) deepen their definition of brand community,
describing it as: “specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a
structured set of social relations among admirers of the brand” (Muniz & O’Guinn,
2001, p. 412). In their work, McAlexander et al. (2002) define the brand community
as being the constructs of “its member’s entities and relationships among them”
(McAlexander et al., 2002, p. 38). The authors also identify factors that define a
community. Those factors are: “commonality, identification among the community’s
members, a leisure pursuit or devotion to a brand” (McAlexander et al., 2002, p. 38).
Additionally, Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) identify that in consumption-based communities
(communities that encourage a certain style of consumption), the community’s
members identify themselves towards the community based on their consumption
behavior (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001 p. 414). The brand community is also the virtual or
physical place where members can exchange or share essential resources of
different nature (cognitive resources, emotional resources or material resources)

about the brand and its products.

Two models help describe the structures of a brand community: Muniz and O’Guinn
(2001) Brand Community Triad presented in figure 1, the Customer-Centric Model of

Brand Community introduced by McAlexander et al. (2002) presented in figure 2.



Figure 1: Brand community triad
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Source: Own illustration based on McAlexander et al. (2002, p. 39)

In Muniz and O’Guinn’s model (2001), brand community is represented as a triad
between customers and the brand. In this model, two types of relationships are
highlighted: first, the relationship established between the brand and customers and
second the one established among community members. In this model, the relation
among members is vital for the success of the community. In fact, even if the relation
with the brand remains an important aspect of the community, here, it is the relation
that members build among themselves that define the value of the community (Muniz
& O’Guinn, 2001 p. 414).

McAlexander et al.,’s model (2002), figure 2, is based on the aforementioned model.
However, since judging the previous approach was limiting, the authors have
extended it in order to create the model they called the Customer Centric Model of
Brand Community. The model set the customer in the center of the model as it
represents the community from its point of view. The additions to the previous model
are the relationships between the customer and the firm and the relationships
between the product and the customer. Therefore, the community relies not only on
the customer and the brand, but also on the development of a corporate feeling
(McAlexander et al., 2002, p. 39).



Figure 2: Customer-centric model of brand community
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Source: Own illustration based on McAlexander et al. (2002, p. 39)

2.1.2. Online brand community

Online brand communities are actually brand communities located on the Internet.
Even if the term ‘virtual community’ was introduced by one of the first Internet gurus,
Howard Rheingold (1993), and it is still in use today, the term ‘online community’ is
preferred in this work as it refers to the fact that those communities are located
online, on the Internet. It must be noted that authors like Laroche, Habibi & Richard
(2013) use the term ‘social media based brand community’ or ‘brand community on
social media’. In this thesis all those term will be handled without differences
(Laroche et al., 2013, p. 77)

The nature of online brand communities does not necessarily vary from the
aforementioned communities. However, for the purpose of this thesis, it is important

to identify their particularities.

When a consumer uses the Internet and interacts with other consumers, it is very
probable that those interactions will become more and more recurrent and in time,
form a source of information and social interactions. The result of this mechanism is

generically named online communities.



One characteristic remains common across all different definitions used in the
literature to define online brand community; the fact that virtual brand communities
are the result of people using the Internet in order to create relationship with other
members having similar interests. From that common characteristic, definitions of
online brand community vary in many aspects. In his study, Kozinets (1999) used the
definition of Howard Rheingold (1993) who explains the meaning of online
communities as “social aggregations that emerge from the net when enough people
carry on... public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form

webs of personal relationships in cyberspace” (as cited in Kozinets, 1999, p. 253).

Ridings, Gefen & Arinze (2002) offer a more modern definition as the author
emphasis on the aspect that an online community is not bounded geographically.
However, the location or the virtual location of the community is important, because it
will serve as a place where members meet. Furthermore, from a technological point
of view, this virtual location will also define the mechanism used by the members to
communicate with each other. The authors state that an online community can be
defined as: “groups of people with common interests and practices that communicate
regularly and for some duration, in an organized way over the Internet through a
common location or mechanism” (Ridings et al., 2002, p. 273). Another important
aspect of online communities relies on the fact that content of online communities is
mainly generated by users of the community through their virtual interactions. An
online community is therefore a virtual space developed and shaped by the
communication and the content shared by its members (Sicilia & Palazon, 2008, p.
257).

Online communities vary by the form of their organization. They are organized
around various subjects, needs or consumption behaviors like sports, artists, or diet,
but they can also focus different demographic segments or geographic regions like

metropolitan areas or countries (Hagel, 1999, p. 57).

In comparison to offine communities, online ones are generally larger and more
spread in space as well as in time. The aspect of dispersion in space concerns the
fact that online communities are not geographically bounded or restricted. On the
other side, the aspect of dispersion in time refers to the fact that members meeting

online do not have to be virtually present at the same time in order to interact. The

9



communication system of online communities allows members to communicate in an
unsynchronized way with each other. Moreover, online communities tend to be more
densely knit, and regroup members with more heterogeneous social characteristics,
such as category of age, gender, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status. However,
despite their differences, the online community members tend to have more

homogeneous attitudes (Ridings, et al., 2002, p. 273)

Online brand communities are very similar to offline brand communities described in
the previous section. Sicilia & Palazon (2008) defined online brand communities as:
“a group of individuals with common interests in a brand who communicate with each
other electronically in a platform provided by the company which supports the brand”
(Sicilia & Palazon, 2008, p. 257). The main differences between offline and online
brand community are highlighted in the figure 3, refers to the removing of

geographical barriers.

Figure 3: From offline-community to online virtual community

VIRTUAL COMMUNITY

Social identity Geographyecally dispersed members
Group norms Dynamic network of relationships
Sense of duty Absense of physical contact

VIRTUAL
BRAND
COMMUNITY

Group of individuals with common interests in a
brand who communicate each other electronically
in a platform provided by the company

Group of people that possess a common
interest in a specific brand

Source: Own illustration based on Sicilia & Palazon (2008, p. 258)

Online brand communities can be separated in two groups depending on the
community’s initiator: consumer initiated brand communities or company initiated
brand communities. Consumer initiated brand communities are built on voluntary

basis by consumers willing to share content about a specific brand. On the other

10



hand, company initiated brand communities are built by the company owner of the
brand in order to establish a relationship with their consumers and to create a
productive feedback mechanisms with the community’s members (Jang et al., 2008,
p. 60).

Bagozzi & Dholakia (2002) have defined five general characteristics of online brand
communities. First, the community must be organized around a distinct interest which
may refer to a certain product or a certain topic. Second, members must feel a sense
of connection between themselves and a sense of separation regarding non-
members. Third, online communities may follow distinctive norms of interaction,
contain rituals or shared conventions. Fourth, it is the members who generate the
content through active participation in the form of sharing content or discussion. Fifth,
the members have freedom of expression, this mainly because virtual communities

are relying on textual communication (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002, p. 5).

It is interesting to notice that online community share some similarities with traditional
geographical communities. If online communities are relational communities, they still
gather members in a specific place on the Internet, usually a website, or as it will be
described in the next section on a specific place in a social network. This makes
online communities look like geographical ones, because members have an
attachment to the virtual place they use to interact with the community (McAlexander
et al., 2002, p. 39).

2.1.3. Online brand community on social networks

According to Rakic & Rakic (2014), the rapid development and massive usage of the
Internet resulted in creation of many social networks. Probably the most notorious
and most used of them being Facebook (Rakic & Rakic, 2014, p. 179).

For the authors, even if the principal goal of social networks is to enable
communication between its members, those platforms also developed tools that
enable marketers to develop their marketing strategies and activities. Since, social
networks and particularly Facebook have become a very attractive platform for many
companies in order to create and develop their online marketing (Rakic & Rakic,
2014, p. 181).

11



Nowadays, the possibility to implement online marketing in the form of electronic
word of mouth represents one of the main reasons to use marketing strategies based
on social networks. Electronic word of mouth is particularly powerful, because users
of social networks are connected to each other in a way that increase trustworthiness
among them as interactions increase, increasing in turn the willingness to share
content with other users of the social network. Value of online marketing activities
resides in the fact that consumers relay opinions of other consumers propagating
opinion in trusting messages shared between the social network’s users (Rakic &
Rakic, 2014, p. 179).

2.1.4. Types of online brand communities

Different classifications for online brand communities are listed in the literature, which
describe several kinds of online brand communities. The first two types that can be
identified are company initiated and consumer initiated brand communities (Jang et
al., 2008, p.75). Company initiated online brand communities have been usually
created by the firm in order to manage its relationships with customers. The second
type of communities has been created by consumers in order to regroup around one
brand. In literature, the terms member-initiated and organization-sponsored

communities are also mentioned and refer to the same notion as presented above.

Markus (2002) offers a more detailed view of the online brand community types. The
author differentiates the communities depending on their orientation and identifies
three of them: social, professional and commercial oriented communities. As
presented in figure 4, each main orientation is then divided in sub-orientations that
are: relationship building, entertainment, expert network, learning, business-to-

business and business-to-consumer.
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Figure 4: Types of online brand communities

Virtual
Community
Social Professional Commercial
Orientation Orientation Orientation
Relationship . Expert . Business-to- Business-to-
Building Entartalunent Network Leaming Business Consumer
* Hobby/Common +Game * Information/ * Research * Trade * Brands+/
Interest * Communication Knowledge * University » Geographical Product-Suport
* Geographical * Practice € Proximity * Auction (C-C)

Proximity

Source: lllustration adopted from website: www.cti09.wikispaces.com. Accessed on 6.1.2016,

https://cti09.wikispaces.com/Types+of+Virtual+Communities)

Relevant for this thesis are commercial oriented communities that are classified as
business-to-consumer community. Goal of those communities according to Markus
(2002) is to support a product or a brand. Therefore, members’ interactions within

such community are organized around a specific brand or its products/services.

Kozinets (1999) identifies one additional subtype of online community in the form of
communities of consumption. This type of community is organized around
consumption related thematic. The author defines those communities as: “affiliative
groups whose online interactions are based upon shared enthusiasm for and

knowledge of a specific activity or group of activities” (Kozinets, 1999, p. 259).

2.1.5. Types of members in online brand communities
Three kinds of classifications are used in literature in order to identify and

differentiate members of an online brand community.

The first classification, introduced by Ridings et al. (2006), identifies two types of
online brand community members: posters and lurkers. The authors explain: “posters
are members that participate in the community by creating content. They participate
in conversations, post new content and create new discussions”. On the other hand,
lurkers, are members that solely look for content within the community. Those

members are not involved in creation of new content and do not participate in
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conversations. Lurkers benefit from content generated by other members of the

community (Ridings, et al., 2006, p. 331).

Second classification introduced by De Valck, Van Bruggen & Wierenga (2009) offers
a more detailed panorama of online community members. Authors differentiate six
categories of members active in online communities based on factors like the
frequency of visitation, duration of the visits, the fact that they contribute to creation
of information or if they do only search for information and if they discuss or not
information given by the community (De Valck et al., 2009, p. 194). The first category
is the core members and usually represents the smallest amount of members in a
community. They are the most active within the community in term of visit and times
spent per visit and are also members who interact the most with the community. Core
members are the main users and suppliers of the community’s information. They also
take part in discussions held within the community. The second category is the
conversationalists. It refers to users that frequently supply and discuss information
within the community. Even if they spend less time being active in the community
than the core members, involvement of conversationalists with the community
remains high. Conversationalists are manly engaged in conversations with other
members. The third category is the informationalists. Those members spend most of
their time in the community searching for information and supplying new one.
However their participation in discussions is relatively low. The fourth category is the
hobbyists. This category of members usually spends a large amount of time with the
community but do not interact in term of research or supply or information, and they
do not participate extensively in community’s discussions. Hobbyists are usually
engaged with the community through their personal page where they upload
personal content or write personal messages. The fifth category is the functionalists.
Those members usually visit the community once per week in order to retrieve
information that concerns their personal interests. Finally, the sixth category is the
opportunists, referring to members that do not visit the community to participate but
only to retrieve specific information. Opportunists are not regular visitors of the

community and generally never interact with it (De Valck et al., 2009, p. 194).

A third type of classification introduced by Kozinets’s (1999) focuses on two factors in
order to differentiate the community’s members: the first factor being the relationship
that members have toward the brand and the second factor being the strength of the
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social relationship among the community’s members (Kozinets, 1999, p. 255). The
author then identifies four types of members activity in online brand communities.
The first type of members is the tourists, referring to members that do not tend to
create strong social ties inside the community and that have only a limited interest
towards community’s content and the brand. Second type is the minglers, referring to
members that tend to create and maintain strong social connections within the
community. However, these members usually have only a limited interest towards the
brand. The third type is the devotees and is contrary to the minglers as these
members have a strong interest towards the brand but have a rather low interaction
with others members of the community. They usually do not create social
connections within the community. The fourth type is the insiders. These members
tend to create strong connection with other members as well as the brand (Kozinets,
1999, p. 255).

2.1.6. Why customers decide to be a part of an online brand community?

There are numerous reasons that may motivate customers to become members of
an online brand community. Being part of the community allows them to gain access
to specific and valuable information or enable sharing specific information, generally
about the brand, its products or services. Getting information from the community is
simply an act of reading conversations, as well as soliciting information from other
members by posting questions and comments. Sharing information, on the other
hand, can be done by participating in conversation, either by directly responding to
another member’s post or by starting a new topic in the community (Ridings, Gefen &
Arinze, 2002, p. 274).

However, motivations to be part of a brand community can be more complex than
just access to information. Bagozzi & Dholakia (2002) argue that liberty of being part
of a community or not is an important aspect. For the authors, if the members lose its
interest for the community, the termination of membership could be easily done just
by closing the web browser and not visiting the community anymore (Bagozzi &
Dholakia, 2002, p. 6).

Being part of an online community also satisfies social and psychological needs.
Porter, Donthu, Macelroy & Wydra (2001) classified seven types of needs that are

fulfilled when a member is part of an online community (Porter et al., 2011, p. 81):
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1) Information: members usually use the community as a source of information when
they need to learn, solve problems or make decisions.

2) Relationship: the community is a potential place for creation of relationships
among members.

3) Social identity and self-expression: through the community, members can fulfill
self-awareness by expressing emotional and cognitive connection with the
community.

4) Helping others: helping other members generates a feeling of satisfaction.

5) Enjoyment: members are looking for recreation and fun through their interactions
within the community.

6) Belongingness: the satisfaction members have as being part of the community.

7) Status and influence: recognition and respect from other members when being

part of the same community.

2.2.Brand loyalty

Brands are valuable for companies, and marketers are constantly trying to improve
their visibility with consumers. For companies, creating customer loyalty to a brand is
something primordial, especially in sectors where competition is high. However, it
represents a constant challenge as it has become easier for customers to switch
from one brand to another. Consequently, companies are trying to develop long-term
relationships with their customers in order to increase their loyalty. In order to do so,
companies have started using more innovative communication channels in order to
interact with their customers. Brand community (online and offline) has emerged as a
new communication channel offering companies a way to generate loyalty among

customers.

In order to understand the term of brand loyalty in the context of online brand
community, the term and dimension of brand loyalty and loyalty itself must be
defined. According to Aaker (1996) loyalty is created when experiencing a preference
for a certain brand. The author defines brand loyalty as: “the degree of a consumer
emotional attachment to a brand”. Loyalty can be bound to the brand but also the
symbols or names (Aaker, 1996, p. 15). In Oliver's study (1999) brand loyalty is
defined as: “a deeply held commitment to repurchase or patronize a preferred
product or service consistently in the future, thereby causing repetitive, same brand
or same set purchasing, despite situational influences and marketing efforts having
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the potential to cause switching behavior” (Oliver, 1999, p. 34). Based on those two
definitions, brand loyalty can be defined as a preference of costumers to repurchase

a certain brand’s product because of emotional attachment or commitment.

2.2.1. Brand loyalty in online community

Loyalty within the brand community is an important aspect in order to asses the level
of influence a company has on its community members. In comparison, with brand
commitment (defined in the next chapter), brand loyalty refers to a consumer that
already has a certain degree of knowledge about the brand and the competition
(Jang et al., 2008, p. 58). Brand loyalty is built on top of brand commitment as
consumers usually have done a certain amount of brand interactions and brand
switching. Brand’s commitment in the form of positive word of mouth for example,
might lead to brand loyalty, because it reflects a positive attitude towards the brand

from its customers (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 23).

2.2.2. Behavioural and attitudinal loyalty

Two types of loyalty: behavioral (also called purchase) and attitudinal loyalty, are
introduced in Oliver’s article (Oliver, 1999, p. 35). According to Chaudhuri & Holbrook
(2001), behavioral or purchase loyalty, can be defined as: “a repeated process of
purchasing the brand”, while attitudinal loyalty is: “degree of dispositional
commitment in terms of some unique value associated with the brand” (Chaudhuri &
Holbrook, 2001, p. 82). Meaning that behavioural loyalty is when a customer
becomes loyal to a brand because it has repeated many purchases and developed
some kind of habituation to the brand. It may also be developed because customer
has knowledge about other products and brands, and finds this particular one more
attractive because it offers him more value. As on the other hand, attitudinal loyalty is
related to the emotional part of customer brand relation. Customer might develop an
emotional tie with the brand because of diverse reasons and will therefore have
greater commitment in the form of attitudinal loyalty toward the brand and its
products (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001, p. 82).

2.2.3. Four phases of brand loyalty
Oliver (1999) proposes a framework that encompasses four phases of brand loyalty:
cognitive loyalty, affective loyalty, conative loyalty and action loyalty (Oliver, 1999, p.

36). At each level of loyalty of the model, the consumers is loyal to the brand and it is
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supposed that the consumer’s loyalty towards the brand will evolve following those

four phases.

Cognitive loyalty phase - During this phase, consumer’s preferences toward a brand
are only based on brand’s attribute’s information available to him (Harris & Goode,
2004, p. 141). At this stage, the preference towards a specific brand is directed
because of the brand’s attributes like performances compared to other brand’s, price,
costs or any other characteristics. Consumer’s decision is mainly based on beliefs
that brand is preferable to others. Usually at this stage, consumer has no past
experience with the brand and therefore has no real experience. Also, at this stage
there is a high level of brand switching due to a lack of bond with the brand. From a
company perspective, consumers at the cognitive phase are not profitable in a long-

term horizon.

Affective loyalty phase - Consumers come to this second phase after repeated
positive and satisfactory usages of the brand’s product/service and they are
favorable toward the brand (Harris & Goode, 2004 p. 141). Consumer starts to
develop a pleasure dimension associated with the brand. At this stage, consumer’s
brand loyalty is defined by the degree of affection for the brand. In comparison to the
previous phase, where cognitive loyalty can be unsettled by argumentation, affective
loyalty is more anchored in consumer’'s mind. However, they remain vulnerable to
competitor’'s incentives like promotions. At this stage, the company has an

opportunity to influence and strengthen relationships with these customers.

Conative loyalty phase - During this next phase, customer’s decision is influenced by
repeated positive interactions with the brand that develop a deeper level of
commitment (Harris & Goode, 2004, p. 141). At this stage, consumer is committed to
repurchase the brand and is usually very well educated about the brand’s
advantages. Commitment is deeply anchored in the customer’s mind and motivates
repurchases of the brand’s product/service. However, it is not guaranteed that the
customer will not switch the brand. Consequently, the company must continue to

invest in the existing relationship.

Action loyalty phase - In this phase, the customer’s intentions are converted to

actions or readiness to act (Harris & Goode, 2004, p. 141). Consumer is ready to act
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or in certain case, to overcome the obstacle that might be preventing his actions. At
this stage, brand switching is minimized as the consumer is already aware the brand

is the most suitable one compared to other alternatives.

2.3.Brand trust

Trust, from a business point of view, is defined by Morgan & Hunt (1994) as: “when
one party has confidence in an exchange partner’s reliability and integrity” (Morgan &
Hunt, 1999, p. 23). Other group of authors Moorman, Deshpande & Zaltman (1992)
define it as: “the willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom one has
confidence” (Moorman, Deshpande & Zaltman, 1992, p. 315). These two definitions
highlight the importance of reliance, integrity and trustworthiness of the parties

involved in an exchange.

Brand trust, is defined by Moorman, Deshpande & Zaltman (1992) as: “the
willingness of a consumer to rely on the ability of the brand to perform its stated

function” (Moorman, Deshpande & Zaltman, 1992, p. 315).

From customer’s point of view, trust can be seen as expectations about the
company’s trustworthiness that results from its skills, reliability or intentions.
Moorman et al. (1992) highlight the importance of trust and define it as determinant
for the relationship’s quality between the parties involved (Moorman et al., 1992, p.
315). When customers build trust toward a brand or a company, they also create
positive thoughts and feelings. For their next purchases, customers rely on their
previous experiences and trust plays an important role influencing the purchase
behavior. Additionally, Delgado-Ballester (2004) defined brand trust as “the feeling of
security held by the consumer in his/ her interaction with the brand, that is based on
the perceptions that the brand is reliable and responsible for the interests and welfare
of the consumer” (Delgado-Ballester, 2004, p.575). This highlighted the fact that
trusts towards a certain brand or product is build during the time and is subject to

developments.

Doney & Cannon’s (1997) present another aspect of trust that is interesting for this
thesis. The authors present trust in two forms. In the first one, trust relies on the fact
that exchange partners provide a verbal or written proof that other partner can trust.

For the second form, called benevolence, it means that a partner is interested in the
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other partner’s prosperity (Doney & Cannon, 1997, p. 36). This leads to the concept
of trust, a sense of bi-directionality where both parties, the consumer and the brand

for example, have their part to play in the other party’s well being.

2.3.1. Brand trust in online community

In online brand communities, trust is particularly important as rules are usually absent
(Ridings et al., 2002, p. 275). Therefore, trust is essential for the well-being and the
productivity of the community. In fact, it is demonstrated that members of a
community (in this case a traditional one) will cooperate and work better with other
members if they trust them. On the other hand, they will actively avoid other

members with whom they could not create a trustful relationship.

In order to create those relationships based on trust, Ba’s (2001) argues that three
main elements must be present among the partners in a community (Ba, 2001, p.
324):

1) The reliability of the partners, allowing all parties involved to be able to rely on the
word and promises from other partners.

2) The predictability of the partners, meaning that the exchange partners behave in a
way that equitably protects the welfare of both parties involved.

3) The fairness of the partners, when it comes to uncertainty and vulnerability.

Additionally, Ba’s (2001) argues that in order to create and grow relationships among
community members, information must be shared inside the group based on
previous experiences. The fact that members relay on information received from
another member, is a base for creating trust among the whole group. When members
create trust between each other, it diminishes the uncertainty and risk of
relationships. Therefore, with a frequent exchange of information and observation of
other member’s preferences and behaviors the levels of trust among the group or the

community is likely to increase (Ba, 2001, p. 325).

Furthermore, in some cases trust can be used as a main factor to reduce the lack of
information or uncertainty between partners. Study from Laroche et al. (2013)
explains that when lacking information in an exchange, customers are relying on their
previous experiences, especially when those experiences have been generating trust

for the customer (Laroche et al., 2013, p. 78). When customers experience trust with
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a brand or company, it influences the future exchanges between the two parties.
Trust leads to positive influence, which leads to good expectations for future
transactions. Therefore, it is vital for the company to maintain trust among its

customers.

2.3.2. Trust and loyalty

Brand trust has a significant impact on brand loyalty. According to Berry (1993): “trust
is the basis for the loyalty” (Berry 1993, p. 1). Therefore, trust is likely to lead to
higher levels of loyalty among the partners. Sung and Kim (2010) add to this view
that two components of brand trust have an impact on brand loyalty: expertise and
trustworthiness. Here, trustworthiness must be understood as: “consumer’s
confidence in the brand quality performance” and expertise as: “extent to which a
brand is perceived to be skillful and knowledgeable” (Sung & Kim, 2010, p. 644).
Those two components arise from experiences that the consumers have with the
brand and its products/services, and through time and repetition it will influence the

loyalty of the consumers toward the brand.

This concept of loyalty based on trust is also present in the work of Chaudhuri &
Holbrook (2001) where the authors mention that trust can be considered as an
antecedent of loyalty (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001, p. 83). Furthermore, and this will
be explained in a more detailed way in the next chapter, brand trust can be

considered as an important link between brand loyalty or brand commitment.

Trust in online brand community has also an impact on the brand loyalty. For
Laroche et al. (2013) trust can play the role of a mediator in order to canalize the
community effects into brand loyalty (Laroche et al., 2013, p. 83). This follow the
previous idea that brand trust leads to brand loyalty. Trust must therefore be
instrumentalized as a mediator between members of the community and the brand
itself. Laroche et al. (2013) advance that: “building and enhancing brand communities
and consumer experience within the context of brand community is to make
customers loyal to the brand” (Laroche et al., 2013, p. 78). They also present two
factors essential to increase brand trust and consequently improve brand loyalty: the
constant exchanges of information and a long-term relationship between consumers
and the brand.
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2.3.3. Trust and commitment

It is important in this chapter to develop the relation between trust and commitment.
Commitment and brand commitment will be explained in detail in the next chapter, in
this one, the impact of trust on this particular aspect is developed. As McDonald
(1981) states: “mistrust breeds mistrust and as such would also serve to decrease
commitment in the relationship” (McDonald, 1981,p. 834). This highlights the fact that

trust is an important factor for commitment toward a brand.

Morgan & Hunt (1994) explain relations between trust and commitment with five

major precursors (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 24):

1) The relationship termination costs. Terminating a business relationship will
engender switching cost for both sides. Therefore, there is an incentive for the
parties involved to manage a long-term relationship leading to higher level of
commitment. The switching costs and the uncertainty of the environment leads to
dependence, generally from buyer’s point of view, and thus increases commitment
to the relationship.

2) Relationship benefits. Because of competitive aspects of the marketplace and the
environment, companies must look for relationships allowing them to generate the
best outputs given the options they have. When two partners identify relationship’s
benefits in comparison to the alternatives in the marketplace, they have an
incentive to commit to the relationship. When a partner receives superior benefits
from a relationship, they will be more committed to that relationship in comparison
to alternatives given to them.

3) Shared values. When both partners share common values like, what behavior to
have, which goals to set, what policies must be implemented or what is right or
wrong, there is a better chance that those parties will generate commitment and
trust between themselves. Shared values support the emergence of trust and
commitment in a relationship.

4) Communication. Here the term communication must be understood as: “formal, as
well as informal sharing of meaningful and timely information” (Anderson & Narus,
1990 p. 44). As such, communication increases trust between the parties involved
in a relationship. Interestingly, trust will also lead to better communication. Reason

is that past communication is generally linked with trust and past trust enables
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better communication. In other words, communication is the glue that holds
partners together.

5) Opportunistic behavior. When a party engages itself in a transaction, seeking for
opportunistic behavior in the form of self-interest or bad behavior, it is very likely to
have a bad effect on the trust aspect of the relationship. It is therefore negative for
trust, if one party believes that the other one is engaged in a relationship with an
opportunistic behavior. Unlike the four other elements, the opportunistic behavior

is set to have a negative impact on the relationship.

2.4.Brand commitment

Concept of commitment can be described as: “an exchange partner believing that an
ongoing relationship with another is so important as to warrant maximum effort at
maintaining it; that is, the committed party believes relationship is worth working on to
ensure that it endures indefinitely” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 23). This definition
underlines the value of a relationship, as well as willingness to maintain it as long as
possible, or at least as long as it is valuable for the parties involved. It also insists on
the fact that parties are willing to work at maintaining the relationship. Interestingly,
Berry and Parasuraman (1991) states that: “Relationships are built on the foundation
of mutual commitment” which highlight the fact that commitment goes in both ways in

a relationship (Berry & Parasuraman, 1991, p. 139).

Commitment also plays an important role in brand loyalty as some authors, like
Assael (1987), state that brand loyalty is a form of “commitment to a certain brand”
that manifests itself when there is a positive attitude towards the brand (Assael,
1987, p. 665). Morgan & Hunt (1994) place commitment in the middle of “all relational

exchanges between the firm and its various partners” (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 23).

Morgan & Hunt (1994) argue that commitment is a crucial aspect of a business
because of the way it inspires and helps managers, by firstly preserving relationship
investments by cooperating with the current exchange partners. Second, resisting
attractive short-term alternatives in favor of the expected long tern benefits of staying
with exchange partners. And finally, by helping to avoid high-risk actions thanks to

the belief that partners will not act opportunistically (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 22).
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2.4.1. Brand commitment in online brand community

In brand communities, commitment, as mentioned by Staw (1980) can take two
distinct forms: attitudinal or behavioral. Attitudinal commitment implies some
emotional attachment from members toward the community. This form of
commitment creates a strong feeling of membership with the community. On the
other hand, behavioral commitment outdoes the simple emotional attachment as it
relates to what members actually, and concretely act within the community (Staw,
1980, p. 257).

In communities, commitment arises when members gain value from their relations
with other members. Jang et al. (2008) states that: “interactive communication
facilitates a positive attitude among members toward the community operator, as well
as the community, and this, in turn, enhances the level of commitment to the
community” (Jang et al., 2008, p. 61). This highlights the fact that commitment in a
community arises from value of relationships members have among themselves,
when value of those relationships is mainly created through interactivity of the

communication within the community.

Also, the type of online brand community has an impact on members’ commitment.
As Jang et al. (2008, p. 62) states: “In a company-initiated online brand community,
customers’ participation in building their opinions and managing their continuing
experiences can be easily monitored and controlled by the company”. The
consequence being that in such communities, it is harder to develop the customer’s
commitment toward the brand and the community. One of the reasons is that firms
are monitoring their online communities because consumers will base their opinions
on other members’ thoughts and information posted online, and may have therefore
an incentive to filter comments and discussions (Jang et al., 2008, p. 67). On the
other hand, the authors state that: “in a consumer-initiated online brand community,
costumers voluntarily participate in building information about good features of the
product and valuable experiences with it. Uncontrolled feedback from fellow
members helps members trust their community and strengthen their commitment”. It
is therefore more likely to find more committed community members, when the

community is not company-initiated (Jang et al., 2008, p. 62).
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Generating commitment in an online brand community represents a critical success
factor for a firm’s online strategy. However, it remains a complex exercise because of
the limited level of control the firm has on the community, and also because online
communities are purely digital places where real contacts between the firm and the

consumers cannot happen.

2.4.2. Brand commitment and brand loyalty

As found by Jang et al. (2008), a higher level of commitment from community
members will increase brand loyalty. In their results, the authors state that a
company can improve its financial results if it can increase the level of commitment in
their communities (Jang et al., 2008, p. 75). Higher level of commitment will lead to
consumer rephrasing, and online, as well as offline word of mouth. Therefore,
community management as an option of increasing commitment in order to increase

customers’ loyalty may be a meaningful online strategy for companies.

2.5.Models of online brand communities

Two models present in literature help to understand the interaction and the
complexity of online brand communities. The first model is a customer centric model
of brand community developed by McAlexander et al. (2002) identifies the main
identities interacting within brand communities. The second is the model of effect of a
brand community on brand loyalty from Laroche et al. (2013) that is based on the
model of McAlexander et al. (2002) It includes the concepts of brand trust and brand

loyalty.

2.5.1. Customer centric model of brand community

The customer centric model of brand community has been developed by
McAlexander et al. (McAlexander et al., 2002, p. 39) and is particularly important for
this thesis, as it is the basis for the model developed for this research. The model is
build on top of previous models that were only considering relations between the
customers, as members of the community, and between the members and the brand.
The customer centric model presented in figure 2, present the entities that are related
to online brand communities and integrates the product, the marketer and the focal
customer in addition to brand and customer that were already present in previous

models.

25



The model is based on the fact that online brand communities are a place where
those entities interact with each other and develop and share meaningful
consumption experiences (McAlexander et al., 2002, p. 39). For the author, the
model is dynamic and synergic, meaning that an interaction between two entities
shared in the community will reinforce the relations of others entities. In their work,
Laroche et al. (2013) give an example: “when a member log on a social media
platform and explores the brand page, comments, shares a photo or experience,
interacts with marketers, asks questions about the brand or the product or answers
comments, that members is participating in the community activities and the invisible
community becomes visible (Laroche et al., 2013, p. 77). In these interactions
resources are being exchanged, information and value are being shared among
members, so that the ties could be cemented in such communities”. McAlexander et
al. (2002) adds that: “sharing meaningful consumption experiences strengthens
interpersonal ties and enhances mutual appreciation for the product, the brand and
facilitating marketers” (McAlexander et al., 2002, p. 44). As a consequence, virtual
relationships become real and strengthen the ties between the entities. The authors
conclude that: “consumer centric relationships with different entities in the brand
community might be cumulative or even synergistic in forming a single construct akin

customer loyalty” (McAlexander et al., 2002, p. 44).

Customer centric model of brand community presents four relationships that occur

through the online brand community (McAlexander et al., 2002, pp. 49):

1) Customer — Product relationship, refers to the exposure a customer will encounter
in the online community toward products. This exposure may motivate customers
to purchase or repurchase new or improved products.

2) Customer — Brand relationship, refers to the exposure the customer has with the
brand in form of marketing material like video or online contents.

3) Customer — Company relationship, refers to the relationship that is built between
the customer and the company, as an entity that is approachable. Through online
community, the company might be perceived in a different way by it's customers.
This could be on the image level where a company can display another attitude as
its traditional marketing/communication, but it also refers to the relationship the
company is able to build with its customers. For the later, it might be that
customers get connected with real people working for the company. This gives the
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company an opportunity to give to their customers a personal feeling of its entity,
whereas companies are often perceived as impersonal and bureaucratic.

4) Customer — Customer relationship, refers to the relationship members and
customers will create among themselves, focused around the usage and

consumption of products.

The underlying effect of this model is that online brand community, by providing the
platform for the aforementioned relationships, will enhance interactions among the
entities and therefore increase customer loyalty (McAlexander et al., 2002, p. 51).
This is mainly because customers that are integrated and involved with the brand
community are likely to be more involved emotionally with the company and are

willing to contribute to its success.

2.5.2. Model of effect of brand community on brand loyalty
The model of effect of brand community on brand loyalty from Laroche et al. (2013,
p. 80) has been developed on the basis of the customer centric model of brand

community and the result of research of McAlexander et al. (2002).

As presented in figure 6, the model postulates that brand community through the four
kind of relationships presented in the customer centric model of brand community will
influence brand trust, which in turn influences brand loyalty. As the authors states:
“brand communities operating on social media can enhance brand trust and loyalty
by improving customer relationship with the brand, other consumers, the company
and the products” (Laroche et al. 2013, p. 80). All relationships presented in this
model have a significant influence on brand trust and brand loyalty, making this

model a robust starting point in order to develop further constructs in this field.
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Figure 5: Model of the effects of brand community
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Source: Own illustration based on Laroche et al., (2013, p. 80)

An interesting aspect that emerges from this model is the fact that relationships of
members with other members have the most influence (Laroche et al., 2013, p. 80).
This underlines the aspect that social medias are the peoples’ media and that
interaction between people on social media remains the strongest relation. This
highlights the fact that marketers or online brand community managers should
enhance the relationships between members, among all other relationships, if they

are willing to increase brand loyalty.
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3. Research model and hypothesis

This chapter presents the research model developed for this thesis and the

hypothesis to which the empirical research will try to answer.

The research model and hypothesis developed for this thesis are based on the
previous works of McAlexander et al. (2002) and Laroche et al. (2013). The research
model presented here is in fact an addition to Laroche et al. model presented in the
previous chapter. As shown in figure 7, brand commitment has been added in the
model based on the theory. In fact, it is assumed that the customer centric model will

have an influence on brand commitment, which in turn will influence brand loyalty.

Figure 6: The research model

Customer /
Product
relationship

H2a

Brand Trust

Customer / Brand
relationship

Online brand
Community

Brand Loyalty

Customer /

Company
relationship

ustomer / Other
customers
relationship

Source: Own illustration

The model also shows the influence between its different elements. Each arrow
represents a relationship, which is then considered in the research as a hypothesis.
The hypothesis H1a, H1b, H1c, H1d, H2a, H2b, H2c, H2d and H3a are all based on
the study of Laroche et al. (2013). The fact of adding the brand commitment in the
model requires new a hypothesis. H4a, H4b, H4c, H4d, H3b and H5 have all be

added to the model. Follow, the hypothesis and their theoretical foundation:
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The first group of hypothesis represents the effect of brand community based on

social network on the customer’s relationships:

H1a. Social network based brand communities have positive effects on the

customer / product relationship

H1b. Social network based brand communities have positive effects on the

customer / brand relationship

H1c. Social network based brand communities have positive effects on the

customer / company relationship

H1d. Social network based brand communities have positive effects on the

customer / other customers’ relationship

This first group of hypothesis is based on Laroche et al. (2013) and is therefore
included in the new model. They represent the impact of an online brand community

on the different relations of the customers when he interacts on it.

The second group of hypothesis represents the effect of customer’s relationships on

the brand trust:

H2a. The customer / product relationship has a direct positive effect on brand

trust
H2b. The customer / brand relationship has a direct positive effect on brand trust

H2c. The customer / company relationship has a direct positive effect on brand

trust
H2d. The customer / other customers have a direct positive effect on brand trust

This second group of hypothesis is also based on Laroche et al. (2013) and supports
the fact that through its interactions on the online brand community, trust will increase
from customer’s point of view. Repeated interactions, and interaction over a long

period of time, are the two effects under scrutiny here.
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The third group of hypothesis accounts for the effect of brand trust on brand loyalty
and brand commitment. The hypothesis H3a. of this group is based on Laroche et al.
(2013). However, the hypothesis H3b. is added to the model:

H3a. Brand trust positively influences brand loyalty
H3b. Brand trust positively influences brand commitment

Based on the theory presented previously, it is possible to assume that brand trust
has a positive impact on brand commitment (McDonald, 1981 and Morgan & Hunt,
1994). H3b represents this motivation to maintain a valued relationship between

partners based on the trust built along the whole relationship.

The fourth group of hypothesis represents the effect of customer’s relationships on

brand commitment:

H4a. Customer/product relationship has a direct positive effect on brand

commitment

H4b. Customer/brand relationship has a direct positive effect on brand

commitment

H4c. Customer/company relationship has a direct positive effect on brand

commitment
H4d Customer/other customers has a direct positive effect on brand commitment

As mentioned by Jang et al. (2008), online brand communities, by supporting and
generating interactions between customers and the brand, customers with other
customers, customers and the company and between customers and the product,

have a positive effect on brand commitment.

The fifth group refers to the effect of brand commitment on brand loyalty and contains

one hypothesis:
H5. Brand commitment positively influences brand loyalty

This hypothesis is based on Jang et al. (2008) findings that higher level of

commitment within the community has a positive impact on the brand loyalty.
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4. Methodology

The goal of this chapter is to present the methodology used in order to conduct the
research. The chapter begins with the research design where the main idea is
presented. It then moves to the operationalization of the construct that presents
clearly how different constructs are measured. It finally presents the analysis
methods used in order to conduct the different statistical analysis needed to ensure

good reliability.

4.1.Research design

The research design implemented for this thesis is, descripto-explanatory, as the
goal of the research is to describe interaction and the role of commitment in an online
brand community and intends to explain the role of commitment within the
relationships present in an online brand community. As mentioned by Robson (2002),
a descriptive research is appropriate when the researcher is willing to: “portray an
accurate profile of persons, events or situations” (Robson, 2002, p. 59). The
descriptive part of the study focuses on brand commitment and its influence in an

online brand community.

Explanatory researches are appropriate in order to clarify causal relationships
between two variables in a situation or phenomenon (Kumar, 2011, p. 66). The
emphasis here is on studying the causal relationships between the brand community
and brand loyalty, through all elements identified in a brand community, plus an
added element; brand commitment. More specifically, the research tries to explain
the impact of brand commitment on brand loyalty through interactions of the

community’s entities within a given community.

By combining the two types of research in a descripto-explanatory study, descriptions
are precursors of explanations. Most of the descriptive part is already present in the
literature review, where the role of commitment is explained based on the existing

literature and serve as the basis for the explanatory research.
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4.1.1. Types of data

Types of data collected for the study are solely quantitative, primary data, obtained
through an online survey. The decision for quantitative data is motivated by the data
analysis methods selected for the study, which are all relying on quantitative data
analysis. Quantitative data is important for this research’s purposes as it focuses on
the causal effect of brand commitment on brand loyalty measured with statistical

instruments.

4.1.2. Data collection method
In order to obtain the necessary data for the quantitative analysis, an online survey

has been developed using the platform www.surveymonkey.com.

The decision to use an online survey is based on the fact that maximum flexibility
was needed in order to have enough relevant participants for the study. In fact, and
this will be explained in a more detailed way in the next section, as participants
where selected based on their interaction on Facebook page of Nike, the
communication with them was established through the messaging interface of
Facebook. The fact that if was not possible to establish a direct contact with the

participants had to be compensated with a way to collect data in a convenient way.

The online survey offers an advantage that makes it possible to transmit
questionnaires to participants around the world using a simple link to survey.
Furthermore, the participants can rapidly answer questions and submit through the
platform. It also limits the interaction between the researcher and the participants, as

there is no need to exchange e-mails or files.

4.1.3. Sampling method

Sampling technique used in this thesis is the purposive sampling method with a focus
on a homogenous sample. As mentioned by Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill (2009) the
purposive sampling technique allows the researcher to use their “judgment to select
cases that will best enable you to answer your research question(s) and to meet your
objectives” (Saunders, et al., 2009, p. 237). Usually purposive samples are used
when working with a very small or limited number or participants. The advantage of
this method is that it allows a relevant selection for the study’s purposes. On the

other hand, such samples cannot be considered to be statistically representative of
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the total population.

The focus of the purposive sampling has been set on members of the Nike
community page on Facebook (link: https://www.facebook.com/nike/), that have been
interacting with the community in form of: sharing, liking or commenting a specific
post. Nike uses this Facebook page to present its newest products figures 8 and 9.
One post from 11th of May 2012, presenting a new model of Nike shoes called
Flyknit, has been retained as it generated 20’433 likes, 3’155 shares and 435
comments (https://www.facebook.com/nike/). People having liked, shared or
commented on this post have been randomly selected in order to participate to the
study. Each participant has been contacted via the messaging interface of Facebook

and a link to the questionnaire was given in the message.

Figure 7: Online Nike brand community on Facebook

[¥) marija  Home 20+

Create Page

JUST DO IT.

Nike @
ProductService

About

Timeline Nike Instagram

u 23,562,776 people like this Nike Nike Basketball's video

Nike+ Support More ~

Source: Nike (2016), Facebook page Nike. Accessed on 7.1. 2016, on:

https://www.facebook.com/nike/
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Figure 8: Flyknits shoes on Nike online brand community

facebook.com

Source: Nike (2016), Facebook page Nike. Accessed on 7.1. 2016, on:
https://www.facebook.com/nike/photos/pb.15087023444.-
2207520000.1451661301./10151107294153445/?type=3&theater

Focusing on the Nike community on Facebook is motivated by two arguments. First,
Facebook is actually the largest and most used social network in the world by
individuals and companies representing the best potential to observe online
communities and their members (Facebook report first quarter of 2015). Second,
Nike, with its page has around 23,5 million members, which is one of the largest

online brand community registered on a social network.

4.2.Credibility of research

As defined by Saunders et al. (2009), ensuring the credibility of the research is
important because it reduces the possibility of collecting answers that are not
relevant for the subject under study (Saunders et al. 2009, p. 157). In other words,
credibility aims to ensure that questions measure what they are supposed to
measure (Sreejesh, Mohapatra & Anusree 2013, p. 116). Two aspects of the

research design must be analyzed: the validity and the reliability.

The validity refers to the fact that findings must relate in the real world. For example,
finding a causal relationship between two variables in a statistical way does not mean
there is a real causal relationship. Validity of the study also ensures that the methods
used, measure accurately what they are supposed to measure (Saunders et al.,
2009, p. 157). In this thesis, every question asked is based on adaptation and
adoption from previous researches. The necessary modifications were only

concerning situations like Facebook, and the Nike community, but from a structural
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point of view they remain identical to the source. On this point the research is valid.

The reliability of the research refers to the extent of which the data collection
techniques or analysis procedures will produce consistent findings. There are four
threats to research reliability that must be hedged (Robson, 2002, p. 339):

1) Subject of participant error; are errors inducted by the participants’ state of mind at
the time of the study. For example, the level of enthusiasm concerning a certain
subject may vary during the week and therefore leads to different outputs. The
researcher must find the most neutral time to conduct their study.

2) Subject or participant’s bias; this kind of bias occurs when participant is not totally
honest in ways he or she answers the questions. This may be due to a multitude
of factors and must be hedged with a guarantee of anonymity from participants’
point of view.

3) Observer error, refers to errors that can occur from the observer. Structured
questionnaires lead to less errors from observers and increase reliability.

4) Observer bias; refers to how the observer will interpret the answers. The

observer’s analysis may be influenced by a quantity of bias.

In the research indented in this thesis, the main threat to reliability is on the
participants’ side as it is impossible to ensure that all participants understand the
questions and answer honestly. However, by testing the questionnaire with a pilot
test, it was already possible to ensure that questions were understandable and that
they were not leading to misunderstandings. In order to ensure that respondents had
a minimum of errors, self-administrated survey has been chosen which allowed
subjects to decide when it was the best moment to answer the questions. Plus, the
Likert-scale design of questions reduces the chance to record errors. From
observer’s point of view, the reliability is ensured as the questionnaire is structured

and no direct observations were necessary.

4.3. Operationalization of the research construct

4.3.1. Measures and scales
In order to measure the variables, rating questions have been used in the survey. In
fact, rating questions are a good way to collect opinion data (Saunders et al., 2009,

p. 378). The rating questions have been combined with the Likert-style rating scale in
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which the respondents were asked how strongly they agree or disagree with a given

case on a seven-point rating scale.

Table 1, presents the measures used in the questionnaire. Each construct developed
in the research is measured by a number of items. In the research there are 8

constructs measured by 32 items.

Table 1: Construct measurements and sources

Constructs Items Label Adapted form (source)
Brand Community 3 BC1-BC3 Laroche et al. (2013)
Product 4 P1-P4 Laroche et al. (2013)
Brand 3 B1-B3 Laroche et al. (2013)
Company 2 CP1-CP2 Laroche et al. (2013)
Other customers 3 0OC1-0C3 Laroche et al. (2013)

BL1-BL3 Laroche et al. (2013)
Brand loyalty / BL4- BL7 Bobalca et al. (2012)
Brand Trust 3 BT1-BT3 Laroche et al. (2013)

BCM1-BCM2 Zhou et al. (2012)
Brand 7 BCM3-BCM5 Punniyamoorthy & Raj, 2007
Commitment BCM6 Turri et al. (2013)

BCM7 Bobalca et al. (2012)

Source: Own illustration

All items presented in the previous table are drawn from existing literature and can
therefore be clearly considered as valid. All items use the Likert-scale as
measurement system, which is an interval scale commonly used by marketing
researchers (Burns & Bush 2013, p. 208). The end points of the Likert-scale are
«strongly agree» and «strongly disagree», and the respondents are asked to indicate
to which level they agree with a given statement (Burns & Bush 2013, p. 208;
Malhotra, 2012, p. 308). Likert-scale based questionnaire are advantageous when
conducted on an online platform as they are easy to administer, and easy for the
respondent to understand (Malhotra, 2012, p. 309).

Every item used to measure constructs is measured using the Likert-scale in
following levels: [1] strongly disagree, [2] disagree, [3] somewhat disagree, [4] neither

disagree nor agree, [5] somewhat agree, [6] agree, [7] strongly agree.
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4.3.2. Constructs and items measurements

The survey used to collect the data has been separated in two sections. The first
section is dedicated to the measurement of 32 items necessary for the analysis of
independent and dependent variables. The items were separated in 8 main subjects
that represent different constructs of the model. The second section is asking
participants to give some information about themselves (the full version of the

questionnaire is presented in Appendix A.

The table 2, present the items used in the questionnaire as indicator or

measurement. All those items are based on indicators used in previous researches.
Table 2:Indicators/ Measurement Items

Latent Constructs Label Indicators/Measurement ltems
BC1 The members of this community benefit from the community.
Brand Community BC2 The members share a common bond with other members of

(BC) the community.
BC3 The members are strongly affiliated with other members.
P1 | love the product of the brand.

P2 | am proud of the product.

P3 The product is one of my priced possession.

P4 The product is fun to use.

B1 | value the heritage of the brand.

Brand (B) B2 If I were to replace the product, | would replace it with another
product of the same brand.

B3 My brand is of the highest quality.

CP1 The company understands my needs.

CP2  The company cares about my opinions.

Product (P)

Company (CP)

OC1 | have met wonderful people because of the community.
Other Customers OC2 | have a feeling of kindship with the other owners.
(OC) | have an interest in the community because of the other
0C3
owners of the brands.
BL1 | consider myself to be loyal to the brand.

If the brand is not available at the same store, | would buy the
BL2
same brand from some other store.

Brand Loyalty BL3 | am willing to pay more for my brand.

(BL) BL4 | bought this brand because | really like it.
BL5 | feel more attached to this brand than to other brands.
BL6 | intend to buy this brand in the future, too.
BL7 | recommend this brand those who ask my advice.

BT1 My brand gives me everything that | expect out of the product.
Brand Trust (BT) BT2 | relay on my brand.
BT3 My brand never disappoints me.
BCMA1 _If Nike were not available, it would make little difference to me
if | had to choose another brand.
| will more likely purchase a brand that is on sale than to

g:)arrr:r(:litment BCM2 purchase Nike.
(BCM) BCM3 | have strong preference for this brand.
To change my preference from this brand would require huge
BCM4 S
rethinking.

BCM5 Even if close friends recommend another brand, | would not
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change my preference.
BCM6 | feel strong sense of belonging to this brand.
BCM7 In the future | see myself being committed to the Nike.

Source: Own illustration

Here are the construct and the theoretical foundations of the related items:

Brand Community (BC1, BC2, BC3); the three items are derived from the study of
Laroche et al. and aim to measure: “the degree to which members feel bonded to
each other, share information and experiences and the extent to which they find

these exchanges useful” (Laroche et al. 2013, p. 81).

Product (P1, P2, P3, P4); the four items are adopted and adapted from the study of
Laroche et al. (Laroche et al., 2013, p. 81) and aims to measure the

customer/product relationship.

Brand (B1, B2, B3); the three items are used the measure the customer/brand

relationship are adapted from Laroche et al. (Laroche et al., 2013, p. 81).

Company (CP1, CP2); the two items measuring the customer/brand relationship are

adapted from Laroche et al. (Laroche et al., 2013, p. 81).

Other Customers (OC1, OC2, 0OC3); the three items used to measure the
customer/other customer relationship are adapted from Laroche et al. (Laroche et al.,
2013, p. 81).

Brand Loyalty (BL1, BL2, BL3, BL4, BL5, BL6, BL7); the first three items used to
measure the member’s brand loyalty are adapted from Laroche et al. (Laroche et al.,
2013, p. 81) and the next four are adapted form Bobalca et al. (2012) (Bobalca et al.,
2012, p. 627).

Brand Trust (BT1, BT2, BT3); the three items used to measure the brand trust of the

community member are all adapted from authors Laroche et al. (2013, p. 81).

Brand Commitment (BT1, BT2, BT3, BT4, BT5, BT6, BT7); the first two items used to
measure the brand commitment are adapted from Zhou, Zhang, Su & Zhou (Zhou et
al., 2012, p. 839), the items BT3, BT4, BTS5, are adapted from Punniyamoorthy &
Mohan Raj (2007, p. 229) and the last two items are adapted from Turri, Smith &
Kemp (Turri et al., 2013, p. 224).

39



4.3.3. Pilot test

In order to ensure that the questions are interpreted in the right way by the
participants, a pilot test has been executed as indicated by Saunders et al., (2009) in
order to ensure that respondents have no problem answering the questions, and that
the online survey platform records the data in the right way (Saunders et al., (2009,
p. 394). Plus, the pilot test respondents were asked to mention if any questions were
ambiguous or difficult to understand. In the way the questionnaire is designed, the
respondents had no problems filling the answers. However, the meaning of some
questions was sometimes hard to understand and based on the feedback from the
pilot test, questions concerning brand commitment and brand loyalty were modified in

order to make them more understandable.

4.4. Analysis methods
Three main analysis methods used in order to analyze research results are: first the
reliability analysis using Cronbach’s Alfa, then the exploratory factor analysis (EFA),

and finally the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).

4.4.1. Reliability analysis using Cronbach’s alfa and bivariate analysis

The reliability analysis using Cronbach’s alpha or bivariate helps to determine the
degree at which different measures are consistent in order to measure one variable
(Malhotra, 2012, p. 317). When two measure are used to measure one variable, the
bivariate method must be used, and when more than two measures are used, the

Cronbach’s alpha is the adequate tool.

The bivariate is simply an analysis of the empirical relationship of two variables that
vary between 0 and 1 based on a correlation coefficient (Babbie, 2009, p. 436).
Usually, bivariate of more than .6 indicates that the two measures are reliable

enough to measure one variable.

The Cronbach’s alpha varies between 0 and 1 and is based on a correlation matrix. A
Cronbach’s alpha higher than .7 is considered as reliable, meaning that all measures
used to measure one variable are reliable in measuring this variable (Leech, Barret &
Morgan, 2005, p. 65).

It must be taken in account that the coefficient tends to increase when the number of

measures increases. This means that the coefficient could be artificially influenced by
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using several items that measure exactly the same effect instead of measuring whole
spectrum of a construct’'s dimensions (Malhotra, 1993, p. 308). Therefore, when
designing the questionnaire, it must be verified that two or more items do not

measure the same dimension of one construct.
When analysing the coefficient of the Cronbach’s alpha, if:

* lower than 0,7, the items that lead to a “higher coefficient if deleted” can be
removed from the data. If after repeated elimination the coefficient is still lower
than 0,7, the items cannot be averaged into one single measure.

* higher than 0,7 an elimination of items will purpose to increase alpha further is

not necessary and the averaged scale can be calculated immediately.

4.4.2. Exploratory factors analysis

The EFA is a method used in order to explore a certain field and discover constructs
or dimensions. It is usually the first method used for investigating complex subjects
(Kline, 1994, p. 7). EFA is particularly useful for researches where the subject is

complex and where the role of variables is uncertain or undefined.

As defined by Brown (2006): “EFA is a data-driven approach such that no
specifications are made in regard to the number of latent factors (initially) or to the
pattern of relationships between the common factors and the indicators (i.e., the
factor loadings) (Brown, 2006, p. 13). Rather, the researcher employs EFA as an
exploratory or descriptive technique to determine the appropriate number of common
factors and to uncover which measured variables are reasonable indicators of the
various latent dimensions (e.g., by the size and differential magnitude of factor

loadings)”.

The EFA used in an exploratory mode helps to determine how and to what extent the
observed variables are linked to their underlying factors. With the EFA it is possible
to determine the factors that lead to the covariance among the observed variables

(Byrne, 2010, p.5). The EFA was fully performed using the statistical software SPSS.

4.4.3. Confirmatory factor analysis
The second stage of factor analysis is performed using a structural equation

modelling (SEM) in the sense of a “statistical methodology that takes a confirmatory
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(hypothesis-testing) approach to the analysis of a structural theory bearing on some
phenomenon” as defined by Byrne (Byrne, 2010, p. 3). As the main characteristic of
SEM, the hypothesised model could be examined using statistics in simultaneous
analysis of the entire system of variables, to determine the extent to which it is
consistent with the data. As Byrne (2010) states: “the term structural equation
modeling conveys two important aspects of the procedure: (a) that the causal
processes under study are represented by a series of structural (i.e., regression)
equations, and (b) that these structural relations can be modeled pictorially to enable
a clearer conceptualization of the theory under study (Byrne, 2010, p. 3). The
hypothesized model can then be tested statistically in a simultaneous analysis of the
entire system of variables to determine the extent to which it is consistent with the
data. If goodness-of-fit is adequate, the model argues for the plausibility of postulated
relations among variables; if it is inadequate, the tenability of such relations is

rejected”.

The purpose of the CFA is similar to the EFA as it intends to identify the latent factors
that lead to variation and co-variation among a set of items. Usually, both EFA and
CFA rely on the same factor model. The difference is that the EFA is a descriptive or
exploratory procedure allowing to research among all factors independently from
knowing how they vary and influence each other. Fort the CFA, it is necessary to pre-
specify the aspects of the model like the number of factors or the factor loadings.
Therefore, the CFA relies on the strong empirical and conceptual foundations. As
Brown explains: “EFA is typically used earlier in the process of scale development
and construct validation, whereas CFA is used in later phases after the underlying
structure has been established on prior empirical EFA and theoretical grounds”
(Brown, 2006, p. 40).

As Brown (2006) explains: “the researcher can specify the number of factors and the
pattern of indicator factor loadings in advance, as well as other parameters such as
those bearing on the independence or covariance of the factors and indicator unique
variances (Brown, 2006, p. 13). The pre-specified factor’s solution is evaluated in
terms of how well it reproduces the sample correlation (covariance) matrix of the
measured variables”. The need to use a CFA in this thesis relies on its capability to
assess relationships between observed measures or indicators (e.g. test items, test
scores, behavioural observation ratings) and latent variables or factors. The CFA is
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hypothesis- driven and helps to confirm or reject the hypothesis raised in this work
(Brown, 2006, p.1). Structural equation modeling (SEM) is a statistical methodology
that takes a confirmatory (i.e., hypothesis-testing) approach to the analysis of a
structural theory bearing on some phenomenon. Typically, this theory represents
“causal’ processes that generate observations on multiple variables (Bentler, 1990,
p. 238). The CFA in this thesis has been performed using EQS measurement model
using the statistical program AMOS.
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5. Results

5.1.Description of the sample

The minimum of 100 participants was needed for this particular research. At the end
of the questionnaire phase, 127 persons had participated and answered the
questionnaire. Due to the design of the questionnaire, no questions could be left

empty resulting in fully analysable data.

The respondents are composed of 33.1% males and 66.9% females. Only 3.9% of
the respondents were less than 18 years old, a majority of them, 61.4%, were aged

between 18-28 years and 34.6% were over 28 years old.

Table 3: Gender of participants

Group Frequency Percent
Female 85 66.9
Gender Male 42 33.1
Total 127 100
Source: Own illustration
Table 4: Age of participants
Group Frequency Percent
Under 18 5 3.9
Age 18-28 78 61.4
Over 28 44 34.6
Total 127 100

Source: Own illustration

5.2.Reliability Analysis using Cronbach’s alpha and bivariate analysis

For the reliability analysis of the items used to measure the constructs, Cronbach’s
alpha and bivariate method were used. All constructs’ reliability coefficients have
been calculated with Cronbach’s alpha, with the exception of the Company construct,
where only two items have been used for the measurement. Therefore the bivariate
method was needed. The table 5, contains all coefficients resulting from the reliability

analysis.

All Conbach’s alpha coefficients are higher than 0.7. Therefore, the items used to
measure the constructs can be considered as reliable as their internal consistency is
sufficient. No items had to be removed, as all coefficients were higher than the

threshold. The Company construct has a bivariate coefficient of 0.515 and therefore
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the items used for this measurement cannot be considered as reliable enough (Gliem
& Gliem, 2003, p. 87).

Table 5: Constructs, number of items, items and Cronbach’s Alpha

Cronbach's Alpha /
Constructs Nbr. Of Iltems Items Bivariate

BC1
Brand Community 3 BC2 0.815
BC3
P1
P2
P3
P4
B1
Brand 3 B2 0.739
B3

Product 4 0.842

CP1

Company 2 CP2

0.515

OoC1
Other Customers 3 0ocC2 0.853

0OC3

BL1
BL2
BL3
Brand Loyalty 7 BL4 0.876
BL5
BL6
BL7

BT1
Brand Trust 3 BT2 0.820

BT3

BCM1
BCM2
BCM3
Brand Commitment 7 BCM4 0.758
BCM5
BCM6
BCM7

Source: Own illustration

5.3. Exploratory Factor analysis
The EFA was performed including all 32 items used to measure the 8 constructs.
EFA was performed with SPSS including all items and using a Varimax rotation

(assuming that extracted factors are independent).

First, part of the analysis is the KMO and Bartlett’s test, presented in table 6. The test
shows that items are suitable for performing a factor analysis as the KMO value of
.809 is bigger than .7, and items can be grouped into smaller set of underlying
factors, as the Bartlett’s test significant value .0 is less than 0.05.
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Table 6: KMO and Bartlett's test

Measures Values
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling
.809
Adequacy.
Bartlett's Test of Sphericity  Approx. Chi-Square 2618.105
df 496
Sig. .000

Source: KMO and Bartletts’s Test results for first order EFA

The table 7, presents the commonalities, indicating if the items are suitable for the
EFA. All of the items have an extraction factor higher than .5 which indicates that

none of the items need to be removed before performing the EFA.

Table 7: Communality of the questions

Indicators Initial Extraction
BC1 1.000 .833
BC2 1.000 .855
BC3 1.000 .682

P1 1.000 .809
P2 1.000 .738
P3 1.000 JT77
P4 1.000 .785
B1 1.000 725
B2 1.000 .559
B3 1.000 .628
CP1 1.000 .746
CP2 1.000 .643
ocC1 1.000 727
ocCz2 1.000 .743
0OC3 1.000 .643
BL1 1.000 .733
BL2 1.000 .648
BL3 1.000 .619
BL4 1.000 .718
BL5 1.000 .686
BL6 1.000 .680
BL7 1.000 .622
BT1 1.000 .810
BT2 1.000 .699
BT3 1.000 .591
BCM1 1.000 .829
BCM2 1.000 .758
BCM3 1.000 .628
BCM4 1.000 .639
BCM5 1.000 .619
BCM6 1.000 .710
BCM7 1.000 .584

Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis

The next part of the analysis, represented in table 8, concerns the total variance
explanation. The total variance explanation table shows that 70.202% of the variance

is explained by 8 factors: factor 1, 34.801% which accounted for considerably more
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variance than the remaining seven factors, factor 2, 6.928%, factor 3, 6.245%, factor
4, 5.566%, factor 5, 5.123% and factor 6, 4.343 %. The factors’ variance is also

displayed on the Scree Plot on figure 9. As the Scree Plot do not allows to select a

certain number on factors based on a visual analysis, factor with an Eigenvalue

higher than 1 will be extracted based on the total explained variance table.

Table 8: Total explained variance

Extraction Sums of Squared

Initial Eigenvalues Loadings RSSL
% of Cumulative % of Cumulative
Compo. Total Variance % Total Variance % Total
1 11.136 34.801 34.801 11.136 34.801 34.801 3.921
2 2.217 6.928 41.729 2.217 6.928 41.729 3.896
3 1.999 6.245 47.975 1.999 6.245 47.975 3.185
4 1.781 5.566 53.540 1.781 5.566 53.540 3.066
5 1.639 5.123 58.663 1.639 5.123 58.663 2.707
6 1.390 4.345 63.008 1.390 4.345 63.008 2.258
7 1.259 3.935 66.942 1.259 3.935 66.942 1.934
8 1.043 3.260 70.202 1.043 3.260 70.202 1.497
9 .984 3.074 73.276
10 .921 2.877 76.153
11 .888 2.775 78.928
12 .812 2.536 81.464
13 .664 2.074 83.539
14 .616 1.926 85.465
15 .536 1.674 87.138
16 .505 1.579 88.717
17 .398 1.243 89.960
18 372 1.161 91.121
19 .348 1.087 92.208
20 .327 1.021 93.229
21 .320 1.000 94.229
22 .264 .824 95.053
23 .251 .785 95.838
24 .235 .733 96.571
25 223 .696 97.267
26 .187 584 97.851
27 167 523 98.374
28 131 411 98.784
29 120 376 99.160
30 .106 332 99.493
31 .098 .305 99.798
32 .065 202 100.000

Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis.
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Table 9: Scree plot
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Table 10, represents the rotated components matrix generated with the Varimax

rotation method. The Varimax method is used here because it is assumed that the

eight extracted factors are independent from each other. Based on these results, it is

possible to group the items per extracted factors (highlighted in color) based on the

factor loading indicators.

Table 10: Rotated component matrix using the Varimax rotation method

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

BCM5 714 190 139 120 .092 .004 .014 74

BT1 .703 .209 .036 .283 194 -.004 .251 -.300

BT2 .690 .253 .045 .188 102 241 219 -.080

1 BCM4 .675 .010 277 .316 .074 .028 -.012 .006
BCM3 .608 .388 153 .085 162 .083 .200 .068
BCM6 537 184 402 .082 154 .020 -.232 376
BCM7 537 .316 225 -.072 .035 .017 -.205 311

BT3 .528 .298 294 .075 .076 .266 .168 164

BL4 192 .739 -.083 162 .207 212 .057 101

BL6 .226 725 -.042 .200 214 .086 .090 -.021

2 BL5 .203 717 .099 105 139 .266 -.098 .099
BL7 317 .682 .099 123 144 -.055 .057 .070

BL3 .070 .616 311 332 .083 107 .024 .093

BL2 153 .552 .361 412 .038 -.033 106 -.080

OC1 314 -.022 .753 126 .051 21 131 102

3 OC3 125 .099 .736 .001 A72 134 146 .083
0cC2 310 .063 .688 170 322 74 .073 .033

BL1 .083 443 590 .388 .086 A27 .067 .061

B1 A72 .220 A71 773 .099 .058 -.004 -.082

4 CP1 210 .205 .044 .687 165 122 .011 379
B2 142 212 .268 .624 .085 157 -.010 -.028

B3 167 .200 -.217 .615 .239 .250 .043 118
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CP2 .158 169 360 | 481 -.043 -.003 145 453
P4 157 162 .040 224 .798 .042 -.053 -.204
5 P3 A77 187 325 .100 761 .099 -.049 -.054
P1 .054 .220 .049 .059 .705 161 .099 467
P2 137 .239 .240 .091 .669 138 130 337
6 BC1 .046 154 219 .082 115 .859 .049 -.011
BC2 119 73 .094 .205 116 .857 .062 .088
7 BCM1 146 .076 .087 .100 .058 .052 .881 .052
BCM2 .056 .029 A71 -.054 -.023 .082 .845 .020

8 BC3 142 .062 196 .205 17 509 156 529 |

Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis.
Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.Rotation converged in 8 iterations.

The rotated matrix is showing which items or questions are loaded in which factor.
The goal now is to understand if questions loaded in the same factor represent a
common theme and a construct related to the real world as the table shows only a

statistical representation of the constructs.

Table 11, shows the identified factors grouped and named regarding what they
represent. Plus, the table displays the reliability analysis of each factor using a
Cronbach’s alpha. In other words, it assesses how good the items in the extracted
factors are at measuring it. The Cronbach’s alpha, being relatively high, it is possible

to deduct that the items selected in each factor are particularly good at measuring it.

From the previous analysis, two factors had to be removed (Factor 7 and Factor 8).
In fact, Factor 7 was loaded with two items from Brand Commitment and as a factor 1
was already loaded with most of the items, it is not possible to create a second factor
measuring the same construct. For Factor 8, the deletion was due to the fact that the

factor loaded only one item, which is not enough to be kept for further analysis.

The table shows that Factor 1 is loaded with both, “brand trust” and “brand
commitment” items. This factor is therefore named Brand Trust & Commitment.
Factor 2 loaded most the “Brand Loyalty” items and is consequently named “Brand
Loyalty”. Factor 3 loaded three items related to “Other customers” and can therefore
be named so as well. Factor 4 is split between the “Brand” and “the Company” items.
In this case the factor is named “Brand” as is represented with more items than the
company’s one. Factor 5 is loaded with all the items related to “Product” and finally

the Factor 6 is related to the “Brand Community” items.
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Table 11: Factors identified and reliability analysis

Constructs N of ltems Mean Star_ldz_ard Cror_lbac_:h’s o
Items Value deviation Bivariate

BCM5 3.86 1.78

BT1 3.20 1.80

Factor 1 soM4 3.4 b
%rsr’:lmeit’r‘r‘;tnf‘ 8 BCM3 3.76 178 0.875

BCM6 3.92 1.80

BCM7 4.07 1.91

BT3 3.58 1.79

BL4 3.51 1.75

BL6 3.59 1.86

Factor 2 BL5 3.81 1.89
Brand Loyalty 6 BL7 3.88 188 0.866

BL3 3.59 1.77

BL2 3.47 1.82

0oC1 3.82 2.07

Factor 3 0OC3 4.25 1.98
Other Customers 4 0C2 3.88 1.04 0.839

BL1 3.48 1.89

B1 3.08 1.73

Factor 4 CP1 3.23 1.73
Brand 5 B2 3.24 1.74 0.810

B3 3.70 1.71

CP2 3.63 1.78

P4 3.94 1.86

Factor 5 P3 4.02 1.87
Product 4 P1 3.62 2.06 0.842

P2 3.88 1.93

Factor 6 BC1

Brand Community 2 BC2 0.754

Source: Own illustration

5.4. Confirmatory factor analysis

The goal of the CFA is to test the six constructs discovered during the EFA presented
in the previous chapter. The CFA intends to determine if the model designed after the
EFA presents a good fit. This means that all factors and indicators discovered and
grouped in the EFA are built together in order to form a hypothetical model. Then the
model is tested and the indicators that do not fit the model are removed until a fitting
model appears (Byrne, 2010, p. 66). The model determined by the CFA is presented
in the figure 10, from 29 indicators in the initial phase, remain 26 of them that can be

considered a fitting.
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Figure 9: The final CFA model
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Source: Own illustration

Based on the CFA, it is possible to advance that the model presented above
adequately describes the sample data observed in this research. Because the initial
CFA model that included all 29 indicators did not had the desirable statistical fit, three

indicators had to be removed due to their low factor loadings and commonalities.

5.4.1. Validity of the model

The first step of the analysis after the optimization of indicators is to measure the fit
of the model. The model fit Chi-square, presented in table 12, indicates that the
overall Chi-square (X?) value is 353.038 with a degree of freedom at 217 and a
probability level of .000. According to these results, the model cannot be validated as
significant (higher than the threshold of 252.365 at .05 and 217 degree of freedom).
However, the Chi-square is intended to be used only as a quick overview for the
model fit. Indeed, AMOS provides other statistical analysis of the model fit (Byrne,

2010, p. 76).
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Table 12: model fit Chi-square

Chi-square = 353.038
Degrees of freedom =217
Probability level = .000

Source: Own illustration

5.4.2. Fitindicators

In order to asses the fit of the model it is necessary to analysis other indicators. The
most appropriate one are the CMIN, the RMR, GFI, baseline comparison and the
RMSEA values, presented in table 13 (Byrne, 2010, p. 176).

Table 13: Selected AMOS output for hypothesized CFA model

Model Fit Summary

CMIN
Model NPAR CMIN DF P CMIN/DF
Default model 59 353.038 217 .000 1.627
Saturated model 276 .000 0
Independence model 23 1932.912 253 .000 7.640
RMR, GFI
Model RMR GFI AGFI PGFI
Default model .236 .806 .754 .634
Saturated model .000 1.000
Independence model 1.271 .220 .149 .201
Baseline Comparison

NFI RFI IFI TLI
Model Delta1 rho1 Delta2 rho2 CFI
Default model .817 787 .921 .906 919
Saturated model 1.000 1.000 1.000
Independence model .000 .000 .000 .000 .000
RMSEA
Model RMSEA LO 90 HI 90 PCLOSE
Default model .073 .059 .086 .005
Independence model 237 .227 247 .000

Source: Model fit summary

For each indicator, the table is split in three rows, the first presents the hypothesized

model under test; the second, the saturated model and the third, the independence
model (Byrne, 2010, p. 73).

The first indicator to analyze is the CMIN, which indicates discrepancy of the

covariance matrix in the model. The observed value of CMIN is 353.038 and the
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degree of freedom is 217. The ratio that must be analysed is the CMIN/DF observed
at 1.627 which is acceptable (should not be superior than 3) (Byrne, 2010, p. 75).
The test of hypothesized model yielded a X? value 353.038, with 217 degrees of
freedom, and probability level less than .000 (< .05). Those results suggest that the
fit of the data to the hypothesised model is not entirely adequate and the proposed
hypothesis for the model of the study should be rejected (Byrne, 2010, p.76).
However, this indicator is not the most relevant to measure fit of the model (Byrne,

2010, p. 76). Therefore further analyses are required.

The next indicator that was analyzed is the Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI), which
measures the relative amount of variance and covariance in the model (Byrne, 2010,
p. 77). Based on the GFI observed value of .806 it can be concluded that the value is
lower than the threshold, which is at .9 and must therefore be reported as a problem
(Byrne, 2010, p.77).

Next to the GFI, the Comparative Fit Index has to be analyzed. The CFI’s values are
derived from a comparison of the model and a hypothesized one. The observed
value of the CFl is at .919, which cannot be considered as fitting for the model as it is
lower than the threshold of .95 usually used. As indicated by Byrne (2010) values
higher than .95 are good indicators for a fitting model (Byrne, 2010, p. 78).

The Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) observed here is also not high enough to be
considered as a good fit. The observed value for the TLI is at .906, which is lower
than the threshold of .95 that indicates a good fit. Based on the observed values the

model based on the TLI is not presenting a good enough fit (Byrne, 2010, p. 79).

The next statistics focuses on the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA).
Values of less than 0.05 indicate good fit, values near .08 represent reasonable fit
values higher than .08 indicate a mediocre fit, and greater than .10 indicate a poor fit
(Byrne, 2010, p.80). The observed RMSEA is .073 and enters the mediocre fit
category. A RMSEA of .06 tends to indicate a good fit and a small sample size may

to over reject fit of the model (Byrne, 2010, p. 81).

The table 14, resumes the most important indicators from the table 13. As already
explained, those indicators indicate that the model is not fitting sufficiently well to be

accepted. This point will be discussed in the section discussing the limits of this
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study.

Table 14: Value of parameters of the model

Measure Value Measure Value
Chi- square 353.038 TLI (>0.95) .906
Degrees of freedom 217 CFI 919
CMIN/df 1.627 RMSEA (<0.08) .073
HI90 0.086 GFI (>0.9) .806

Source: Own illustration

5.4.3. Test of the hypothesis

The next step of the CFA is to test the hypothesis. The table 15, shows the
relationships between the constructs and their statistical significance in the form of
standardised regression and degree of dependence. Those relationships are also
presented on figure 11, on the AMOS model. The estimates are displayed on the

arrows linking the constructs with each other.

Table 15: Constructs’ relationships and statistical significance

Relationship between constructs P- Value Regression R?

BC (brand community) = B (brand) .36%** 513

BC (brand community) = OC (other customers) 39%** .394

BC (brand community) => P (product) 5 .364

B (brand) = BCM (brand commitment) 40 .399 .263
OC (other customers) = BCM (brand commitment) .39%** .392 155
BCM (brand commitment) & BL (brand loyalty) .002 .329 473
P (product) = BL (brand loyalty) .021 .198 132
B (brand) = BL (brand loyalty) AQ*+* .398 .59

Source: Own illustration; Note: Path significance: *p<.01; ** p<.005; ***p <.001

Two of eight relationships were not significant enough to be supported and are
therefore rejects. It is the brand commitment (BCM) influence on brand loyalty (BL)
and the product relationship (P) on brand loyalty (BL). Regarding the latter, this was
not a hypothesis based on the theory but proposed by AMOS during the CFA.

All other relationships are significant at the .001 level and positive according to the
theory. However, none of the relationships can be interpreted as really strong based
on the regression. They tend to indicate a medium level of support between the

constructs.

The squared multiple correlation coefficients (R?) were not particularly high .590 for
brand loyalty (BL), .473 for brand commitment (BC), .263 for brand (B), .155 for other
customers (OC), .132 for product (P).
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There is a relationship between brand community (BC) and product (P), brand (B),
other customers (OC), which confirms hypothesis H1a, H1b and H1d. It is not
surprising that the strongest relationship was found in these three variables because
their effect was already mentioned in previous literature. The other relationships
between brand (B) and brand commitment (BC) and other customers (OC) and brand
commitment (BC) are quite weak but still positive and significant. This means there is

support for hypothesis H4b and H4d.

Figure 10: The standardized graphic output
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Source: Own illustration
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6. Discussion of the results

The purpose of this thesis was to examine the effect of brand commitment on brand
loyalty in online brand community located on social network. To examine this effect,
brand commitment has been added to the existing and already tested model of
Laroche et al. (2013). This particular effect has been tested on the members of the

online brand community from Nike, based on their interactions within the community.

In order to examine this effect, an empirical study quantitatively assessed the
relationships between online brand community, the customers’ relationships, brand
trust, brand commitment and brand loyalty. The empirical study first searched factors
through and exploratory factors analyse. Once the factors were identified, they have

been tested as a model in a confirmatory factor analysis.

Unfortunately, the results obtained through the confirmatory factor analysis were not
robust enough to validate the model. Table 16, summarises the hypothesis tested in

this study the results obtained.

Table 16: Summary of the tested hypotheses

Hypothesis

The effect of online brand community on social network
H1a customer / product relationship. Supported
H1b customer / brand relationship. Supported
H1c customer / company relationship. Not tested
H1d customer / other customers relationship. Supported

The effect of customer’s relationships on the brand trust
H2a customer / product relationship has a direct positive effect on brand trust. Not tested
H2b customer / brand relationship has a direct positive effect on brand trust. Not tested
H2c customer / company relationship has a direct positive effect on brand trust. Not tested
H2d customer / other customers relationship have direct positive effects on brand Not tested

trust.

The effect of brand trust on brand commitment and on brand loyalty

H3a brand loyalty Not tested
H3b brand commitment. Not tested
The effect of customer’s relationships on the brand commitment
H4a customer / product relationship has a direct positive effect on brand Not tested
commitment.
H4b customer / company relationship has a direct positive effect on brand Supported
commitment
H4c customer / company relationship has a direct positive effect on brand Not tested
commitment.
H4d customer / other customers relationship have direct positive effects on brand Supported
commitment.
The effect of brand commitment on brand loyalty
H5 brand commitment positively influences on brand loyalty. Not supported

Source: Own illustration
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Even if the overall fit of the model was not robust enough to be validated, some
elements are interesting to analyse. First, the CFA confirmed the influence of online
brand community based on social network on the customer’s relationships based on
the customer centric model. In Fact, the relationships between brand community and
the customer / brand relationship (H1a), the customer / other customer relationship
(H1b) and the customer / product relationship (H1d) were all reported positive and
statistically significant. The last relationship of the customer with the company has
not been included in the AMOS model as a variable, due to a low factor loading
during the EFA. However, the items measuring this element were added to the brand
relationships variable, as during the EFA they were not identified as being part of a
single factor. This may be due to the fact that only two items were used to measure
the construct customer / company relations. Another possibility is that the construct
of brand and company were too similar. With the exception of this last relationship,
the results confirm that online brand communities on social networks have an impact
on the customers’ relations within the community. Those findings are aligned and
match the findings reported in Laroche et al.’s study from 2013 (Laroche et al., 2013,
p. 80).

The second finding that must be reported is the misconceptions of brand trust and
brand commitments that have been considered as one factor after the EFA. Based
on the EFA it was therefore not possible to identify brand trust or brand commitment
as almost all items used to measure those constructs have been grouped in the
same factor. In the CFA, most of the items used for brand trust have been removed
when optimising the model. Even after this operation, it was not possible to observe a
relation between brand commitment (the variable kept in the CFA) and brand loyalty.
However, the CFA has reported an influence from the customer / brand relationship
and the customer / other customer relationship on the brand commitment construct.
The reason for this, is that maybe brand trust and brand commitment constructs were
too similar and hard to interpret from the respondent’s point of view. They might have

been able to clearly identify their trust or commitment toward the brand.

Due to this, the hypothesis H2a, H2b, H2c and H2d could not have been tested by

the CFA and are therefore reported here as not tested as well as H3a and H3b.
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Considering the influence of customer’s relationships on brand commitment, two of
four relations have been supported by the CFA, the customer / other customers and
the customer / brand relationships. Those observed relations indicate that
commitment has certainly a part to play in this model. However, due to mixing of
brand trust and brand commitment, it is complicated to clearly define how

commitment influences the model.

The third finding that is important to report here is the fact that influence between
brand commitment on brand loyalty (H5) was not supported by the CFA. This is
surprising because of strong indications in the literature that brand commitment has
influence on brand loyalty. The reason for it might be that selection of participants
based on their involvement with the brand community was too restrictive and could
not permit to observe a larger population. Also, people selected for the study were
already committed to the online brand community as they interacted with it, in form of
comment, like or share. A more heterogeneous sample could have lead to different

results here.

6.1. Comparison with previous studies

Results obtained with this study show that model of Laroche et al. (2013) is still
relevant for explaining the impact of online brand community based on social media
on the brand commitment, trust and loyalty. Even if all the relations could not be
validated, there is some evidence that commitment might also be added to this

model.

6.2. Theoretical and managerial contributions

The study presented in this thesis contributes to the literature and researches on
online brand community on social network. Even if the impact on brand loyalty could
not be demonstrated, the role of commitment within online brand commitment has to

be taken in account.

The results show some good signs that customers’ interactions on online brand
communities based on social networks, do result in a positive influence on brand

commitment (for two or four relationships).
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6.3. Limits of the study
This study contains some limitations that might explain the lack of results from the

analysis.

First limitation to be reported, is the measurement of complex constructs like brand
commitment, brand trust and brand loyalty with a Likert-scale questions. The Likert-
scale questions were the most suited for the research purpose but has proven to be
limited when measuring those constructs. It might have been more suited to conduct
an interview based on a more qualitative approach in order to observe other aspects
of customer’s relations and the brand commitment, trust and loyalty. Also, it is
possible that respondents might not have been able to fully understand and asset

their commitment, loyalty and trust toward the brand.

Another limit is that the sample used for the study was too restrictive, as only
members interacting on one post of Nike Facebook page have been chosen. This
might have restricted the chance to understand some other effects of the model.
Plus, it would have been interesting to compare the three constructs aforementioned
with  members and non-members of an online brand community in order to
understand the impact communities have on customers. Furthermore, the sample
was relatively small, with 127 participants. A larger and more heterogeneous sample

could have benefited the study.

6.4. Recommendations for the future study

For future studies in this domain, it could be recommended not only to use
quantitative analysis, but also some qualitative ones. As mentioned in the previous
section, it is possible that complex constructs are hard to understand in an online
questionnaire where no interaction takes place between the researcher and the
respondent. An approach with more interactions could be interesting, especially

when measuring such constructs.

In addition, further research could find answers to the question if there were some
cultural differences that should have been taken into consideration when customer’s
commitment and loyalty are created through online brand community on social

media.
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In order to increase the theoretical knowledge about social network and brand
community, it would be interesting to conduct a study across different social networks
(YouTube, Twitter, Instagram or Tumbilr) in order to see if they differ in the way they

influence the customers’ commitment, trust and brand loyalty.

7. Conclusion

The main goal of this master thesis was to contribute to the general knowledge about
online brand communities and their influence on brand loyalty. The design used for
the research was specifically addressing the lack of empirical studies conducted in
this field. Even if many authors explained the role of brand trust and brand
commitment on brand loyalty, none of them conducted empirical researches

combining those variables together.

Even if the model developed in this thesis could not be fully supported by the
statistical analysis, the results show that there are good signs that those
aforementioned variables do influence the brand loyalty. | therefore recommend for
future researches to keep considering brand commitment as being part of the model.
However the methods used to measure this aspect should be modified, as it appears
that consumers do not fully distinguish between brand commitment and brand trust. |

also recommend developing new items aiming to measure this variable.

Researches and marketers should continue their efforts to understand better the role
of brand communities in influencing the customers’ brand loyalty. In an economy
where consumers are not only connected with others consumers but with a multitude
of entities through social networks, understanding the roles of those connections and
their impact on the consumers will certainly create a competitive advantage. Even if
brand communities might appears to be a threat for certain companies, they are an
opportunity for companies willing to increase their brand loyalty. In fact, this master
thesis as well as the results of Laroche et al. (2013) confirms that brand communities
have a positive impact on brand loyalty. Therefore, companies should invest in

understanding how to be present on social networks.
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Appendix A- Questionnaire

For my Master Thesis in the field of Marketing, | would ke to imvite you 10 participate in this small research regarcing
Nike online brand community on Facabook.

Purpose of this research is 10 test brand trust, brand commitment and loyalty from members from online brand
community in this particular case- Nike online brand communiy.

The data gathered from this survey will be anonymous. We kindly ask you 10 follow the struciure of the cuestonnaire
and 1o answer all the cuesions in an honest and spontaneocus way.

Please grade your level of agreement with following statements 1-7, 1 being the lowest, 7 baing the highest

* please first indicate your opinion with the following statements considering the Nike
brand community on Facebook

Strongly

The members share 3
common Dond with other
members of the community

O O
o O

The members are stitongly
aMilated with other
me=bors

I love the product of the
brandg

O

O
O

O

| am prous of the product

The preduct is one of my
priced possasson

The product is fun % use

O OO O

Somewhyt

O
O

O OO O

O

Someatat

O
O

O OO Ofg

O
O

O OO O {

Saagres Disagroe Disagree Disagree nor Agme Agree Srongy agree
F\m
mmuwmass O O O O O O O
community beneft fom the
community.

* please indicate your opinion with the following statements considering using

product (running- shoes Flyknit)
St Somewhar - S
ongly Disagoe =¥ o nor “ Srongy ayee
cisagres Dsagree

O
O

O OO0 O

|4
o
w0
[
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* please indicate your opinion with the following statements considering Nike brand

Strongly Oisagren Somewhar va Somewhat Agree Swrongly sgee
axagree Osagroe Agree
| value the heritage of the O O O O O O O

brand.

If | wore 1o replace e O O o O O O O

procuct, | would replace &
with ancther procuct of the
same brand

My Beand is of the highest O O O O O O O

qualty

* please indicate your opinion with the following statements considering the Nike
Company

Nedtner

:":qt: Disagroe 5:"“::: Dm ace “‘g"'::i! Agree Srongy ayee
The company understancs O O o O O O o
my needs
The comparny cares about O O O o O O O
my opincns.

* Please indicate your opinion with the following statements considering the other
customers from Online Brand Community
Strorgly Somewhat e So

cisagree Disagree Disagroe Dm"“ Agres Swongl agree
O
O
O

o O
o O
o O

I have met wonderful pecgle O O

because of the community

O
I have a feelng of xindship O O O
@)

WitS the other cwnes.

| have an interest in the O O

communty because of the
other owners of the brands.

0 0 Ofl




* please indicate your opinion with the following statements considering the brand
loyalty

Strongly Disagree Somemhat o
ciragren Dreagree

&

Srongy ayee

| cons cer myse¥ o be loyal
o the brand

If the brand is not available
at the sa™e store. | woud
buy the same rand from
some cthe: store

| am willing to pay more for
my brand

| bought this brand decause
| really lkn 2

| feel more attached o ths
brand than 1o other Srancs
lintend to buy this beand in
the future, 100

| recommend this brand
those who ask my advics

00000 00
O0O000 0O
O0O000 0O
O000O0 O O0ijil
00000 OO0
O0O000 0O}
O000O0 0O

*Mlnm.ywrounmmmmmammm
trust

Strongly Somewhat Someatst

Geagres Oisagree Dsz:.v Srongy aytee
My brand gves me O O O
everything that | expect out

O O O
e QO O O O O
wosemsnzos QO O O O

@)
O

OO0 O i




* please indicate your opinion with the following statements considering the brand

commitment

If Nike was not avaiable, it
woulks make little ciffererce
to me ¥ | had 10 choose
another brane

| will more Skely purchase a
brand that = on sae than to
purchase Nike.

| have strong predecence for
this brans

To change my preference
from this brand weuld
reguire huge redhinking

Even f close friends
recommand ancther brang, |
would act change my
preforancs

| fedl strong sense of
belonging 1o ths drand

In the future | see mysell

being comm tied to the
Niwe

Songly
“ivagren

O

OO0 O OO0 O

Dsayoe

O

o0 O 00 O

Somewhat

!

OO0 O 00 O Of

* Can you give some information about yourself?

Age \

Neither

OO0 O OO0 O Of

g

OO0 O 00 O Ofi

Cooupation l

Gender I

OO0 O OO0 O Of

Srongy agee

O

OO0 O 00 O
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