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Preface to “Customer Loyalty and Brand
Management”

Loyalty is one of the main assets of a brand (Aaker, 1991; Yoo and Donthu, 2001). It means
repeat purchasing of the brand based on strong internal disposition—in other words, repeat purchase
behaviour resulting from a preference for that brand. Customers loyal to a brand are customers who
return repeatedly to buy the brand because they are emotionally attached and committed to it. These
are the customers least tempted by the competition—customers with higher switching costs who are
willing to pay a higher price for the brand to which they are loyal.

In today’s markets, achieving and maintaining loyal customers has become an increasingly
complex challenge for brands due to the widespread acceptance and adoption of diverse technologies
by which customers communicate with brands. Customers use different channels (physical, web,
apps, social media) to seek information about a brand, communicate with it, chat about the brand and
purchase its products. Firms are thus continuously changing and adapting their processes to provide
customers with agile communication channels and coherent, integrated brand experiences through
the different channels in which customers are present. In this context, understanding how brand
management can improve value co-creation and multichannel experience—among other issues—and
contribute to improving a brand’s portfolio of loyal customers constitutes an area of special interest
for academics and marketing professionals.

This Special Issue explores new areas of customer loyalty and brand management, providing
new insights into the field. Both concepts have widely evolved over the last decade to encompass such
concepts and practices as brand image, experiences, multichannel context, multimedia platforms and
value co-creation, as well as relational variables, such as trust, engagement and identification (among
others).

In the first paper, Ménica Gémez-Sudrez examines the customer-brand relationship through a
model that integrates the dimensions of brand attachment, brand love and brand engagement. Her
research finds that attachment and engagement are decisive in the brand-customer relationship, and
brand love is part of these two dimensions. Brand attachment is the connection between the consumer
and a brand that goes beyond mere satisfaction to captivation, affection, bond and friendship.
Therefore, brand attachment is built from emotions. When the consumer reaches this emotional state,
the consumer considers the brand to have integrated into his/her life, and the consumer identifies
with it, likes to show it off socially and engages with it; that is, the consumer wants to choose
it and use it in the future. In the opinion of this author, two main drivers can help to develop
brand attachment and engagement: consumer experience and coordinated marketing strategies using
traditional communication combined with accurate personalization.

The second article by Silvia Cachero-Martinez and Rodolfo Vazquez-Casielles analyses different
types of customer experiences at the store and their relationship with consumer engagement and
willingness to stay longer in the store. These authors show that customer experiences increase
consumer engagement and consumer willingness to extend shopping time. First, the dimensions
of experience that strengthen consumer engagement are the intellectual through employees, the
social, the pragmatic and the emotional. Second, the dimensions of experience that favour the time
in the store and the possible increase in spending are the sensory, the intellectual through design,
the pragmatic and the emotional. The research also shows the mediation role of positive emotional
experiences between the dimensions of experience (intellectual, sensory, social and pragmatic) and



consumer engagement and the stronger influence of positive emotional experiences on consumer

engagement in those consumers who visit the store more frequently.

In the third paper, Carmen Berné-Manero, Maria Gémez-Campillo, Mercedes Marzo-Navarro
and Marta Pedraja-Iglesias examine the online tourism value chain. This research provides a
comprehensive model of the basic relationships of the quality-satisfaction-loyalty value chain in
the online tourism context and analyses the role of the perceived transaction costs relative to the
customer’s participation in the co-production of the online channel tourism service. The research
shows that the basic relationships of the quality—satisfaction-loyalty value chain found in other
contexts are valid in B2C tourism online. In addition, the research finds that consumer participation in
the service production, present in online channels, influences positively the formation of satisfaction

and brand loyalty, which does not solely depend on website perceived quality.

Fourth, Maria Francisca Blasco-Lépez, Nuria Recuero-Virto and Sonia San-Martin also analyse
loyalty in an online context, but in this case, in the online local grocery context. Presently, online
grocery shopping accounts for only a small proportion of the e-commerce market (Heng et al., 2018).
However, it is expected to grow not only because of the general advantages of online shopping but
also because of the increasing demand for specialty foods (Canavan et al., 2007) or the expanding of
the slow food movement in response to the modern world’s eating habits (Lee et al., 2015; Heng et al.,
2018). In addition, regarding local food products, increasing consumer worries related to economic,
social, environmental and health issues must be also considered (Pearson et al., 2011). In this context
of online local grocery, the research by these authors demonstrates how website features jointly and

positively influence perceived user flow and control and improve consumer satisfaction and loyalty.

Fifth, Anne Schmitz and Nieves Villasefior-Roman examine the links between brand equity and
financial performance in unlisted (unquoted) firms. These authors underline the scarcity of prior
research on this issue in this type of firm (Anees-ur-Rehman et al., 2018) and the importance of
marketing managers better assigning marketing efforts towards the construction of a brand equity
that improves firm profitability. These authors provide evidence that unlisted firms that invest more
resources in brand equity have better financial performance, greater earnings persistence and more
future profitability. The positive relationship between brand equity and financial performance is
more intense when measured with the model of Aaker (1991) than when modelled with that of Keller
(1993), because the brand equity component of perceived quality is mainly related to these positive

effects.

Finally, the paper by Andrea Moretta Tartaglione, Ylenia Cavacece, Giuseppe Russo and
Giuseppe Granata provides scholars with a systematization and mapping of contributions on the
topics of customer loyalty and brand management. This research conducts a bibliometric analysis
and a mapping study on 337 publications on customer loyalty and brand management from 2000
to 2018. The authors conclude that customer loyalty is a very complex area of study that includes
several interrelated variables as dimensions (i.e., customer attachment, price tolerance, repurchase
intentions, repeated purchases, positive word of mouth, etc.), antecedents (i.e., perceived quality,
perceived value, customer satisfaction, consumer trust, brand experience, value co-creation, etc.) and
consequences (i.e., customer retention, firm performance, customer value, competitive advantage and

cost reductions).

In sum, all the papers in the present Special Issue address the complexity of brand management
to obtain customer loyalty in actual markets. The relationship quality between the consumer and the
brand is comprehensively analysed by Gomez who conceptually and empirically discusses concepts



that sometimes have been treated as synonymous in the academic literature and other times have
been distinguished (brand attachment, brand love and brand engagement). This Special Issue also
analyses the antecedents of customer loyalty, underlining the importance of customer experiences
(Cachero-Martinez and Vazquez-Casielles), quality and satisfaction (Berné-Manero et al., and Blasco
Lépez et al.,) and customer value co-creation (Berné-Manero et al.). The influence of brand equity
on firm financial performance, greater earnings persistence and more future profitability is also
evidenced by Schmitz and Villasefior-Romén. Finally, an illustrative analysis of academic research
on customer loyalty and brand management from 2000 to 2018 is developed by Tartaglione et al.
Together, the papers demonstrate the importance of customer loyalty and how the management of
brand marketing strategies related to customer experiences, quality or value cocreation can improve
brand equity and consequently influence firm performance and profitability for different sectors in
offline and online contexts and in large and small firms. We believe that the present papers represent
very well this domain of research, which is continuously expanding. We thank all our colleagues for

their contributions.
Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest.
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Abstract: This study establishes the relationship among three concepts (attachment, love,
and engagement) that have attracted the interest of both practitioners and researchers lately. Based
on the consumer-brand relationship literature, a theoretical model is proposed. Using data obtained
from a survey to 320 consumers from Madrid (Spain), the results show that only two constructs
actually exist: attachment and active engagement, with love being part of attachment (passion) or
engagement (long-term relationship). Thus, emotional attachment must be based on emotions that
generate captivation. This admiration activates engagement, turning the consumer into the best
brand promoter.

Keywords: brand; consumer; customer; brand love; attachment; engagement; structural equation
modeling (SEM)

1. Introduction

Relationships between consumers and brands encompass several dimensions that have
attracted the attention of those in marketing research. Terms such as emotional attachment
(Thomson et al. 2005), brand love (Carroll and Ahuvia 2006; Batra et al. 2012), or engagement
(Brodie et al. 2011; Hollebeek et al. 2014; Vivek et al. 2014) refer, a priori, to different stages of the
relationship developed between brands and individuals. They represent close notions, sharing
certain features, and describe both the degree of connection and the intensity of the consumer-brand
relationship. Although they share some traits, they might be different constructs in terms of their
meaning, their dimensionality, items employed to define them, and the link between them.

The purpose of this paper is to shed light into these relationships, delimiting their definitions and
measurement. In order to do so, the main objective of this study is to establish the links—and
boundaries—between these three related concepts, by examining their relationships. A second
objective, derived from the first one, is to provide the readers with a better measurement of the
constructs “underlying” attachment, love, and engagement.

Therefore, the current study posed the following research questions (RQ):

(1)  Where is the conceptual border between the three notions that allude to the consumer affection
toward brands? That is,

a. Do they represent the same concept or are they different? (RQ1)
b. Which are the items that define each construct? (RQ2)

(2)  Are these concepts properly measured? (RQ3)
(3)  Are they multidimensional or unidimensional? (RQ4)

Adm. Sci. 2019, 9, 10; doi:10.3390 /admsci9010010 1 www.mdpi.com/journal /admsci
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The contribution of this study is threefold. First, it theoretically elucidates the understanding
of consumer-brand relationships. Second, it generates a model that comprises the entire process
of moving from attachment to engagement. This model is used to test a framework to provide
further evidence of the (dis)similarity of the constructs. Third, the findings of this paper could also
aid managers to use efficient communication strategies, not only based on the emotions, but also
supported by values that produce a viral activation among consumers. Then, attachment supposes a
real bond to the brand that transforms loyal consumers into brand promoters.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. First, a review of the relevant literature
is provided. By defining briefly the three terms and establishing the controversial arguments and
evidence in the literature, the reader will understand if these dimensions are the same or are different.
Next, the studies that developed empirical analyses are examined, focusing especially on measurement.
Then, an empirical model with data from a survey of 320 consumers in Spain with structural equation
modeling (SEM) is tested. This improved measurement of the links between the constructs is needed to
define managerial implications. The last section is devoted to the discussion, limitations, and possible
directions for future research.

2. Background: The Conceptual Border between Attachment, Love, and Engagement

Three related notions were identified in the literature survey: emotional attachment, brand love,
and customer engagement. Criticism regarding recent consumer-brand relationship concepts in the
marketing literature, especially in the case of brand love (Rossiter 2012; Moussa 2015), highlights the
importance of establishing the boundaries between attachment, love, and engagement. This conceptual
delimitation is relevant, since the different terms may constitute either antecedents or consequences
of different conceptual models that have been researched separately except for four recent studies
(Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen 2010; Wallace et al. 2014; Sarkar and Sreejesh 2014; Vernuccio et al. 2015).

Most likely, the problem that creates the relative terminological confusion is that the concepts
originate from different pre-existing theories in diverse fields. For instance, the conceptual
development of brand love arose from social psychology (Batra et al. 2012). In contrast, consumer
engagement comes from the expanded domain of relationship marketing and the service-dominant
logic perspective (Brodie et al. 2011; Hollebeek et al. 2014). Hence, the research tradition that shapes
their theoretical frameworks and main definitions has not converged.

2.1. Definitions

Thomson et al. (2005) provided the seminal empirical work on emotional attachment to brands
(Grisaffe and Nguyen 2011). According to the first authors, emotional attachment is an “emotion-laden
target-specific bond between a person and a specific object” (p. 78). Attachments vary in strength,
and stronger attachments are associated with stronger feelings of connection, affection, and passion
(Thomson et al. 2005).

Brand love represents the intimate experience of very positive emotion toward a particular
brand. Nevertheless, there are two main notions for brand love in the literature. On the one hand,
Carroll and Ahuvia (2006, p. 81) define it as “the degree of passionate emotional attachment a satisfied
consumer has for a particular trade name”. On the second hand, Batra et al. (2012, p. 2) provide a more
complete definition: “a higher-order construct including multiple cognitions, emotions, and behaviors,
which consumers organize into a mental prototype”. The first definition is based on the idea that
brand love is platonic in nature, and typically focuses on aspirational brands that represent a lifestyle.
The second suggests that brand love must be based not only on passion, but also on a long-term
relationship (Batra et al. 2012; Albert and Merunka 2013). Thus, it refers to an ongoing relationship
over an extended period of time (Gomez-Sudrez et al. 2016). These two different conceptualizations
have led to diverse conceptual and empirical models.

The third concept, customer engagement, is also considered in the literature as an ongoing
relationship between a brand and a customer. According to Romero (2017), marketing researchers study
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customer engagement from two different perspectives: a psychological perspective, encompassing
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral elements (Brodie et al. 2011); and from a behavioral point
of view, focusing on customer engagement behavioral manifestation such as word-of-mouth or
co-creation. The lack of consensus pertaining to the definition of focal engagement-based concepts
(Hollebeek 2013) provides different definitions. For instance, focusing on the psychological perspective,
Brodie et al. (2011, p. 3) define customer engagement as “a multidimensional concept comprising
cognitive, emotional, and/or behavioral dimensions, [which] plays a central role in the process of
relational exchange”. By contrast, Vivek et al. (2014, p. 401) state that it is “the level of the customer’s
(or potential customer’s) interactions and connections with the brand or firm’s offerings or activities”
(Vivek et al. 2014, p. 401).

2.2. Boundaries between the Concepts: Are These Dimensions the Same or Are They Different?

For Moussa (2015), the concepts of brand love and brand attachment are not only composed of
the same constituent elements, but are the same concept, being both “the two facets of the same single
penny” (p. 79). According to this author, the two terms are distinctly delimited from a non-stop race
between academics who have transferred concepts from interpersonal relationship theories into the
branding literature as a consequence of the “publish or perish” mechanism, so that hardly a year goes
by without some reinventions or retouching of the proposed conceptualizations for both.

Unlike Moussa, some researchers have observed some differences between brand love and
attachment. Hwang and Kandampully (2012, p. 101) recognized that both are conceptually similar, and
distinguished the two constructs based on intensity: “brand love necessitates the intensity of emotional
responses towards an object, while emotional attachment does not necessarily require such intensity”.
Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen (2010, p. 504) also considered brand love as “a facet or dimension of broader
constructs such as brand relationship quality or emotional attachment”, with love being “generally
regarded as quantitatively different from liking, that is, love is not extreme liking but rather a construct
that is different from, but related to, liking” (p. 506).

By contrast, the differences between attachment and engagement are more evident.
Vivek (2009, p. 32) claimed that “attachment is an affective construct strongly associated with ownership
or possession of objects or products, and so is different from customer engagement. However,
attachment could lead to engagement in several situations”.

Regarding the brand love and engagement relationship, there has been a fragmented interpretation
depending on the research context in which they have been supported. This issue especially arises when
analyzing some antecedents of both concepts. According to Gomez-Sudrez et al. (2016), different labels
refer to the same concepts. For instance, the concepts of self-expression or self-congruity—derived
from branding theories—have nearly the same meaning as identity, derived from identification theory.

2.3. Measurement: An Overview of Past Empirical Studies

In order to understand the nature of these three concepts, analyses of past studies were carried out
by examining 46 empirical studies. These studies, classified by countries, methods, sample, dimensions,
and main constructs, are offered in the Appendix A (Tables A1-A4).

In general, the limitations of the previous studies were due to the method by which the data
were obtained. The collection method in most studies was a convenience sample, often including
students (18 studies). In some cases, the sample size was very small or had biases regarding age or sex.
Mainly, the studies were carried out in a single country with the United States (14 studies) being the
most frequently analyzed. If the research was qualitative, the authors recognized the lack of validity
without no subsequent quantitative endorsement. If it was an experiment, they required that, in later
works, the brand, product, or service not be fictitious. In the case of developing several methods, as in
a large part of the studies, the online selection of the sample produced a bias by sex or a number of
classification variables.
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Regarding dimensionality, although most of the studies that analyzed a single construct proposed
a single dimension, the most recent empirical models were multidimensional. This was the case
of the attachment models proposed by Fedorikhin et al. (2008), Grisaffe and Nguyen (2011), and
Jimenez and Voss (2014). The engagement model was proposed by Javornik and Mandelli (2012) and
the brand love models were proposed by Carroll and Ahuvia (2006), Hwang and Kandampully (2012),
Rageh and Spinelli (2012), Fetscherin (2014), Huber et al. (2015), Dalman et al. (2017), Delgado-Ballester
etal. (2017), and Algharabat (2017). However, the five papers that combined love and engagement
(Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen 2010; Wallace et al. 2014; Sarkar and Sreejesh 2014; Vernuccio et al. 2015;
Loureiro et al. 2017) treated the concepts as unidimensional constructs.

3. Conceptual Proposal

Following the definitions and models tested in empirical study, the three concepts (attachment,
love, and engagement) appear to be multidimensional and reflect different constructs. Most of them
reflect affective, cognitive, and behavioral dimensions. Nevertheless, they differ both in the breadth of
the term and in the degree of connection with the brand. Therefore, exploring how many dimensions
exist in each case and the relationships among them is a key issue for empirical analyses. The proposed
model implied by these relationships is shown in Figure 1.

|Attachrnent Love }—4: Engagement |
Affection | | Passion B,
| Dream | :"I “'"""” || Activation | WWI_
[Conmection ) w‘;‘_ o r Affective
—— & omponen
| Dhtms = =

Figure 1. Conceptual proposal.

Based upon the literature review explained before and the theoretical framework proposed, our
main research hypotheses are as follows.

H1. Brand attachment reflects on affection, passion and connection (Thomson et al. 2005; Malir et al. 2011;
Zhou et al. 2012).

Previous studies have proposed a direct and positive relationship between brand attachment and
brand love, being attachment an antecedent of love. Then:

H2. Brand attachment is an antecedent of brand love, being these two constructs positively related
(Albert et al. 2008; Bergkuvist and Bech-Larsen 2010; Hwang and Kandampully 2012).

By integrating all the diverse results obtained in the precedent empirical models
(Carroll and Ahuvia 2006; Albert et al. 2008; Batra et al. 2012; Rauschnabel and Ahuvia 2014;
Gomez-Sudrez et al. 2016), brand love could be derived into six dimensions (passion, emotional
bonding, separation distress, self-expression), dream, and long-term relationship. However, brand
love measure in these past studies seemed to overlap a number of other constructs related to emotional
attachment. Thus, in order to minimize the risk of overlap with other brand-related constructs, passion
and emotional bonding dimensions were included in the attachment construct, as an antecedent of
brand love, being the hypotheses:



Adm. Sci. 2019, 9, 10

H3. Brand love is reflected into four dimensions: dream, self-expression, separation distress and long-term
relationship (Albert et al. 2008; Batra et al. 2012).

H4. Brand love is an antecedent of brand engagement, being these constructs positively related
(Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen 2010; Sarkar and Sreejesh 2014; Loureiro et al. 2017).

Regarding the components of engagement, when comparing dimensions and items, there were
some similarities between some affective components. For instance, happiness or being proud, on
the scale provided by Hollebeek et al. (2014), may be similar to positive emotional connection or
positive attitude valence on the scale used by Batra et al. (2012). Activation, the time and effort
devoted to the brand, on the scale used by Hollebeek et al. (2014), had a similar meaning to the
long-term relationship variables on the scale used by Batra et al. (2012) or by Albert et al. (2008).
Vivek et al.’s scale (2014) also included items related to enthused participation reminiscent of the
anticipated separation distress by Batra et al. (2012) or social connection, which directly refers to the
attachment scale by Thomson et al. (2005). For this research, Hollebeek et al. (2014) model is chosen,
but refining some of the items (see Appendix B Table A5). Therefore, the hypothesis is:

H5. Engagement is reflected into three dimensions: cognitive processing, affective components and activation
(Hollebeek et al. 2014).

4. Research Methods

First, a pilot sample (27 respondents) was used to ensure the wording of the questionnaire
was clear, after which some adjustments were made. This pre-test served to clarify the meaning
of some confusing items, to analyze incoherent answers, and to test the validity of the scales.
Data were collected from a survey of non-student adult participants. Similarly, to the study by
Carroll and Ahuvia (2006), a cross-sectional survey of non-student adults, ages 21 and up, was
carried out. Students in the last year of postgraduate study in marketing with training in market
research approached to residents in Madrid (Spain) to complete a ten-minute self-administered
questionnaire. These students were given extensive instructions that stressed the importance data
purity (e.g., each respondent was to complete the questionnaire independently). They were also
trained to meet pre-set quotas and perform adequate fieldwork. The sample was chosen through a
careful stratified process according to sex, age, and occupation. Thus, no bias was produced by these
sociodemographic variables. The fieldwork was conducted in January 2016. This process produced
complete questionnaires from 320 adult consumers.

The questionnaire was created based on the literature review, and all measurement items
were adapted from existing instruments. In order to avoid common method bias, the items and
questions were prepared to be simple and concise (not including unfamiliar terms or complex syntax).
The physical distance between measures was also considered, so that all items of the same construct
were not right next to each other.

Common method variance (CMV) was also examined by making some previous estimations with
the data. First, we carried out the procedure suggested by Hair et al. (2014) to check the absence of
outliers. According to this procedure, we standardized each variable and analyzed their descriptive
measures. The minimum and the maximum do not surpass the threshold value (4) for samples
larger than 80 cases. Second, we connected each indicator to single construct in confirmatory factor
analysis (i.e., factor that captures the potential common method variance) instead of separate ones, this
estimation led to a significant decrease in the model’s fit (MacKenzie and Podsakoff 2012). Therefore,
CMV did not appear to be a significant problem in the present study.

There was a key previous question. Respondents named a brand for which they felt affection.
The approach was similar to the brand elicitations in Thomson et al. (2005). Participants provided
self-described reasons for this affection. No constraints on the elicitation were imposed. Respondents
had the freedom to choose whatever brand they desired from any product category, without regard
to preconceived classifications (e.g., goods vs. services; family brands vs. product item brands).
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Afterwards, they had to describe why they chose that brand, then rating their degree of agreement
with a series of items related to the three concepts.

The constructs were measured using pre-developed instruments from the marketing literature.
Appendix B Table A5 provides a list of all the items. The respondents marked their responses on a
Likert-type question format (where 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree).

5. Results

Regarding descriptive results, the respondents mentioned 78 different brands. The most
mentioned brands were Apple (21), Coca Cola (20), Zara (18), Nike (9), and Hacendado, Mercadona’s
private label for groceries (9). In terms of product category, the most mentioned was textile (20.8%),
followed by food (16.5%). Other categories with a high number of mentions were electronics (11.5%),
beverages (10.7%), cosmetics (9.7%), and cars (6.9%).

The purification process was based on a sequence of principal components analysis (PCA) with
oblimin rotation. This process was undertaken to study the relationships between the different
elements of each construct and to determine the items to be included in the confirmatory analyses
(CFA). The accumulated variance of the final PCA model was 73.7%. Descriptive statistics (mean
and standard deviation) and PCA results are presented in Table 1. Communality and reliability
examinations—Cronbach’s alpha—indicated that the final number of items to be included in the CFA
model was 11. The dimensions relating to separation distress, self-expression, cognitive processing,
and affective engagement did not fulfill the required criteria, either for communality or for reliability.
Consequently, they were not included in the next confirmatory model. The PCA model included three
factors: attachment (with five items from the connection and affection dimensions), passion (with three
items from the dream and passion dimensions), and engagement (three items, two from the activation
dimension—engagement, and one from long-term relationship—love).

Next, sequential CFA were run in order to determine psychometric properties and an accurate
goodness of fit. These tests were performed using Amos 22.0. (Armonk, NY, USA), according
to a maximum likelihood procedure. After four estimations, the achieved final model with three
dimensions (attachment, passion, and engagement) lacked discriminant validity (all results can be
provided to the readers upon request). Two procedures to test discriminant validity were used: the
square inter-construct correlation and the average variance extracted (AVE) comparison (Fornell
and Larcker 1981) (Table 2); and a comparison of the goodness of fit indexes for two models—free
correlations and correlations restricted to the unit (Anderson and Gerbing 1988) (Table 3). Both showed
a lack of discriminant validity for the passion and attachment constructs that appeared to participate
in the same dimension.

Table 1. Descriptive and principle components analysis (PCA) results.

Items Descriptive Measure Component
Mean SD  Variation Coef. Attach.  Engage Love
I feel care for this brand (AFF3) 4.33 1.99 0.46 0.920
1 feel friendship for this brand (AFF2) 4.01 1.88 0.47 0.898
1 feel affection for this brand (AFF1) 4.73 1.83 0.39 0.857
1 feel attached to this brand (CON3) 4.40 2.02 0.46 0.713
I feel bonded to this brand (CON2) 4.49 193 0.43 0.685
Whenever I am choosing among various
products, it is the brand that I use (AC2) 6.12 118 0.19 0.862
It is one of the brands I use the most (AC3) 5.68 1.54 0.27 0.782
It is the brand that I will use in the future (PS7) 6.16 1.17 0.19 0.780
It is a brand that surprises me (PS2) 478 1.80 0.38 0.897
It is a brand that makes me dream (PS3) 3.63 2.01 0.55 0.606
1 feel captivated for this brand (PAS4) 4.15 1.97 0.47 0.548
Accumulated Variance 47.558 16.639 9.505
Cronbach’s Alpha 0.918 0.720 0.779
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Table 2. Discriminant validity procedure 1 based on Fornell and Larcker (1981).

Attachment Passion Engagement
Attach 0.778 (*)
Passion 0.788 (**) 0.767 (*)
Engagement 0.389 (**) 0.359 (**) 0.743 (*)

Note: (*) root-square of AVE; (**) inter-construct correlation.

Table 3. Discriminant validity procedure 2 based on Anderson and Gerbing (1988).

Goodness of Fit Indexes

X2 =14.388; df = 10; X2/df = 1.439 GFI = 0.965; AGFI = 0.995; NFI = 0.985;
CFI = 0.990; RMSEA = 0.037

X2 =14.966; df = 11; X?/df = 1.363 GFI = 0.987; AGFI = 0.967; NFI = 0.984;
CFI = 0.996; RMSEA = 0.034

Note: df = degrees of freedom; GFI = Goodness of Fit Index; AGFI: Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index; NFI = Normed
Fit Index; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; RMSA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation. Note: X2 =18.88; df =
7; X2/df = 1.69 GFI = 0.988; AGFI = 0.965; NFI = 0.986; CFI = 0.987; RMSEA = 0.047.

Non-restricted model

Restricted Model

An alternative CFA model was then tested (Table 4). This model had two related dimensions:
attachment and engagement. Therefore, the model joined the initial two constructs from attachment
and love into a single dimension. To fulfill convergent validity, the item “surprised” from the passion
dimension was not included. Next, attachment, a first-order unidimensional construct, comprised four
items from those initially proposal by Thomson et al. (2005): two from affection, one from connection,
and one from passion. Table 3 shows the parameters and the psychometric properties of this model.

Table 4. Alternative model. Loads, reliability, and validity measures.

Item Li Critical Ratio  p-Value Composite Reliability =~ AVE Alfa
I feel affection for this brand (AFF1) 0.160 - -
I feel friendship for this brand (AFF2) 0.724 18.239 i
I feel bonded to this brand (CON2) 0.879 12312 0.845 0584 0872
I feel captivated for this brand (PAS4) 0.726 11.623 i
It is the brand that [ use (AC2) 0.705 - -
Itis the brand that I will use in the future (PS7)  0.776 5188 0.709 0550 0.701

Note: *** significant at 1% level.

The final structural model is shown in Table 5. Attachment (A = 0.404) positively and directly
influenced engagement. In addition, attachment was reflected in AFF1 affection (A = 0.716), AFF2
friendship (A = 0.724), bonded CON2 (A = 0.879), and PAS4 captivated (A = 0.726). Engagement was
reflected in the items AC2 (“Whenever I am choosing among various products, it is the brand that I
use”; A = 0.705), and PS7 (“It is the brand that I will use in the future”; A = 0.776).

Table 5. Global model estimation: structural parameters.

Construct/Item Construct Estimate
ENGAGEMENT <— ATTACHMENT 0.406
AFF1_1 <— ATTACHMENT 0.716
AFF2_1 <— ATTACHMENT 0.724
CON2_1 <— ATTACHMENT 0.879
PAS4_1 <— ATTACHMENT 0.726
AC2_1 <— ENGAGEMENT 0.705
PS7_1 <— ENGAGEMENT 0.776

Note: X2 =11.88; d.f. = 7; X2/d.f. = 1.69 GFI = 0.988; AGFI = 0.965; NFI = 0.986; CFI = 0.987; RMSEA = 0.047.
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6. Discussion and Implications

To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first attempt to integrate three different dimensions
proposed in the past literature to understand the consumer-brand relationship: attachment, love,
and engagement. A better conceptualization of the phenomenon was provided to delimit these terms,
providing a simple and integrative scheme.

Related to the research hypotheses, Table 6 summarizes the main results of our empirical model.
Following this table, summarized answers to the research questions are as follows. The conceptual
border between the three concepts is not as clear as it initially appeared. In order to answer RQ1—do
these dimensions represent the same concept or are they different?—the alternative model shows that
there are two dimensions (and not three) that comprised the consumer-brand relationship: attachment
and active engagement. Brand love is not a dimension, being actually part of the two other related
constructs: attachment and engagement. Passion participates in the attachment dimension, and
long-term relationship participates in the engagement dimension. Related to RQ2, whose items define
each construct, the number of items is less than expected. Attachment reflects in four items (affection,
friendship, bond, captivation) and engagement (activation) reflects in two items (chosen and used,
using in the future). Therefore, in relation to RQ3, the three concepts have not been properly measured
in the past. When integrating all the dimensions, some constructs and items are not included in the
final alternative model. Regarding to RQ4, the two final constructs were both unidimensional instead
of multidimensional.

Table 6. Research hypotheses decision and explanation.

Hypotheses Accepted/Rejected Explanation

Attachment is a unidimensional
construct that reflects into four
Partially items related to affection,
connection (friendship and
bond) and passion (captivation)

H1: Brand attachment reflects on affection, passion, and
connection

H2: Brand attachment is an antecedent of brand love, with Brand love takes part in the

these two constructs being positively related Rejected attachment construct
H3. Brand love is reflected into four dimensions: dream, .
1f- Ssil tion distress, and long-term relationshij Rejected ;

self-expression, separa 4 8 P Brand love also takes part in

H4: Brand love is an antecedent of brand engagement, with . engagement, being a long-term
. s Partially lationshi din th

these constructs being positively related relationship represented in the

activation items
H5. E ti ted into three di ions: iti .
ngagement is reflected into three dimensions: cognitive Partially

processing, affective components, and activation

From a managerial point of view, brand managers need to be aware of the importance of
understanding certain traits of their target audience to guide the design of those activities aimed
at developing affection and a more effective administration of the emotional bond with brands.
Therefore, the manufacturers of leading brands must show values and benefits related to the items
that help reinforce the affective bond, such as passion or friendship.

The emotional attachment that the consumer can feel towards a brand is represented then by a
connection that goes beyond the mere satisfaction of the client and that is built from emotions that
generate captivation. For all this, it is convenient that leader companies reinforce the positive values of
their brands and, as far as possible, arouse positive and lasting feelings in the consumer. For instance,
Coca-Cola associated its brand with happiness, and Danone with the nostalgia of childhood. More
recently, the global campaigns of Apple are based on this kind of captivation claim.

When it is possible to reach this state of connection, the consumer considers that the brand has
integrated into their life, identifies with it and its values, and likes to show it socially. To achieve
these affective bonds with their customers, companies must be willing to offer exclusive experiences,
in order to make position themselves as market benchmarks.
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In our view, two main drivers can help to develop a strong link between attachment and
engagement: consumer experience and coordinated communication strategies, using traditional
mass campaigns combined with an accurate personalization.

The sense of captivation is more difficult to develop in mass-market products. However, a
brand that provides happiness, pleasure, or positive emotions is probably creating this sensation.
These intrinsic rewards are commonplace among brands that adapt to the customer through offers or
personalized communication. The brand adopts a dimension of uniqueness based on communication
that gives the consumer something else, for instance, offering exclusive care, personalized information,
and even a sense of romance. This strategy is particularly intense in the fashion market for luxury
brands (Chanel, Dior, Louis Vuitton, Armani, etc.)

Finally, the framework proposed for the consumer-brand relationship is based on the global
Marketing 4.0 perspective that emerged by the end of 2016. Its goal is to help organizations reach
and engage consumers more fully than in previous years by analyzing shifts in consumers’ behaviors
(Kotler et al. 2017). Thus, Marketing 4.0 emphasizes the need to consider, simultaneously, the “new”
and the “old” marketing, to turn consumers into brand main promoters (Martinez-Ruiz et al. 2017).

The case of Toyota can be used to illustrate this new perspective. Its re-positioning in Europe is
based on this kind of connection between the brand and its potential customers. Toyota cars, widely
recognized for their reliability, were not leaders in the European markets because this attribute was
not appealing for consumers. In 2017, the company decided to change their differentiation pattern
by focusing on two different attributes: mobility and ecological motors. Communication managers
in Spain decide to risk with a very different message “Drive as you think”, emphasizing the bond
with the consumer based on ecological values: Toyota hybrid cars help to conserve the planet. Some
ads were even risking the sale of their brand since they urge drivers to park the Yaris Hybrid car
and take the bus. This campaign—appealing to emotions and connecting with the new millennial
consumer—has been a great success, activating the consumers’ wish for this brand. Those loyal to
the brand before changed from gasoline to hybrid Toyota cars. Those new in the market chose this
brand or will choose it in the future. The global ad campaign in Spain is winning advertisement
prizes, and the social networks made the slogan viral, with very positive comments that showed the
consumers’ admiration. This produced a multiplying presence of Toyota everywhere, with news in
traditional media (magazines, newspapers, or TV). This finally has turned into sales, since half of the
hybrid models were sold by Toyota in 2018. In market share terms, this brand has occupied the first
place in sales, surpassing Volkswagen, the traditional leader in the Spanish market.

7. Limitations and Future Research

The present study has several limitations, specifically in its exploratory nature, the use of a small
sample, and the need to establish a better control of different possible segments a priori. Although
participants were consumers, non-student adults, and carefully chosen through a stratification process,
the sample was chosen by convenience; therefore, caution should be taken when generalizing the
results. In addition, the final model lost many initial items in the purification process through PCA
and CFA, in order to fulfill all the requirements for psychometric properties. The reduction in the
number of items may seem drastic, but this was the only method that could possibly reproduce an
accurate statistical SEM model. Furthermore, as the study was conducted among consumers in Spain,
it should be tested further, using participants from a variety of cultures and locations, to enhance
the validity and reliability of the results. However, studies on consumer—brand relationships have
been completed in cultural environments that differ from the Spain. Thus, considering the cultural
determinants, this research provides new empirical evidence about the Spanish context.

Future studies could further employ qualitative and quantitative methods that enhance the
robustness and generalizability of the findings, such as in-depth interviews, longitudinal studies, or
experiments. For instance, the last method will allow the comparison of different segments, such as
groups of “traditional” and “social media” consumers, both in high/low involvement consumption
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contexts. Maybe these groups perceive attachment or engagement differently, and a new model could
better explain their perceptions.

Furthermore, there is a need to investigate the managerial relevance related to the identification of
actionable variables for these constructs. Self-congruity or identification could represent antecedents
for attachment. Further research could assess the relative strength of the constructs that compose the
output of the process, such as word-of-mouth, loyalty, trust, and commitment. Such an assessment
would provide both academic researchers and practitioners with valuable results.
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Appendix A
Table Al. Summary of past empirical studies for emotional attachment.
Author Country Method Sample Dimensions Main Constructs
Students (Study 1 Emotional
Thomson et al Survey and = 68; Study 2 = 120; attachment Three
(2005) o USA experiment (5  Study 3 =75; Study = Multidimensional dimensions:
studies) 4=184; Study 5 = affection, connection,
175) and passion
Experiment. 2
Fedorikhin et X 3 - . Emotional
al. (2008) USA between-subject Consumers (1 =70) Unidimensional attachment
design
Brand attachment
Park et al. Students (Study 1 = s . .
2010) USA Survey 108; Study 2 = 141) Multidimensional and brand attitude
strength
Qualitative,
Grisaffe and USA brand 579 students and Unidimensional Emotional
Nguyen (2011) elicitation, code acquaintances attachment
development
Emotional
Malir et al E-mail surve Students (Study 1 attachment Three
’ Switzerland ey =1329;Study 2= Multidimensional dimensions:
(2011) 2 studies . .
890) affection, connection
and passion
Emotional
Zhou et al. . . 586 car club L . attac'hmen't Three
China Online survey Multidimensional dimensions:
(2012) members . .
affection, connection
and passion
Survey with
So et al. (2013) Malaysia random 282 consumers Multidimensional Emotional
systematic attachment
mall-intercept
Jimenez and Students (Study 1 = o . Emotional
Voss (2014) USA Survey 149, Study 2 = 119) Unidimensional attachment
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Appendix B

In order to measure brand attachment, the scale suggested by Thomson et al. (2005) is used.
This study uses a 10-item scale with three first-order dimensions of affection, connection, and passion.
Hence, in the present study, these constructs are antecedents of brand love. The scale for brand love
was adapted from the studies by Albert et al. (2008) and Batra et al. (2012). As previously mentioned
in Section 2, passion is part of attachment dimension and long-term relationship is part of engagement.
The scale proposed by Hollebeek et al. (2014) served to measure engagement.

Table A5. Dimensions, sub-dimensions, items, and authors.

Dimension  Sub-Dimension  Short Ttem Description Authors
Attachment affection AFF1 affection I feel affection for this brand Thomson et al. (2005)
Attachment affection AFF2 friendship 1 feel friendship for this brand Thomson et al. (2005)
Attachment affection AFF3 care 1 feel care to this brand Thomson et al. (2005)
Attachment connection CONT1 connected I feel connected to this brand Thomson et al. (2005)
Attachment connection CON2 bonded I feel bonded to this brand Thomson et al. (2005)
Attachment connection CON3 attached 1 feel attached to this brand Thomson et al. (2005)
Attachment passion PAS1 peaceful I feel peaceful when I use this brand Thomson et al. (2005)
Attachment passion PAS2 love I feel love for this brand Thomson et al. (2005)
Attachment passion PAS3 delighted Tam delighted when I use this brand Thomson et al. (2005)
Attachment passion PAS4 captivated I feel captivated for this brand Thomson et al. (2005)
Attachment passion PSs6 passion 1 feel passion for this brand Batra et al. (2012)
Love dream PS1 mythical It is a mythical brand Albert et al. (2008)
Love dream Ps2 surprises Itis a brand that surprises me Albert et al. (2008)
Love dream PS3 dream It is a brand that makes me dream Albert et al. (2008)
Love separation PS10 separation 1 feel bad if I cannot use this brand Batra et al. (2012)
Love self-expression PS9 sense Itis a brand that makes sense to my life Batra et al. (2012)
Love self-expression SBC1 reflects It is a brand that reflects what I am Batra et al. (2012)
Love self-expression SBC1 personality It is a brand that reflects my personality Batra et al. (2012)
Love long-term PS5 committed Tt is a brand I feel committed to Albert et al. (2008)
Love long-term PS8 invest Itis a brand that I am willing to invest on it Batra et al. (2012)
Love long-term PS4 longtime Itis a brand that I use long time ago Albert et al. (2008)
Love long-term PSs7 use future Tt is the brand I think I will use in the future Albert et al. (2008)
Engagement activation AC1 lot of time Ispend a lot of time using this brand HO“E‘;)PF; etal.
. Whenever I am choosing among various Hollebeek et al.
Engagement activation AC2 chosen products, it is the brand that I use (2014)
Engagement activation AC3 use the most It is one of the brands I use the most HO“EZ?T_;et al
Engagement affective AF2 happy Using this brand makes me happy Hollfsgle}:)et al
Engagement affective AF3 feel good I feel good when I use this brand HOH?;(;E i()et al.
Engagement affective AF4 proud I'm proud to use this brand IIOH;‘;&C }1() etal
. makes me . . . . Hollebeek et al.
Engagement cognitive CP1 think Using this brand gets me to think about it @014)
Engagement cognitive CP2 think a lot 1 think about this brand a lot when I am using it. HOHEES;; etal.
. . Using this brand stimulates my interest to learn Hollebeek et al.
Engagement cognitive CP3 learning more about it 014)
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Abstract: In the retail sector, the creation of shopping experiences becomes increasingly important to
obtain a competitive advantage, and to meet consumers’ needs and desires. Knowing how to design
and apply these experiences can stimulate consumer engagement and their intention to spend more
time at the retailer. Under this premise, the objective of this research is to analyze the relationship
between different shopping experience dimensions, consumers’ engagement, and their willingness to
spend more time at the retailer. Using survey methodology on a sample of 527 consumers, the results
show that shopping experiences stimulate the consumers” engagement and their predisposition to
spending more time at the store. In addition, a moderating effect of visit frequency to the retailer
is observed, such that the higher this is, the more intense the relationship between experience
dimensions and consumer engagement will be.

Keywords: shopping experience; retail; consumer engagement; shopping time; shopping frequency

1. Introduction

The retail sector, one of the most dynamic in the economy (IBM 2012), must know how to adapt to
the new market’s demands. It faces increasingly demanding consumers, who demand unique products
and services, and who have shared loyalty (Alfaro 2012). In addition, consumers do not demand
only products or services, but they also want to live unique and unrepeatable experiences during the
shopping. Given this new scenario of distribution, retailers have had to update both their offers and
their ways of doing things, in order to offer a differentiated product and service, and thus seek the
engagement and loyalty of their customers. For this, as the study by Deloitte (2016) indicates, it is
necessary to design strategies that are focused on the “shopping experience”, identifying those factors
or dimensions that “create” experiences, defining how they will be implemented, and developing
ongoing actions to revitalize and to surprise the customer with these shopping experiences. These new
strategies provoke the situation in which the consumer goes to the retail establishment, not only to
shop for a product or service, but also to enjoy the act of shopping itself (Krishna 2013).

Most consumers initially engage with a retailer for rational reasons, such as the value that it brings,
or comfort. As the frequency of visits increases, feelings begin to emerge, due to the commitment or
engagement that is acquired with the retailer. In this process, the experiences formed during shopping
play a fundamental role (Homburg et al. 2017). Understanding how consumers experience emotions
caused by marketing stimuli raises various implications in the design of the retailer’s offer. Retailers
need to develop action procedures that allow them to manage what they can offer in marketing
experiences (Alfaro 2012).

Shopping experience research relates these experiences to satisfaction, relegating consumer
behavior to the background, and not identifying that marketing actions are what lead to loyal and
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committed customers (Brun et al. 2017). Tsaur et al. (2007) examine whether experiences of experiential
marketing have positive effects on consequent visitors’ behaviors. They affirm that the experiences of
experiential marketing have positive effects on emotions. Furthermore, emotions also have a positive
effect on the behavioral intention, through the mechanism of satisfaction. No studies have been found
that directly relate shopping experiences with engagement and shopping time. In this paper, the authors
analyzed different experience dimensions, and their relationship with consumer engagement and
with the predisposition to extend consumer shopping time, which is the main contribution of this
research. This will allow the store manager to identify the aspects to be modified in its strategy, in
order to obtain more engagement from customers who wish to stay longer in the store, thus creating
deeper relationships that distinguishing the store from the competition. Grewal et al. (2017) highlight
the importance of the study of engagement as an area of great interest in retailing.

This article contributes to the management literature of retail companies in two ways. In the first
place, the knowledge of the type of experiences at the store is extended, analyzing the relationship
between different dimensions of experience (sensory, intellectual, social, pragmatic, and emotional),
consumer engagement, and willingness by the consumer to extend their shopping time. Secondly,
the empirical research expands on existing knowledge, analyzing the moderating effect of visit
frequency to the retailer. This is to understand whether a greater frequency of visits increases the
positive influence of the experience dimensions on the engagement, intensifying not only the attitudinal
loyalty, but also other shopping behaviors from the desire to spend more time in the store.

In the following sections, we comment on the relevant literature on the subject, and propose
various hypotheses. Later we describe the research methodology and the results of the estimation of
our causal model. Finally, we carry out a discussion on the theoretical and managerial implications, as
well as the conclusions of the study.

2. Literature Review

In the marketing literature, different dimensions of customer experience have been analyzed.
In different studies, four dimensions of experience are identified (Pine et al. 1999; Schmitt 1999, 2003;
Gentile et al. 2007; Brakus et al. 2009; Grewal et al. 2009; Verhoef et al. 2009; Cachero and Vazquez 2017):
sensory experience, intellectual experience, social experience, and pragmatic experience. Furthermore,
Holbrook and Hirschman (1982) were the first to introducing emotions (e.g., happiness, enjoyment) as
a component of consumer behavior, and to recognize emotional experience as a fundamental aspect of
consumption (Bagozzi et al. 1999; Arnold and Reynolds 2003). In this paper we propose a hierarchical
structure of the experience dimensions (Schmitt 1999), in line with the cognitive-affective approach of
Ajzen and Fishbein (1980). As a background of emotional experience, we identify other dimensions of
experience (Gentile et al. 2007; Brakus et al. 2009; Verhoef et al. 2009): sensory experience, intellectual
experience, social experience, and pragmatic experience.

2.1. Sensory Experience

This is a dimension of experience that includes the senses of consumers, and that affects their
perception, judgment, and behavior (Smith and Wheeler 2002). The empowerment of the consumer
senses has been used in the retail sector for a long time; what has changed is the way of doing it: before,
sensory experience was developed unconsciously, and today, planning by the retailer is maximum,
either because sensory experience affects the consumer’s perception of the store (Helkkula 2011), or the
consumer’s perception of the brand (Moreira et al. 2017).

The retailer is looking for absolute well-being, both for the consumer and for the people who
work there. For this, it affects different environmental factors that it modifies based on the sensory
experience that it wants to offer. Thus, the lighting varies, the layout of the product, the design,
the smells, the color, the music, etc. Sensory-based stores have experienced great developments;
they are shops where the brand is played, smelled, and heard. Table 1 presents the most relevant
studies related to the sensory experience.
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Table 1. Relevant studies related to sensory experience.

Sense Author

Descriptions

Sachdeva and Goel (2015); Orth
and Wirtz (2014); Kahn (2017);

Visual Wedel and Pieters (2015); Zielke
(2011); Tantanatewin and
Inkarojrit (2016)

This type of experience focuses on colors, shapes, distance,
article size, lighting, or digital merchandising. It is the most
direct way to provide information to consumers, either offline,
online, or through advertising exhibitions, attracting them to the
shop and trying to get the consumer to remember and “record”
in their mind. Designing a good visual experience is decisive for
a retailer, given that 90% of the information received by the
brain is visual. The most studied factor is the impact of color as
a trigger in the decision to shop and choose a brand.

Scent Spence et al. (2014); Krishna (2013)

The stimulation of smell is a marketing tool of great potential,
since it allows the retailer to generate affective states, promote a
product, positioning a brand, or to assign “exclusive aromas” to
a retailer and to differentiate it from the competition. In
addition, it is also used to stimulate impulse-buying at store. For
the scent experience to produce greater positive effects, there
needs to be congruence between the smell, the desired
environment for a retailer, the product offered, and/or the
profile of the target buyer.

Zaltman and Puccinelli (2000);

Auditory Wiener and Chartrand (2014)

The sense of hearing is constantly active, making it an
interesting point of attention for retailers who wish to apply
sensory marketing to their store. It is not just about experiencing
the sound, but trying to create, through music and the voice, a
link with the consumer, facilitating the representation of the
brand in the consumers’ minds, and creating associations that
activate emotions and experiences. The review of the literature
places special emphasis on the use of music as a tool to create
the store image in the consumer’s mind, as well as the identity
of the brand. In addition, it can help to change the mood and to
create sensations that help customers to extend their

shopping time.

Taste Lawton (2016); Krishna (2013)

The sense of taste has been studied in the field of food and
beverage products. The responses to different flavors are
programmed genetically, instead of being learned or linked to
experience, but they are highly influenced by the rest of the
senses, so that taste can be considered as a mix of the rest of the
senses, since these can affect the perception of the consumer’s
taste. This raises many possibilities of action to retailers that
offer food and drink products, since they can link their products
with certain scents to modify the behavior of consumers.

George (2015); Gallace and Spence

Tactile (2014); Ackerman et al. (2010)

Touching a product is fundamental when generating consumer
information, given that the integration of these tactile
perceptions in their behavior facilitates the purchase decision.
Being able to touch the products and to experiment with them,
intentionally or not, makes the customer—product relationship
much closer, thus favoring the possibility of purchase. Although
we have tactile sensors in all parts of our body, marketing
research has focused on the hands as a primary source of the
perceptual system: they are the “outer brain” of a person.

Krishna et al. (2010); Spence and
Gallace (2011); Spence et al. (2014);
Krishna (2006); Krishna and
Morrin (2008); Spence (2012)

Multisensory

The review of the literature recognizes and identifies different
sensory modalities, since consumers rarely process information
using only one sense. There are, therefore, multisensory
interactions, whose responses are more positive than if only one
of the senses was used. Thus, the study of these interactions is
of great interest, since they can facilitate consumer perceptions,
attitudes, and preferences.

2.2. Intellectual Experience

Intellectual experience occurs when the retailer’s merchandising strategy (intellectual experience
through design) and/or interaction with employees (intellectual experience with employees) stimulates
the consumer’s curiosity and invites them to think and imagine (Schmitt 1999). Consumer curiosity is
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achieved when a seller evokes mystery during shopping (Menon and Soman 2002). Some academics say
that the induction of curiosity produces positive results for the retailer (Hill et al. 2016). An emerging
tool for retailers is augmented reality (Scholz and Smith 2016), with a promising future (Javornik 2016).
It consists of combining the real world with the virtual world through a computer process, enriching
the visual experience and provoking curiosity (Carmigniani and Furht 2011).

2.3. Social Experience

This type of experience refers to the consumer himself and his social context, his relationships with
other consumers (Ferguson et al. 2010), and with the employees. From the research of Tauber (1972),
the literature suggests that shopping is a social experience, so that relationships with the group are
determinants of many of their behaviors.

2.4. Pragmatic Experience

The pragmatic experience implies that the consumer is motivated by the utility, value, functionality,
efficiency, convenience, and usability of things, and not by their appearance, aesthetics, or social
context. It refers to heuristic rules and election criteria linked to savings, acquiring products or
services that are practical and of recognized quality, as well as the speed and efficiency of the actions
of information search and purchase at the retailer (Walsh et al. 2011). For example, to stimulate the
pragmatic experience, a retailer can offer an assortment of well-known brands with a price-quality ratio
and better promotions than those of the competition. The objective is to attract a group of consumers
who are interested in obtaining detailed information on prices and promotions, ensure that there is
sufficient stock of the promoted products, or that the quality of the products is maintained during
promotion periods. The retailer can also offer an assortment range that meets the needs of customers,
all types of guarantees and complementary services (changes, returns, home delivery) or discounts,
as well as allowing customers to verify the utility and practical value of some products.

3. Research Model and Hypotheses

In line with the review literature, the objective of this research is to analyze the relationship
between different shopping experience dimensions, consumers’ engagement, and their willingness to
spend more time at the retailer (see Figure 1). This section discusses our key research variables and
their hypothesized relationships.

CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE
| [ sEsoRvEERENcE |
I INTELLECTUAL BXP. [DESIGN) | iy
| [INTELLECTUAL ExP. (EMPLOY) | |
| SOCIAL EXPERIENCE |

H1 Haa |

HE
Figure 1. Conceptual model exploring customer experience, engagement, and shopping time.

3.1. Effects of Experience Dimensions (Sensory, Intellectual, Social, and Pragmatic)

The store stimuli linked to sensory experience are not only a source of emotional experience
(Kaltcheva and Weitz 2006; Walsh et al. 2011; Nasermoadeli et al. 2013), but can also encourage
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consumer engagement (Gentile et al. 2007; Iglesias et al. 2011), attitudinal loyalty (Brakus et al. 2009;
Iglesias et al. 2011), and other shopping behaviors such as extension in shopping time (e.g., wishing to
spend more time in the establishment because of the good sensory environment that is enjoyed in the
shop: smells, lighting, appropriate music, etc.). Thus, the following hypotheses are formulated:

Hypothesis 1a. Favorable perceptions of sensory experience have a positive influence on consumers’ positive
emotional experience.

Hypothesis 2a. Favorable perceptions of sensory experience have a positive influence on consumer engagement.
Hypothesis 3a. Favorable perceptions of sensory experience are positively related to extended shopping time.

In relation to intellectual experience, the retailer needs to consider the process of reflection and
surprise that he wishes to invoke via the shop design, novelty in the presentation and testing of
products, leisure activities, and interaction with employees. The offer with original and creative
products that lead the consumer to imagine, combined with the stimulation of creativity by retailers,
for example through the creation of augmented reality experiences, can generate emotional experiences,
engagement, attitudinal loyalty, and other shopping behaviors such as extended shopping time
(Foroudi et al. 2016). Thus:

Hypothesis 1b. Favorable perceptions of intellectual experience (through design) have a positive influence on
consumers’ positive emotional experiences.

Hypothesis 2b. Favorable perceptions of intellectual experience (through design) have a positive influence on
consumer engagement.

Hypothesis 3b. Favorable perceptions of intellectual experience (through design) are positively related to
extended shopping time.

Hypothesis 1c. Favorable perceptions of intellectual experience (through employees) have a positive influence
on consumers’ positive emotional experience.

Hypothesis 2c. Favorable perceptions of intellectual experience (through employees) have a positive influence
on consuimer engageiment.

Hypothesis 3c. Favorable perceptions of intellectual experience (through employees) are positively related to
extended shopping time.

The design of social experiences by the retailer is a strategy desired by the consumer
because it provides various non-monetary benefits (Borges et al. 2010). One of them would be to
have the opportunity to go shopping with family/friends, and to obtain information about new
products/services or trends that reflect attitudes and lifestyles. Other experiences that the consumer
wants are to go shopping to find new friends, meet other people, or simply to see people. In addition,
the social experience offers the opportunity to interact with other consumers who share interests,
and to go to a place where reference groups can meet.

Going shopping today is a social act, a time of enjoyment in the company of friends or family
(Mangleburg et al. 2004), and where a closer relationship with employees is expected (Chang et al. 2011),
which encourages the positive emotional experience. Being advised, understood, and heard by employees
are aspects that are highly valued by consumers, so that these actions can awaken the positive emotions of
the consumer during shopping, with a consequent increase in their engagement. In addition, improving
social interactions in the retailer results in higher levels of consumer loyalty and other shopping behaviors
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such as extended shopping time (Penz and Hogg 2011; Nasermoadeli et al. 2013). All of these lead to the
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1d. Favorable perceptions of social experience have a positive influence on consumers’ positive
emotional experiences.

Hypothesis 2d. Favorable perceptions of social experience have a positive influence on consumer engagement.
Hypothesis 3d. Favorable perceptions of social experience are positively related to extended shopping time.

At many times, the client may experience emotions that are derived from pragmatic experience
(Spinelli et al. 2015). The present study considers that functional purchases, apparently utilitarian,
such as searching for good prices, promotions, or products, can be pleasant, and therefore influence
the emotional experience. This is due to non-monetary reasons, including for example, the hedonic
benefits provided by non-monetary promotions, or even the emotions derived from getting a good
product at a good price (Alba and Williams 2013).

The creation of pragmatic experiences positively influences the positive emotional experience
(derived from getting a product at a better price, or finding a product with less effort), in the
engagement (derived from the continuous relationship with the retailer looking for his products
of quality or its promotions), loyalty (derived from having carried out an effective, convenient and
useful purchase, which encourages re-living that process or extending it), and other shopping behaviors
such as extended shopping time (Walsh et al. 2011). Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 1e. Favorable perceptions of pragmatic experience have a positive influence on consumers’ positive
emotional experiences.

Hypothesis 2e. Favorable perceptions of pragmatic experience have a positive influence on consumer
engagement.

Hypothesis 3e. Favorable perceptions of pragmatic experience are positively related to extended shopping time.

3.2. Consequences of Emotional Experience

The review of the literature confirms that having positive emotional experiences is a desired factor
for consumers (Li et al. 2009); thus, in recent years, the emotional components in decision-making
have become more relevant (Quartier et al. 2014; Adam et al. 2015; Pérez and Bosque 2015; Kim et al.
2016; Ladhari et al. 2017). Currently, retailers have begun to develop experience-marketing strategies
as a way to express the values that represent the company. What they seek is to generate emotions
and feelings in the consumer, such that the links with these feelings are deeper (Mishra et al. 2016),
and engagement is encouraged (Johnson et al. 2008).

Beatty et al. (2012) propose an analysis with three components of commitment: affective commitment,
calculated commitment, and normative commitment. This research has considered the positive
dimension of commitment, i.e., affective commitment (Gilliand and Bello 2002), where the consumer
is faithful to the retailer due to different relational benefits: benefits of special treatment (with extra
services, sensory experiences, and intellectual experiences), social benefits (personal and friendly links
between consumers and employees), and trust benefits.

The affective commitment is configured in the literature as a continuous relationship between a
distributor or between a brand and a consumer (Hollebeek 2011). This commitment is the result of the
emotional bond between both (Brodie et al. 2011; Claffey and Brady 2014), and it plays a key role in
long-term relationships (Bowden 2009; Mollen and Wilson 2010), leading to deeper relationships and
the creation of a real engagement. So, it raises:
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Hypothesis 4a. Favorable perceptions of emotional experience have a positive influence on consumer engagement.

It is interesting for retailers to investigate the relationship between shopping experiences and
attitudinal loyalty (Srivastava and Kaul 2014), to select strategies that are linked to experience
marketing, and to obtain loyal customers. The model proposed in this research studies the effect
of positive emotional experience on an indicator of shopping behavior: predisposition to extend
shopping time. The time that consumers spend today to make their purchases has decreased
significantly. It is interesting to investigate whether the consumers that are emotionally linked
to a retail store or a brand are really willing to invest a greater part of their time in the act of
shopping in it. It is to be expected that consumers who are emotionally linked to a retailer have
more loyalty (Foroudi et al. 2016; Srivastava and Kaul 2014), as well as more predisposition to extend
their shopping time (Andreu et al. 2006). For all these reasons, it is proposed that:

Hypothesis 4b. Favorable perceptions of emotional experience are positively related to extended shopping time.

Finally, this research raises the possible relationship between the consumer engagement and
the predisposition to extend shopping time, from the review of literature that analyze the link
between engagement and other indicators of loyalty and shopping behavior (Evanschitzky et al. 2006;
Hsu et al. 2010). Engagement is the indicator of the consumer’s desire to maintain the relationship
(Geyskens et al. 1996). A consumer engagement, is one that manifests a sense of belonging towards the
retailer (De Ruyter et al. 2001), and where the consumer is more likely to want to extend their time of
purchase at the retailer. This leads us to propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5. Consumer engagement is positively related to extended shopping time.

3.3. Moderating Effect of Visit Frequency

Presumably, those consumers who visit the retailer more, whether or not they make purchases
there, are looking for the shopping experience that it offers, and because the memory of that experience
remains in their mind, creating value and providing satisfaction (Tsiotsou 2006). The frequency of
shopping should indicate that the consumer is engaged and is loyal to the brand, but other factors
must be evaluated. There are studies, such as Roy’s (1994), which relate more frequent visits with
hedonic motivations and less frequent visits with functional motivations (for example, going to the
retailer only when there are promotions). Traditionally, shopping frequency has also been linked to
security, closer relationships, and excitement and enjoyment during the purchase (Swinyard 1998).

Shopping experiences can influence consumer engagement to a greater extent if they visit the
retailer with some frequency. One of the reasons that may be due to the consumer visiting the store
regularly is due to the memory of the shopping experience, and through which he has created a certain
level of commitment with the retailer. As the consumer-retailer relationship matures and becomes
more personal and close, as a result of a greater number of visits, the amount of information available
and the trust in the shop or brand increases (Gill et al. 1998). In addition, more frequent shoppers tend
to be more hedonic-oriented. Consumers who have a hedonic orientation are pursuing an activity that
they do not “have to do”, and that they find personally gratifying. These consumers desire to derive
richer and fuller experiences from the activity, which facilitates a greater engagement (Kaltcheva and
Weitz 2006; Vieira and Torres 2014). Therefore, it is expected that for those consumers who visit the
establishment more frequently, the effect of the shopping experience on the engagement is greater.
Thus, it is proposed that:

Hypothesis 6. As the frequency of the visit to the retailer increases, the positive influence of the experience
dimensions on the consumer engagement increases.
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As a conclusion to this section, Figure 1 summarizes all of the hypotheses that are previously
proposed and justified.

4. Research Methodology

4.1. Research Scope

In order to contrast the hypotheses, the present investigation focused on nine retail sectors:
clothing store and fashion; shoes; cosmetics and perfumery; jewelry; sports; electronics; decoration;
bookstores and toys. For these sectors, retail brands offer different types of shopping experiences:
sensory, intellectual, social, and pragmatic. Each interviewee indicated his opinion of a retailer,
which he had visited in the last two weeks. The sample was 527 consumers from several cities
in Spain. Its distribution was made by age and sex levels. Table 2 details the technical data of the study.

Table 2. Research data.

Survey type Structured questionnaire

. Customers of offline stores that have recently made a purchase in the sectors selected
Universe

for the study

Geographical scope Spain
Sampling procedure By sex and age
Sampling size 527 valid surveys
Sampling error +4.27%

Desire level of confidence 95%; p=q=05

4.2. Research Design and Measurement Scales

At the methodological level, work has been subdivided into two stages. The first one consists
of the identification of the dimensions of the experience that are present in the retail sector, and the
second analyzes the relationships between those dimensions of experience and consumer engagement
and attitudinal loyalty (using shopping time as an indicator).

For the data collection, a questionnaire was prepared so that a sample of consumers could
indicate their opinion on different dimensions of the shopping experience, and factors related to the
engagement with the retailer, and with shopping time. The format of the scales was the following: the
positive emotional experience was measured with a Likert scale that reflected the intensity of those
emotions, from “1-Not at all” to “7-Extremely”, and the rest of the concepts were measured with Likert
scales whose answers varied from “1—Total Disagreement” to “7—Total Agreement”. The scales have
been elaborated from the review of the literature: Cachero and Vazquez (2017) for the dimensions
of the experience; Walsh et al. (2011), Curth et al. (2014) and Vivek et al. (2014) for engagement;
and Andreu et al. (2006) for the predisposition to extend shopping time, adapting these scales to the
retail sector.

5. Data Analysis

An approach comprising confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), structural equation modeling (SEM),
and multi-group analysis was adopted.

First, CFA was run to check the reliability and validity of the variables (Hair et al. 2010).

Second, to examine the effects of the experience dimensions (sensory, intellectual, social,
and pragmatic), consequences of emotional experience, and the mediating effect of positive emotional
experience, EQS 6.2 software was used, applying the Structural Equation Model (SEM-covariances).
The estimation method used was that of the robust maximum likelihood (ML Robust). In addition to
its use in similar research, the choice of this software focused on its advantages. SEM-covariances allow
us to estimate multiple and cross-referenced dependency relationships among diverse variables and
constructs, and they have the capacity to represent concepts that are not observed in these relationships,
considering the measurement error in the estimation process (Hair et al. 2010). Finally, it is a flexible
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technique that allows for the comparison of alternative models that represent the same situation and
selection of the ideal one, as well as rectifying the initial model to find an improved one.

Third, to test for the moderating effect of visit frequency on the relationships between customer
experience (sensory, intellectual, social, pragmatic, emotional) and engagement, a multi-group analysis
was run, which compared differences in coefficients of the corresponding structural paths for the
individuals with a high frequency of visits, and for individuals with a low frequency of visits
to retailers.

6. Results

6.1. Research Reliability and Measurement Scales

To demonstrate the reliability and validity of the measurement model, a confirmatory factorial
analysis was carried out, from which satisfactory overall adjustment results were obtained, with content
validity (standardized loading factors greater than 0.6) (Table 3). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
were all above 0.7, the composite reliability was greater than 0.7, and the Average Variance Extracted
(AVE) was close to or greater than 0.5, confirming the convergent validity. There was also discriminant
validity, given that the confidence intervals of all the correlations between the concepts analyzed did
not contain the unit value, and its squared value did not exceed the AVE of the measurement scales
considered (Table 4). The psychometric properties were adequate, so we continued with the estimation
of the structural model.

Table 3. Analysis of the reliability and validity of the proposed model.

Factors A Stand. CR AVE  «Cronbach
Positive Emotional Experience 0.946 0.746 0.945
Happy 0.878

Excited 0.877

Entertaining 0.828

Animated 0.880

Enthusiastic 0.904

Surprised (favorably) 0.811

Sensory Experience 0.894 0.587 0.891
Temperature is suitable, activating the shopping experience 0.684

Cleanliness and good condition, stimulating the shopping experience 0.816

Lighting is motivating, making the shopping experience pleasant 0.849

Color of the walls and floor provide a shopping experience in a pleasant 0.853

environment :

Music (tempo, volume, and type) provides a very pleasant shopping 0.692

experience

Smells provides a very pleasant shopping experience 0.680

Intellectual Experience (Design) 0.904 0.574 0.903
Design (furniture, decoration and equipment) stimulates consumer 0.784

curiosity :

Section design stimulates the shopping experience and interactions with 0761

the product :

Communication materials (display) stimulate imagination and consumer 0761

creativity ’

Store layout stimulates curiosity 0.828

Shop-window offers an attractive presentation (artistic, creative) 0.719

Store has a pleasant entry (spacious and inviting) 0.727

Outside of the store design invites you to enter 0.717

25



Adm. Sci. 2018, 8,77

Table 3. Cont.

Factors A Stand. CR AVE o Cronbach
Intellectual Experience (Employees) 0.868 0.628 0.869

Employees are always willing to help (provide information, support

s ) . 0.882
decision-making) and answer all customer questions
Employees have great knowledge of what they sell and the experiences
. 0.902
that the products provide
There are enough employees to offer personalized services and to explain
. . 0.749
the experiences provided by the use of products
Payment for the items purchased is fast, avoiding negative experiences 0.600
Social Experience 0.808 0.587 0.797
Shopping at this store gives me the opportunity to experience the feeling of
R . . 0.760
status (interactions with other customers)
Shopping at this store allows me to obtain information and experiences on 0.862
trends that are consistent with my lifestyle ’
Going to this store allows me to spend a pleasant time with my
R . 0.663
family/friends
Pragmatic Experience 0.743 0.492 0.866
Price 0.764
Product 0.684
Promotion 0.651
Engagement 0.932  0.822 0.931
I'am very proud to be a customer of this store 0.899
I feel like I identify with the values and objectives of this company 0.920
I'am loyal to this company because I like the relationship that I have with it 0.900
Extended Shopping Time 0.839 0.635 0.837
Spending more time searching for information in this store is a good idea 0.768
If I had more time I would extend my stay in the store 0.791
The time I've spent in this store has been worth it 0.830

Overall fit of the structural model: S-BX?(532) = 1513.6040, p < 0.001. BBNFI = 0.860, BBNNFI = 0.893, CFI = 0.904,
ITFI = 0.905, RMSEA = 0.051, SRMR = 0.050. AVE = Average Variance Extracted; CR = Composite Reliability; BBNFI =
Bentler-Bonett Normed Fit Index; BBNNFI = Bentler-Bonnet Non-Normed Fit Index; CFI = Confirmatory Fit Index;
TFI = Incremental Fit Index; RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR = Standardized Root Mean
Square Residual.

Table 4. Discriminant validity analysis of the proposed model.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Positive emotional experience 0.746 A
2. Sensory experience 0.0478  0.587
3. Intellectual (design) experience 0.090 0.448  0.574
4. Intellectual (employees) experience 0.052 0121 0.160 0.628
5. Social experience 0.150 0.315 0480 0336  0.587
6. Pragmatic experience 0.109 0.260 0320 0329 0357  0.492
7. Engagement 0.259 0.072 0123 0202 0316 0277 0.822
8. Extended shopping time 038  0.059 0.149 0.145 0300 0.304 0425 0.635
A

: The data in the table that appears in bold and on the diagonal is the AVE of each concept. B: The data below the
diagonal of the table correspond to the squared correlations between pairs of constructs.

6.2. Estimation of the Structural Model

Table 5 and Figure 2 shows the results of the structural model, obtained with EQS 6.2. The goodness
indices of the adjustment are adequate (BBNNFI = 0.894, IFI = 0.929, CFI = 0.929, RMSEA = 0.052).
It is observed that the positive emotional experience is affected by the sensory experience (Hla: fla =
0.056), the intellectual design (H1b: f1b = 0.132), the social experience (H1d: 31d = 0.264), and the
pragmatic experience (Hle: Ble = 0.140). Regarding the engagement, the variables that directly and
positively influence it are the intellectual experience with employees (H2c: 32c = 0.178), the social
experience (H2d: 32d = 0.229), the pragmatic experience (H2e: 32e = 0.226), and the positive emotional
experience (H4a: $4a = 0.346). Finally, the shopping time is modified directly and positively by the
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sensory experience (H3a: 33a = 0.109), the intellectual experience through design (H3b: 33b = 0.120),
the pragmatic experience (H3e: 33e = 0.130), and the positive emotional experience (H4b: 34b = 0.238).
In addition, this shopping time is also directly and positively influenced by consumer commitment
(H5: B5 = 0.662).

Table 5. Results of the structural equation model analyses.

Structural Relationships Standardized Coef. t-Value
Hla: Sensory experience — Positive emotional experience 0.056 1.948 *
Hib: Intellectual experience (design) — Positive emotional experience 0.132 3.045 ***
Hilc: Intellectual experience (employees) — Positive emotional experience ns ns
H1d: Social experience — Positive emotional experience 0.264 5.398 ***
Hle: Pragmatic experience — Positive emotional experience 0.140 2.764 **
H2a: Sensory experience — Engagement ns ns
H2b: Intellectual experience (design) — Engagement ns ns
H2c: Intellectual experience (employees) — Engagement 0.178 4.510 ***
H2d: Social experience — Engagement 0.299 6.671 ***
H2e: Pragmatic experience — Engagement 0.226 4.515 ***
H3a: Sensory experience — Shopping time 0.109 3.053 **
H3b: Intellectual experience (design) — Shopping time 0.120 3.536 ***
H3c: Intellectual experience (employees) — Shopping time ns ns
H3d: Social experience — Shopping time ns ns
H3e: Pragmatic experience — Shopping time 0.130 3.154 **
H4a: Positive emotional experience — Engagement 0.346 6.932 ***
H4b: Positive emotional experience — Shopping time 0.238 5.518 ***
H5: Engagement — Shopping time 0.662 11.571 ***

*p <0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.01; ns: not significant.

SENSORY
EXPERIENCE [Sen—oa05~ ] [eo o120 |
(SEN)
INTELLECTUAL
EXPERIENCE
(design)
(IED)

POSITIVE
EMOTIONAL ENGAGEMENT

EXPERIENCE (ENG)
(EMO)

PRA= 0.140%*
EMO = 0.346°** ENG = 0.662%**

INTELLECTUAL
EXPERIENCE
SOCIAL (employees)
EXPERIENCE (IEE) (iee 078" |
(50C)
PRAGMATIC | soc-0299*** | [ PRA-0.226"* |
EXPERIENCE

(PRA) Cro-omr—]

Figure 2. Significant relationships between all of the variables studied. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.01.

6.3. The Mediating Effect of Positive Emotional Experience

Once the structural model has been proposed, it is considered relevant that the mediating effect
of the positive emotional experience in relation to experience dimensions—engagement is analyzed.
In order to assess these mediating effects, the B-K method is a good alternative (Baron and Kenny 1986;
lacobucci 2008). However, although this method has been extensively applied for years, there is some
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criticism towards it, and many statistics recommend that other methods are applied (Preacher and
Hayes 2004, 2008; Hayes 2013). Thus, two general approaches can be adopted to analyze mediation
models: the regression approach, and the structural equation model (SEM) approach. The regression
approach is used when the variables are observable indicators for which it is assumed that there is
no measurement error. The most popular alternative is the macro/interface Process for SPSS that
uses re-sampling methods (e.g., bootstrap procedure) to calculate the variance of the indirect effect or
mediation. The SEM approach is more complex, but more recommendable, and it is used when any
of the variables are a non-observable or latent variable, which is assumed to be free of measurement
error, and is studied by using multiple indicators of the construct. In this paper, we used the structural
equations approach (SEM), since each of the dimensions of experience and engagement are latent
constructs with multiples indicators. In this way, we also controlled the measurement errors.

For each of the relationships between Customer Experience (X), Emotional Experience (Y),
and Engagement (Z), the SEM approach allowed us to develop three stages (Holmbeck 1997, p. 602):

In the first stage, a partial model is calculated (unrestricted model), in which the direct and
indirect effects are included among all the variables X, Y, and Z. The path coefficients obtained must
be significant, and the value of x? with respect to the degrees of freedom required must be greater
than 0.05.

In the second stage, several restricted models are calculated (models of total mediation), such that
the paths X — Y are restricted to zero (that is, this parameter is omitted). The coefficients paths
obtained must be significant, and the value of x? with respect to the degrees of freedom required must
be greater than 0.05.

In the third stage, a difference test x? is calculated. The objective is to verify the improvement of
the fit of one model with respect to another alternative model. The adjustment of a model against its
alternative is considered to be acceptable when the probability of the value of the test x> with respect
to the degrees of freedom required is significant (p < 0.05). In this case, if the restricted models improve
the adjustment of the unrestricted model, it can be affirmed that there is a partial mediation of the
emotional experience.

Figure 2 and Table 6 summarize the mediating effects that have been significant after applying
the three stages of the SEM approach. Taking these results into account, the analyses showed that
positive emotional experience presents (a) an effect of total mediation between sensory experience and
engagement; (b) an effect of total mediation between the intellectual experience through design and
engagement; (c) an effect of partial mediation between social experience and engagement; and (c) an
effect of partial mediation between pragmatic experience and engagement.

Table 6. Analysis of the mediating effect of positive emotional experience in the relationship between
experiences-engagement.

Mediation of Positive

Relationship between Factors Significant Effect Emotional Experience
. Only indirect
Sensory experience — Engagement (through positive emotions) Total
Intellectual experience (design) — Engagement Only indirect Total
u P g 838! (through positive emotions)
Intellectual experience (employees) — Engagement YES (only direct) No
YES (direct)
Social experience — Engagement YES (indirect) Partial
(through positive emotions)
YES (direct)
Pragmatic experience — Engagement YES (indirect) Partial

(through positive emotions)
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Table 7 summarizes the direct and indirect effects for each consumer experience dimension.
The dimensions with the greatest influence on engagement are social experience (0.390) and positive
emotional experience (0.346).

Table 7. Direct and indirect effects of type of experience on engagement.

Type of Experience Effect of Each Type of Experience on Engagement

Direct Indirect Totals

Sensory — Positive emotional experience
Sensory NO Positive emotional experience — Engagement 0.019
(0.056)(0.346) = 0.019

Intellectual (design) — Positive emotional experience

Intellectual (design) NO Positive emotional experience — Engagement 0.046
(0.132)(0.346) = 0.046
Intellectual (employees)  0.178 NO 0.178
Social — Positive emotional experience
Social 0.299 Positive emotional experience — Engagement 0.390
(0.264)(0.346) = 0.091
Emotional 0.346 NO 0.346

Pragmatic — Positive emotional experience
Pragmatic 0.226 Positive emotional experience — Engagement 0.274
(0.140)(0.346) = 0.048

6.4. The Moderating Effect of Visit Frequency

To analyze the moderating effects of the visit frequency, a distinction was made between
individuals with a high frequency of visits (those who visited the establishment weekly or several times
a month) and individuals with a low frequency of visits (several times a year or less), obtaining the
causal parameters for both groups, and later testing the difference between said coefficients gamma and
beta in LISREL notation, using an adequate moderation test (Baron and Kenny 1986). A multisample
analysis was carried out, following the two methodological stages proposed by Jaccard et al. (1996).

The first stage involves a “multi-group solution”. Using the EQS 6.2 software, parameters are
estimated for each group of individuals, and a measure of the goodness of the fit of the model for both
groups considered simultaneously. To study the differences between the groups it is more appropriate
to perform the analysis in terms of non-standardized regression coefficients, due to the possible
differences between the groups in the standard deviations of their constructs (Jaccard et al. 1996).

In the second stage, in order to check if there are significant differences between the causal
parameters, the model was re-estimated by introducing (as a null hypothesis) the restriction that the
coefficients in the structural model are the same in both groups (Iglesias and Vazquez 2001). In this
second stage, and thanks to the Lagrange multiplier test (Imtest), it is possible to analyze if there are
significant differences between the parameters of both subsamples. That is to say, the goal is to verify
whether the elimination of the restrictions produces a significant change in the X? statistic. This would
lead to a rejection of the equality restriction in the parameters, since its elimination would significantly
improve the adjustment of the model.

The multi-group solutions of the first stage are summarized in Table 8, and the results of the
second stage in Table 9. For those consumers with a high frequency of visits (weekly or several
times a month), the social, pragmatic, and positive emotional experiences have a greater influence
on engagement than for those consumers with low frequency of visits (several times a year or less).
If consumers are very engaged with the company, it is logical to think that they will be the ones who
visit the retailer more, because of the engagement that they have with it. This makes them value
more positively the experiences that are developed in the store, especially those that are related to the
emotional bond.
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Table 8. Multi-group analysis: shoppers with high versus low visit frequencies.

High Visit Frequency Low Visit Frequency

Causal Relationships (N =206) (N =321)

B (t-Student) B (t-Student)
Sensory experience — Engagement NS NS
Intellectual experience (design) — Engagement NS NS
Intellectual experience (employees) — Engagement 0.210 (3.571) 0.175 (3.159)
Social experience — Engagement 0.377 (5.190) 0.254 (4.533)
Pragmatic experience — Engagement 0.284 (3.458) 0.166 (2.746)
Positive emotional experience — Engagement 0.353 (4.213) 0.302 (5.322)
Fit of Goodness BBNNFI = 0.873; CFI = 0.892; RMSEA = 0.053

NS: not significant.

Table 9. Hypothesis test result in a multi-group analysis.

x? Differences between High

Causal Relationships df and Low Visit Frequency p-Value
Sensory experience — Engagement 1 0.049 0.825
Intellectual experience (design) — Engagement 1 0.144 0.704
Intellectual experience (employees) — Engagement 1 1.107 0.293
Social experience — Engagement 1 4.666 0.033
Pragmatic experience — Engagement 1 3.847 0.050
Positive emotional experience — Engagement 1 5.400 0.023

7. Discussion

The consumer of today seeks to enjoy himself during shopping. We are faced with a consumer who
is much more demanding than just a decade ago, given that the pace of life has changed; a customer
who may not often even have time to make purchases. That is why the retailer, must allow the consumer
to “get away from it all”, making him enjoy the escape from his daily routine, in the time dedicated to
shopping. The generation of experiences at the store facilitates this task for retailers. A unique and
an unrepeatable shopping process can encourage the creation of a special bond with the consumer,
which leads to more loyal customers and encourages them to devote a greater part of their time to
shopping. In this way retailers, can get real fans instead of just customers (Alfaro 2012). Therefore,
it is relevant to identify which types of experiences involve engagement (Brun et al. 2017), in order to
stimulate this type of experience.

The literature published up to now and applied to the retail sector identifies and analyzes
different dimensions of the experience, but not its direct influence on consumer engagement and on
their willingness to extend their shopping time. This research reveals which of these dimensions
of experience have a greater impact on consumer behavior. To do this, experiences at the store
have been defined as a subjective perception of a retailer’s commercial strategies. These experiences
manifest themselves in a variety of dimensions that can be grouped into different categories: sensory,
intellectual (through design and through employees), social, pragmatic, and emotional. Summarizing,
the generation of experiences is complex, and it involves the presence of more than one dimension.
The most important thing is to identify what types of experiences the consumer values, to be able to
gain loyal and engaged customers.

8. Conclusions

The results of empirical research suggest that the dimensions of experience that can increase
consumer engagement are the intellectual through employees, and the social, the pragmatic,
and the emotional. Examples include creating spaces where customers can interact with employees,
to demonstrate the uses of the product, organizing events at the store to encourage interaction between
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consumers with the same interests, offering quality products and efficiency in information search
actions, or encouraging the generation of positive emotions in the retailer.

Thus, it is clear how important it is today to carry out experiential marketing activities, given that
it influences not only the level of consumer engagement, but also the willingness to extend the
shopping time. This is especially relevant nowadays. Given that the consumer has little time to make
his purchases, it is essential to design a store that appeals to him, and that makes him want to spend
more time in the retail store. Analyzing the predisposition to extend shopping time, it is observed that
the dimensions of experience that lead to this type of predisposition are the sensory, the intellectual
through design, the pragmatic, and the emotional. If the retailer seeks to increase consumer shopping
time in order to achieve a possible increase in spending, this type of experience should be encouraged,
to enable the customer to feel good, and for them to enjoy the act of purchasing. Examples include
designing the store with sensory factors (such as an identifiable product or store smell, or type of music,
according to the target customer), in a functional way for the consumer, so that they can shop for desired
products without much effort, appealing to the emotions through these factors. These emotions can be
stimulated through the creation of elements of sensory and intellectual experiences through design,
and of social and pragmatic experiences. For example, designing stores so that consumers can interact
with the products and encourage creativity and imagination when using them; encouraging consumers
to come to the store to obtain information about new products or trends that reflect their lifestyle; or by
making customers feel good about buying a cheaper product or a better-value-for-money product.
An interesting option to improve this study would be to measure positive emotional experiences in the
moment when those emotions are experienced. Nowadays, this is possible thanks to neuromarketing
techniques, such as the eye tracking used in the Shopper Lab, which recreates shopping environments
stimulating the development of different shopping experiences.

As a complement, we have analyzed the relationships between the dimensions of the shopping
experience and consumer engagement by consumer segments, depending on the level of visit frequency
to the store (high frequency or low frequency). The conclusions obtained indicate that positive
emotional experience has a stronger influence on engagement in those consumers who visit the
establishment more often. This may be due to the fact that the promotion of favorable affective
states activates consumer engagement with the company, and the desire to return to it. Traditionally,
consumer engagement has been linked to the experience of positive emotions at the store, and this
study confirms this relationship, noting that it is greater for customers who visit the retailer more
frequently. In addition, the social experience and the pragmatic experience also influence consumer
engagement to a greater extent for these customers who visit the retail store more often. The idea that
the consumer is a social being is confirmed, and that those activities of a social nature that the store
can organize leads to higher levels of engagement. It is that feeling of belonging to a social group
that is greater when visiting the retailer more frequently (to look for a social experience with family,
friends, and other consumers with the same tastes). We must also mention the importance of offering a
pragmatic experience when designing strategies to increase levels of consumer engagement, given that
it is a dimension of the experience that draws the attention mainly of consumers who most frequently
visit the retail store. Thus, attention should be paid to the functionality and quality of the offer, so that
the consumer continues to frequently visit the store with the desire to find that kind of experience.

Managerial Implications

This study serves as support for decision-making by managers of retail companies, mainly when
the consumer seeks shopping experiences. In the first place, stimulating the senses of consumers
enhances their emotions in the retail store. Being able to manipulate the products offered by the retailer,
and allowing users to interact with them, can be a source of emotion creation. Creating a pleasant
shopping environment, e.g., in olfactory and visual terms, allows consumers to have a pleasant
time. Enjoyment in the retail store with friends and family affects the sensations experienced by the
consumer, since their comments can affect and alter emotions. From this perspective, the visual and

31



Adm. Sci. 2018, 8,77

design elements are very important for making a purchase attractive: augmented reality or platforms
like Pinterest are some examples. In addition, the use of different screens and omnichannel technologies
in physical stores helps create a visual experience that also intervenes in the shopping process.

What types of experiences are those that lead the consumer to increase their engagement with
a particular retailer? The human being is a social being. For that reason, the interactions with the
employees and with other consumers of the store are crucial. This is where experiences take on special
relevance. It is about creating experiences that allow the consumer to interact with other customers,
e.g., organizing book signings, records, sponsored concerts, lectures on new uses of certain products,
or workshops/test centers and co-innovation. Knowing and developing those activities and services
that will really surprise and interest the consumer can promote their engagement, willingness to extend
their shopping time, and loyalty, turning the consumer into a true fan of the retailer.

The results of this research invite retailers to create emotional experiences, since these are the
ones that most greatly influence consumer engagement. However, intellectual experiences through
employees, and social and pragmatic experiences also affect that engagement. Currently, consumption
has become a form of leisure, so that purchases are increasingly emotional, and consumers more often
tend to want to enjoy the act of receiving information and/or purchasing a product. Also, this positive
emotional experience also encourages the consumer to extend their shopping time, along with the
creation of sensory experiences (stores that smell, allow touch, etc.) and pragmatic (oriented to the
functionality of the store, the assortment and quality of the offer). Nowadays, getting the consumer to
extend his shopping time is a challenge for the retailers’ strategies, and for this, it is essential to achieve
the emotional engagement of the consumer. On the other hand, the retailer should know the frequency
by which their customers come to the store, in order to invest their resources in designing those
strategies that have more impact on consumer engagement. This is possible nowadays, for example,
through geolocation from apps installed on the consumers” smartphone. Encouragement to download
the app of the retailer can be a tactic that can be developed, in order to obtain detailed factors such as
the number of visits and their duration, including the route that is made within the store.

Although digital technologies have simplified the shopping process, tangible experiences are
very valuable for consumers. That is why retailers must transform themselves from a simple place
where the product is sold, to a more experimental, more sensory-rich space. Those retailers that
do not bet on the marketing of experiences will be disadvantaged in terms of competitiveness and
the possibilities of protecting themselves against falls in margins and prices. It is necessary to link
customers through shopping experiences so that the price is not the most relevant factor, but rather
the favor of the consumer towards the recommendation of the retailer, its products/brands/services,
and above all, the achievement of consumer engagement. The retail store of the future will have
to call hearts, not minds, since in a world of increasingly similar products and services, it will be
the experience that makes the retailers different, and therefore, the factor that will bring them to
market success.
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Abstract: The booking purchase process in B2C tourism online from the perspective of the
quality-satisfaction-loyalty value chain has scarcely been investigated. The measurement models of
the variables are not unified and essential variables, as transaction costs, need more research in order
to achieve a comprehensive model of the digital tourist purchase process. This research is aimed
at solving this gap through the proposal of a theoretical structural model, which is tested for the
Spanish context. The results show that the measurement of website-perceived quality must include
utilitarian and hedonic aspects, which can provide a competitive advantage to acquire and retain
customers. Perceived quality and transaction costs determine customer’s satisfaction and, ultimately,
repurchase intentions or brand loyalty. Prices are found as mediator variables fostering the effect of
quality on satisfaction, and non-monetary costs act as a cause of satisfaction. The online B2C tourism
business must implement efficient internal and external processes to justify perceived costs.

Keywords: B2C tourism online; online booking purchases; re-purchase intentions; satisfaction;
transaction costs; value chain; website quality

1. Introduction

The latest research literature on tourism studies the evolution of virtual channels as a result of the
intensive application of Information Technology and Communication (ICT). Since the establishment of
Internet use initiated in the 90s (Oskan and Zandberg 2016), major changes have been observed in the
consumers’ purchase process. The relevance of paying attention to this evolution and consequences is
that the customer purchase is implicit in the company’s service-profit chain (Heskett et al. 2008).

The results of B2C tourism online companies depend on the successful accomplishment of the
customers’ purchasing process and on the right decisions in the distribution channels regarding the
acquisition and retention of customers (end consumers in consumer markets). The emergence of
online tourism channels has decreased the gap between providers and consumers (Ponte et al. 2015).
The growing co-production or participation of the consumer in the production and distribution
processes is considered as an initial stage of a continuum towards co-creation, which aims at the
creation of innovations based on the collaboration of the client (Shaw et al. 2011). Consumers are
essential as co-producers in the online tourism purchase processes, and companies need to ensure
a suitable interaction with them and to adapt the characteristics of the service as much as possible.
This task covers the whole process from the first electronic contact (website quality), to the purchase
decision (website quality and satisfaction), and the effects on customer retention to the brand (loyalty).

This customer-centred strategic perspective follows the basic quality-satisfaction-loyalty chain,
a sequence of the purchasing process that explains the results of an online tourism agent
from the customer point of view. In the first phase of search and assessment, consumers
gain a perception of the quality of the company’s products (Kim and Lee 2005); when a
consumer chooses a certain e-provider, the process leads to a second phase of co-production
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that, when completed, results in a certain satisfaction level (e.g., Kim et al. 2011; Hung et
al. 2014) or dissatisfaction (Amin and Nasharuddin 2013), and ultimately in some degree of
loyalty in terms of intention to repurchase or in actual repetition behaviour (e.g., Ali et al.
2012; Ryu et al. 2012; Betancourt et al. 2017). There is some relevant research integrating
the search-purchase-consumption process regarding the traditional service sector channels
(e.g., Grewal et al. 1998; Olsen 2002; Darsono and Junaedi 2006; Helgesen et al. 2010; Ho et al. 2017).
In particular, authors like Andersonetal. (1994); Gonzalez et al. (2007); Yiiksel et al. (2010);
Chen and Chen (2010); Chen and Xiao (2013); Deng et al. (2013), and Gallarza et al. (2013), have
provided interesting contributions to this knowledge area regarding the traditional tourism service
distribution. However, there is not enough research that addresses the cause-effect relationships
value chain in the case of the online purchasing process (Grissemann and Stokburger-Sauer 2012).
The models are usually specified in the case of a particular level of the online distribution channel;
they present some changes in the cause-effect structure, and they do not consider all the basic variables.
The role of perceived transaction costs is particularly forgotten. Moreover, the measurement models of
the variables are not unified.

Perceived quality is the most extensively researched by itself (see Law et al. 2010) but not
so much as an antecedent of satisfaction (Hao et al. 2015), and rarely of loyalty (Park et al. 2007).
Recently, Ali (2016) recognized the importance of investigating the complete sequence of website
quality-satisfaction-loyalty and provided a model that confirms this structure of relationships for the
hotel context.

The most striking lack is the shortage of research on the effect of the transaction costs—other than
prices—incurred by the customer in the purchase process on his/her loyalty intentions. Due to the
higher level of participation of customers required in the online purchase process, the transaction costs
incurred by customers other than the price paid for the final product could have a significant role in
determining the intentions to repurchase or brand loyalty.

These antecedents warn of the importance to deepen the research in order to provide a better
understanding of the e-booking purchase process and a comprehensive model focused on the electronic
B2C tourism. Thus, this research endeavours to cover the limitations observed through analysing the
dynamics of the online tourism channel from the point of view of digital tourism customers and in
accordance with the quality-satisfaction-loyalty scheme of the website. From the literature review of
the relationships between the three milestones involved and from exploring the role of transaction
costs within the value chain, the ultimate goal of this research is to provide an integral model of
the relationships between the basic variables involved in the process of purchasing online tourist
reservations. Thus, there are two research questions that summarize our research interests:

e Do the basic relationships of the quality-satisfaction-loyalty value chain validated in other contexts,
work in the same way in online tourism?

o  What is the role of the perceived transaction costs (relative to the customer’s participation in the
co-production of the online channel tourism service) in the value chain?

To tackle these questions, the first section of this work reviews the research literature to make
clear the prior contributions and to justify the hypotheses and a theoretical model. The second section
describes the empirical setting and the data collection procedure. The third section presents the results.
From these results, useful conclusions and management implications are drawn as well as future
research lines.

2. Literature Antecedents and Theoretical Model

The most common case in online purchase of tourism services is that the consumer purchases
the right to use a tourism service in advance. The online tourism channel is where the purchase
process takes place, separated to a great extent in time and space from the final product experience.
This separation brings the need to evaluate the booking purchase process per se. However, the crucial
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role of customer evaluation of the three steps in the purchase process—perceived quality, satisfaction
and repurchase—is not encompassed with the attention paid in the context of online tourism
purchase research.

2.1. The Online Tourism Quality-Satisfaction-Loyalty Value Chain

From the point of view of the customers, the performance indicators of a company in the market
follow the quality-satisfaction-loyalty basic framework. In the current context of study, this framework
regards the digital tourist purchase process that explains the results sequence of an online tourism
agent (online tourism brand).

Before deciding on an online booking purchase, consumers try to match their quality expectations
with the perceived quality of the product-service offered by online tourism agents, including suppliers,
searchers, meta-searchers and online travel agencies as retailers. Balanced perceptions could lead
them to make the decision to purchase with the consequent effects on the results of a market-oriented
company (Grissemann and Stokburger-Sauer 2012).

A website is the main communication channel between service suppliers and consumers (Ali 2016).
Ruiz-Mafe et al. (2018) affirm that when booking tourism products in an online community, consumers
are generally unable to make valued judgements prior to purchase because of the lack of information
regarding product quality. Nevertheless, when it deals with customers which purchase through the
website of a touristic provider or an intermediary, the website quality is evaluated by the user through
different attributes. Perceived quality is a parameter used to evaluate the performance of tourism
organizations, destinations, hotels and travel agencies (Hao et al. 2015). Website quality captures the
users’ evaluation of whether a website’s features meet their needs and reflects the overall excellence of
the website (Chang and Chen 2008). Wang et al. (2015) compare the website as an online store where
users need to rely on its attributes to reach a purchase decision. Perceived quality in the e-commerce
context—mainly focused on the website used for a purchase—has been stated as a multi-dimensional
construct (Ahn et al. 2007). However, there is not a unanimously accepted version but different
contributions including different dimensions and measurement scales of the variable.

In this regard, the research has been mainly targeted at identifying the utilitarian quality which
have been confirmed as essential to explain the website quality perceived by users. Different
dimensions have been identified, mainly regarding easy-of-use, information quality and customer
service (e.g., Kaynama and Black 2000; Madu and Madu 2002; Kim and Lee 2004; Kim et al. 2005;
Park et al. 2007). Usability, functionality and security-privacy have been confirmed by Ali (2016) as
utilitarian dimensions of hotel website quality.

The hedonic quality has received less attention (Vazquez et al. 2009). First approaches used
indirect measurements such as the website design (Garcia and Garrido 2013), a utilitarian attribute
that leads back to visual appeal (Park and Gretzel 2007), the level of sociability perceived by users
(Barnes and Vidgen 2014) and more recently, the perceived flow (Ali 2016), defined as the development
of a pleasant experience, and validated as a mediator variable between utilitarian quality and
satisfaction, not as a dimension of website quality. There is a parallelism of these website indicators
with the e-store or e-channel attributes identified in other online contexts of study (Ganesh et al. 2010;
Betancourt et al. 2017). Nevertheless, the hedonic elements might have increased their importance for
digital consumers. The increasing experience and continuous learning of online operations, as well as
a more relevant role as a co-producer, are potential determinants to boost pleasant online purchase
experiences of the e-customer. Since Park et al. (2007) did not confirm the direct indicators of visual
appeal as a determinant of company results, more recent references have provided some advances
in this sense. Analysing the online airline tickets purchase context, Llach et al. (2013) find the
hedonic dimension of the website quality in the hotel context as a determinant of perceived value.
They define hedonic quality as an intrinsic value derived from the enjoyment in searching information
and purchasing. The hedonism is measured through five indicators regarding enjoyment visiting the
page, using the information provided, as well as finding the possibility to interact with other users.
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Although the authors do not propose a second-order variable, their results are enlightening because
the hedonic variable and the functional dimension of hotel website quality (based on E-S-QUAL model
by (Parasuraman et al. 2005)) were correlated. Ali et al. (2016) extend this model and achieve to
confirm the website perceived quality as a second-order latent variable reflected in functional and
hedonic dimensions. Ozturk et al. (2016) validate a model that includes utilitarian and hedonic value
of the mobile use as direct causes of reuse intentions. The hedonic aspects are measured through three
indicators, related to fun and pleasantness in the use of the mobile device.

The second milestone of the value chain is the customer’s satisfaction. This is defined as an
attitude that deals with an evaluation of the (dis) confirmation of expectations inherent in a product
acquisition and/or consumption experience (Oliver 2010). The definition of customer satisfaction
varies throughout the marketing literature; however, all definitions agree that the satisfaction implies
the necessary presence of a goal that the consumer wants to achieve (Ali et al. 2016).

In the tourism context, satisfaction is considered to be one of the most important results of all
marketing activities of market-oriented companies (Kandampully and Suhartanto 2000). Dealing with
traditional touristic distribution, contributions such as Gonzalez et al. (2007); Yiiksel et al. (2010);
Chen and Xiao (2013) and Deng et al. (2013) relate service quality to expectations, satisfaction and
loyalty. In the online context, works such as those by Kim and Lee (2005); Park and Gretzel (2007);
and Hao et al. (2015) relate the assessment of the website quality to greater satisfaction with the
experience. Llach et al. (2013) discover a positive link between website quality and perceived value,
defined according Zeithaml (1988) as the customer judgment or evaluation of the service offered
comparing advantages or utility obtained from a product/service and sacrifices or perceived costs.
This is a definition close to that of satisfaction, which also requires customer experience (purchase
interaction) with the service. Ali (2016) confirms the role of perceived flow as a mediator of the
relationship between website quality, satisfaction and hotel rebooking intention.

To the extent that the user perceives a higher quality of an online tourism distribution service,
it can be expected to cause an increase in the level of satisfaction with the service.

Moving onto the relationship structure of the chain, the relevance of pursuing the customer’s
satisfaction is that it leads directly to repeat behaviour and benefits (Ali et al. 2012; Ryu et al. 2012).
In addition, it increases the probability of positive recommendations (Oliver 2010). In several research
contexts of online distribution channels, it has been shown that greater satisfaction leads to greater
intentions of repeated purchases (e.g., Finn et al. 2009; Chiu et al. 2014; Betancourt et al. 2017). Within
the context of online tourism, the study of this relationship is a more recent concern, and the results are
not conclusive. Even though the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty is postulated as positive,
in the model by Bai et al. (2008), the satisfaction of visitors with travel websites is not a mediating
variable of the intention to make an online purchase, but there is a direct relationship between the
perceived quality of a website and the desire to purchase trips online. The satisfaction measurement
deals with the decision to visit a travel website and not with a purchase experience, and the variable
for the intention to purchase is related to the virtual travel purchase in general. Kim et al. (2011) find
a positive relationship between satisfaction and loyalty. However, once again, the loyalty variable
is measured as the intention to purchase at the online tourism channel in general versus a physical
store, not as loyalty intention to a brand or company. Amaro and Duarte (2015) call attention to the
potential of satisfaction with online purchases of trips to explain the intention to continue using the
online option for purchasing trips. They find that attitude and perceived control, which are similar to
perceived utility and ease of use according to the authors, are the main determinants of the intention
to purchase trips online, which would confirm an attribute relationship between website quality and
loyalty. This research does not include the satisfaction variable, and the purchase intention variable is
not linked to a specific brand or company. Ali (2016) and Ali et al. (2016) are the only references found
in which satisfaction is considered a direct variable of loyalty intentions, particularly in the context of
a hotel reservation intention.
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Taking into account the revised contributions, it is expected that the higher the customer’s
satisfaction with the shopping experience provided by an online tourism brand, the greater the
customer’s intentional loyalty.

Proving that the repurchase of online tourism services is determined by digital tourist” satisfaction
is essential; satisfaction and loyalty increments through co-production and co-creation drive higher
switching costs (including search costs), which reduce the likelihood to change the provider or the
brand of the customer (Jackson 1985). This drives the success of retention strategies and reinforces the
long-term survival of the company.

Hypothesis H1. The greater the quality (utilitarian and hedonic) of an online tourism service, the greater the
satisfaction with the e-purchasing experience maintained with the online tourist brand.

Hypothesis H2. The greater the customer’s satisfaction with the booked online tourist company, the greater the
loyalty intentions towards the brands.

2.2. The Role of Perceived Costs

Mainly due to the increase of consumer participation in online tourism production and distribution
processes, the perceived transaction costs from the point of view of the digital consumer may influence
notably the relationships between the principal variables pertaining to the value chain, and provide
better understanding of the online purchase processes.

In the context of the value chain, transaction costs can play a relevant role as moderating or
mediating variables in determining the level of customer satisfaction. According the definition of
satisfaction, they would complement the task of the perceived quality. The satisfaction level evaluation
requires quantifying a feeling after enjoying a service, that is, a comparison between the benefits
received and the costs that are paid (Cronin and Taylor 1992; Berné et al. 1996). Therefore, the perceived
transaction costs derived from making an online purchase might be relevant in determining the
satisfaction level of an online tourism consumer.

Co-production processes imply the contribution to productivity by means of the consumer
participation in the production and distribution of products; particularly in the context of e-commerce,
this practice allows for closer relations with consumers (Stockdale 2007). The point is that
this new connected, informed and active consumer—announced by Prahalad and Ramaswamy
(2004, 2013)—with an intensive role as co-producer, might have to bear higher costs as an operand
resource, according to Goods Dominant Logic, and as an operant resource according to Services
Dominant Logic (Vargo and Lusch 2004, 2008). The reduction of costs could be an essential trigger for
co-creation (Etgar 2006, 2008), and a process aimed at co-creation can lead to lower costs borne by the
company, due to the participation of the customer (Ahn et al. 2007).

Shaw et al. (2011) point out that the experiences are the core of the tourism industry and the
consumer is the centre of development through co-production processes; thus, providing co-creation
opportunities in a consistent way with involvement levels of customer, the experience can be improved
and a more consistent competitive advantage can be achieved. Therefore, the digital tourists may
prefer higher levels of participation even if they increase their non-monetary costs in exchange for
lower prices.

The resources, interests and expectations of both providers and consumers have to be integrated
in order to obtain mutual benefits, as a positive effect on market share (Chathoth et al. 2013). In this
line, it is essential to analyse the role played by perceived transaction costs in the online booking
purchase process.

Transaction costs might be monetary, pertaining to the price of the service, and non-monetary,
pertaining to time and effort costs. In our research context, they are perceived costs basically related
to the time and the efforts made by the consumer in the purchase process. The Internet allows the

42



Adm. Sci. 2018, 8, 48

consumers to use the distribution services at any time and place when searching and purchasing a
particular product (Betancourt et al. 2016). Hann and Terwiesch (2003) discussed greater cognitive effort
and time opportunity when making online purchase decisions, and suggested that the non-monetary
costs could turn out to be much more important in co-production activities. Accepting that consumer
participation is very dynamic and relevant in online tourism services, another reason arises to consider
the role of transaction costs. Nevertheless, despite some contributions, the inclusion of costs in research
models has been scarcely considered within the context of online B2C tourism.

Price has a relevant role making purchase decisions (Krishnamurthi and Raj 1988). Price sensitivity
has been related to customer satisfaction, so companies with higher satisfaction ratings can set higher
prices (e.g., Zeithaml et al. 1996; Cronin et al. 2000). The customers usually consider price as a cue
in their expectations of the service performance, which shapes their attitude and behaviour as well
(Han and Ryu 2012). Although perceived quality and monetary costs show a positive relationship
according to the laws of economics (the greater product quality the greater product price), there is
evidence about a negative relationship between costs and customer’s satisfaction. In that way, higher
perceived costs will drive lower satisfaction. In this line, Jiang and Rosenbloom (2005) observe that
favourable price perceptions have direct and positive effects on overall customer satisfaction and on
customer intention to return. Han and Ryu (2009) state that customers’ perceptions of a reasonable
price intervene as a moderator variable to enhance the impact of quality on their satisfaction.

While it is generally accepted that online commerce reduces the transaction costs (Bunduchi 2005),
we have not much more knowledge about its role in the value chain. Cho and Agrusa (2006) considered
the monetary costs (price) within the specific context of online travel agencies, although the research
was limited to studying the variable as a determinant of the website perceived quality. Authors
recognize that the price influences the purchaser perceptions both positively and negatively. In their
model, price is shown as a determinant of easy-of-use and utility dimensions of the website, and the
consumer involvement degree is a mediator variable of the relation. These website quality dimensions
determine the attitudes toward online travel agencies, which in turn determine e-satisfaction.

In the same way, Kim et al. (2011) model the transaction costs as antecedents of satisfaction
of Korean buyers of online tourism services. In particular, they confirm the monetary transaction
costs as direct determinants of satisfaction and also as determinants of indirect effects on trust and
loyalty through the satisfaction variable. However, they do not find a direct effect by costs on trust.
In comparison with the transaction costs of offline transactions, online monetary costs are positively
related to satisfaction. In a hotel context, Ye et al. (2011) find that the perceived price has a determinant
effect on quality and a negative impact on the perceived value. Analysing the Spanish online travel
agencies, Garcia and Garrido (2013) found a moderate correlation between prices (in monetary units)
and some attributes of website (simplicity, clarity and customer service). Authors interpret this
result as a greater power of the online channel in order to compare prices. The online environment
facilitates comparing prices and consequently, the sensitivity to the price of the customer could increase
(Cho and Agrusa 2006).

Regarding the non-monetary costs and their role in the quality-satisfaction-loyalty value chain,
there is a lack of knowledge. It is recognized that different type of costs are implicit in the assessment
of the perceived quality of a service (Cho and Agrusa 2006), and it is accepted the purchase effort
as the perceived difficulty and time costs consumers experience when purchasing a product using a
specific channel (Verhoef et al. 2007). Nevertheless, not much more contributions have been found in
this respect. The hypothesis will be formulated for overall online perceived costs, and it will defend
them as covariates of the level of satisfaction in comparison to other alternatives.

Hypothesis H3. The lower the perceived costs of an online tourism transaction with respect to other (offline
and online) alternatives, the greater the satisfaction of the customer.
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The relationships postulated through the formulated hypotheses are included in a theoretical
model of the electronic tourist purchasing process (e-TPP model), which involves latent variables of
different orders (Figure 1).

PERCEIVED
TRANSACTION
COSTS

BRAND
LOYALTY

Figure 1. E-TPP structural theoretical model.

3. Research Methods

A structured questionnaire was developed to obtain the necessary information for testing the
working hypotheses and the proposed theoretical model. The target population for this study was
limited to those Spanish online tourism services purchasers who have had an online tourism purchase
experience over the last twelve months.

3.1. Measures

Specific information was requested about the user’s experience with the company where they
made their last online tourism purchase. The opinion questions were measured through semantic
differential scales of 11 points, from 0 for the least favourable option to 10 for the most favourable
option regarding the specific proposal (completely adequate, very easy, much less expensive, much
less effort, completely satisfactory, yes-always).

The measurement of the perceived quality of a website included the indicators most commonly
used in the literature, three of which referred to utilitarian quality (ease of use, information provided by
the page, and customer service) and one to hedonic quality (attractiveness of the website). This latter
criterion was measured through an overall measure, on a points-scale from very unattractive to very
attractive, according Sauro (2015).

Thus, the perceived quality of a website is postulated as a second-order latent variable. Satisfaction
is considered a first-order latent variable, measured through one indicator of satisfaction with the last
transaction conducted and another indicator of accumulated experience. The perceived transaction
costs were measured through three indicators, two of them regarding relative prices (monetary costs)
and the third regarding the effort perceived by the user (non-monetary). Loyalty was measured with
one item on the recommendation of the service and another on the intention to repeat the purchase
(Table 1).
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Table 1. Criteria, indicators and prior references.

Criteria, Items

Prior References *

Ease-of-use

P1. Ease of access to the web page.

P2. Possibility offered by the company to combine tourism products
in a single order.

P3. Perceived clarity (ease of identification) about the company’s
products and services on its web page.

P4. Preciseness (absence of ambiguity) of the definition of the
products and services on the company’s web page.

P5. Purchase payment modes offered through the online service.P6.

Task of consumers in the event that they may have combined
products in the last transaction or in other, previous transactions
with the same company to get the desired combination.

P7. Time used to finalise the purchase.

Kaynama and Black (2000);

Donthu (2001);

Jeong and Lambert (2001);

Madu and Madu (2002);

Kim and Lee (2004); Kim et al. (2005);
Park et al. (2007);

Verhoef et al. (2007, buying time);
Seiders et al. (2007, accessibility);
Jaiswal et al. (2010);

Ganesh et al. (2010, ease of payment);
Ali (2016, usability)

Information attributes

P8. The information provided by the company, online, for making
the purchase.

P9 ... provided by the company’s web page about the
characteristics of the contracted tourism service.

P10. ... from the web page about the variety of the online tourism
products-services offered by the company.

Kaynama and Black (2000);

Jeong and Lambert (2001);

Madu and Madu (2002);

Kim and Lee (2004);

Kim et al. (2005);

Park et al. (2007);

Verhoef et al. (2007);

Ganesh et al. (2010) (merchandise variety),
Hung et al. (2014);

Ali (2016, functionality)

Customer service

P11. Confirmation procedure of the booking-purchase, discounts
and/or invoices by the company.

P12. ... for cancelling the contracted online tourism service.

P13. Customer service and/or complaints and claims system
available on the company’s web page.

P14. Privacy and security policy followed by the contracted online
service with respect to the customer’s personal data.

Kaynama and Black (2000);

Madu and Madu (2002);

Kim and Lee (2004);

Kim et al. (2005, security);

Park et al. (2007);

Jaiswal et al. (2010, privacy, security);
Ali (2016, security and privacy)

Visual attraction
P15. Attractiveness of the web page where the tourism service has
been contracted.

Kaynama and Black (2000);
Kim et al. (2005);

Bauer et al. (2006);

Urban et al. (2009);
Ganesh et al. (2010);
Garcia and Garrido (2013)

Perceived costs

P16. Prices of the service contracted online in relation to purchases
in offline channels.

P17. ... with respect to other, similar online services.

P18. Effort made in the online purchasing process versus the offline
process.

Kim et al. (2011);

Garcia and Garrido (2013);

Chiu et al. (2014, monetary savings);
Verhoef et al. (2007, search and
purchase effort)

Satisfaction

P19. Overall satisfaction with the last purchase of tourism services
contracted online (satisfaction with the last transaction).

P20. Online purchasing experience over time with the last
contracted company (accumulated satisfaction).

Arrondo et al. (2002);

Berné et al. (2005);

Finn et al. (2009, cummulative);
Hung et al. (2014, cummulative);
Betancourt et al. (2017, cummulative)

Brand/Company loyalty
P21. Intention to continue using the same online tourism service.
P22. Recommendation of the contracted online service.

Arrondo et al. (2002);

Berné et al. (2005);

Finn et al. (2009, repurchase);

Chiu et al. (2014, repurchase);
Betancourt et al. (2017, repurchase)

* References in parentheses use only the contents contained therein.
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3.2. Data Collection

A market research company was contracted to distribute the online questionnaire and select a
sample (toluna.com) from its e-consumers’ panel. The questionnaire is structured in sections according
geo-demographic information required and the indicators (Likert scale format) pertaining to the
variables included in the model (Table 1). The type of sampling is convenience with quotas, initially
requested for an approximation of the specifications observed in literature. The survey conducted by
the company attained 408 valid questionnaires, after following a checking process to confirm to the
initial requirements. The characteristics of the sample are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Characteristics of the sample.

Male 50.7%

Sex
Female 49.3%
18-30 28.2%
Age 31-55 46.6%
Over 55 25.2%
Primary education 1.5%
Secondary education (mandatory) 6.6%
Education Higher secondary education 19.1%
Uncompleted university studies 10.5%
Higher education (graduated and post-graduated) 51.9%
Vocational training (post-secondary) 2.2%

Regarding the geographic origin of the respondents, the greatest weight by autonomous
community corresponds to Madrid (19.6%), followed by Catalonia (18.1%), Andalucia (14.5%) and the
Community of Valencia (10%). This matches the population distribution in Spain.

The companies used the most for the online contracting of tourism services by respondents are
Booking (14.5%), eDreams (10.8%), El Corte Ingles (10.3%) and Rumbo (7.1%). Booking, eDreams
and Rumbo are the online travel agencies named the most regarding the Spanish context in
Sarmiento (2016). Odigeo-eDreams and Bravofly-Rumbo led the top 5 of the Hosteltur” Ranking
of Online Agencies. Approximately 22% of respondents have contracted the last online tourism service
to a supplier (direct channel for hospitality and transport, mainly).

4. Results

The data analysis was conducted through Exploratory Factorial Analysis (EFA), Principal
Components Analysis (PCA), Confirmatory Factorial Analysis (CFA) and Structural Equation
Models (SEM). The literature reviewed supports the content validity of the indicators selected. First,
we identify the underlying structure for each of the proposed dimensions (EFA-PCA). Subsequently,
the measurement models are validated through CFA. Afterwards, the relationships between the
dimensions are tested through SEM (SPSS 22 and EQS 6.0).

4.1. Ease-of-Use Measurement Model

After the corresponding PCA with Varimax rotation (PCA-VM) of the first seven indicators
(P1 to P7), one component that explains almost the 60% of the variance is obtained. It groups together
all the indicators and is called Ease-of-Use (EU) and it refers to the degree of effort that online customers
give to the electronic medium (Donthu 2001). It deals with functionality, accessibility of a website,
consistency and effective browsing, as well as search capacity and desired products. EU Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient reaches a value of 0.885 (Nunnally 1978). The estimate of CFA model shows the
overall goodness-of-fit statistics and indexes (Table 3). The reliability coefficients of the observed
variables take values that exceed 0.5, except for items P1, P2, and P6, whose estimated parameters
take values of 0.654, 0.663 and 0.696. These deal with the ease of access and combine products as
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well as the task of consumers to reach the desired combination. Due to the importance given to
these aspects in literature, we decide to keep them in the model. The most relevant services are the
ease of product identification. The values taken by the standardized factor loadings comparing the
correlations between factors demonstrates the discriminant validity and the convergent validity of the
model. CF1 (Fornell and Larcker’s coefficient), and CF2 (Omega’s coefficient) take values of 0.536 and
0.889, respectively.

4.2. Service Information Measurement Model

Considering P8 to P10, the PCA-VM resulted in a single component that explains 75.5% of
the variance. The purchasing experience of customers is increased by the integrity, uniqueness,
preciseness and entertainment value of a website, as well as the opportunity for information/content
(Kaynama and Black 2000; Aladwani and Palvia 2002; Sigala and Sakellaridis 2004). Thus, service
information (SI) can be defined as the degree to which a user believes that the information or content
is useful, updated and reliable. Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient is 0.862. The corresponding CFA is
conducted imposing a restriction on the equality of factor loadings, since this model did not show
degrees of freedom (see Table 3). Reliability coefficients of the dimension (CFland CF2 take values of
0.684 and 0.866, respectively) offer evidence of the reliability and of the convergent validity.

4.3. Customer Service Measurement Model

Customer service is determined through the transmission of an appropriate response to e-mail
requests or complaints, as well as order confirmations, which represent an important factor in
the assessment of a website by customers (see Yang and Jun 2002; Long and McMellon 2004).
The dimension may be defined as the desire or willingness for customer service, thereby providing a
quick, streamlined service in an online context. PCA-VM confirms the existence of a factor, Customer
Service (CS), which explains 64.1% of the variance and includes P1 to P14. Cronbach’s alpha takes a
value of 0.805. The estimate of the CFA of the CS model presents adequate values of the R-RMSEA
statistic and of the goodness-of-fit indexes (Table 3). CF1 and CF2 take values of 0.517 and 0.808.
The procedure for cancelling the tourism service receives the lowest value. However, it is kept due to
the importance given to this aspect in the literature. The most relevant variable refers to privacy and
security policy with respect to the customer’s personal data.

4.4. Perceived Costs Measurement Model

The PCA-VM offers two components that explain 87.82% of the total variance of transaction
costs (PC). The first component groups together the indicators pertaining to the monetary costs borne,
and the second one the non-monetary costs. These costs are posed in relation to other situations, either
in comparison with offline purchases or other online alternative companies. The correlation coefficient
takes a value of 0.777.

The two indicators of perceived monetary costs are grouped into a first-order dimension of
perceived online monetary costs (MPC) (Table 4); CF1 and CF2 take values of 0.586 and 0.735,
respectively. The other dimension corresponds to non-monetary costs (NMPC).

4.5. Satisfaction and Loyalty Measurement Models

Customer’s satisfaction (S) is measured considering the satisfaction level with the last transaction
(short-term), and the satisfaction with the accumulated experience with the online tourism company
(long-term) (e.g., Arrondo et al. 2002; Berné et al. 2005). The underlying dimensional structure for the
set of two variables pertaining to the satisfaction, treated through PCA-VM, shows one component
that explains 91.94% of the variance. The CFA result shows the adequacy of the identified structure,
and the goodness-of-fit statistics and indexes of the model are shown in Table 3.

Similarly, the two variables pertaining to the brand loyalty (L) were subjected to a PCA-VM,
and one component that explains 88.56% of the variance was obtained. It concerns attitudinal loyalty
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through the intention to make repeat purchases with the online tourism operator and the intention to
recommend the operator to other users. CFA estimated presents adequate goodness-of-fit statistics and
indexes (Table 3). The CF1 and CF2 values are 0.734 and 0.847, respectively, which indicate reliability
and convergent validity.

Both satisfaction and brand loyalty are confirmed as first-order dimensions. Reliability coefficients
of the observed variables (R?) exceed 0.7.

Table 3. Measurement Models. Goodness-of-Fit.

d.f. Chi-Square S-B P R-RMSEA SRMR GFI AGFI R-BBN R-CFI
EU 14 29.479 0.009 0.054 0.038 0957 0913 0.964 0.981
SI 2 0.6012 0.740 0.0001 0.029  0.9%  0.988 0.998 0.999
CS 2 9.455 0.009 0.098 0.040 0974 0.868 0.966 0.973
PC 2 23.872 0.0001 0.167 0.163 0933 0.798 0.812 0.823
S 1 0.7593 0.384 0.0001 0.028  0.997 0.992 0.996 0.999
L 1 0.0017 0.967 0.001 0.001  0.999  0.999 0.999 0.999

4.6. e-TPP Model

After confirming the different measurement models, the entire structural model was estimated.
The results obtained made it advisable to include a previously non-postulated cause-effect relationship
between the monetary costs variable and the latent quality variable. We accepted this, given that
quality and monetary costs have been previously related in literature (e.g., Cho and Agrusa 2006;
Han and Ryu 2009; Ye et al. 2011). After re-estimating the model, the results led to acceptable goodness
of fit. The model explains 83.7% of a customer’s level of satisfaction. In turn, satisfaction has a positive
impact on a customer’s attitude of brand loyalty and explains that attitude by 75.2%. CF1 and CF2
coefficients evidence internal validity (see Table 4 and Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Estimation of the e-TPP Model.
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Table 4. e-TPP Model. Goodness-of-Fit.

d.f. Chi-Square S-B P R-RMSEA SRMR GFI AGFI R-BBN R-CFI
e-TPP 202 412.8158 0.000 0.055 0.144  0.860 0.825 0.878 0.933

Satisfaction turns out to be an effect variable of both the website perceived quality and the
perceived costs (monetary and non-monetary). The influence by perceived quality is both direct and
indirect through monetary costs (parameters values of 0.619 and 0.257, respectively). The satisfaction
variable thus becomes a mediating variable of brand loyalty, unlike the results of Bai et al. (2008).

Monetary costs result in a significant parameter of 0.328 regarding the influence on satisfaction,
which indicates that lower perceived prices result in greater satisfaction. The non-monetary costs
(0.181) have a lower but significant effect on customer’s satisfaction.

Consequently, the hypotheses cannot be rejected. The theoretical model thus reveals a large part
of the process of forming attitudinal loyalty to an online tourism brand.

5. Conclusions

With respect to the first research question formulated, the results obtained confirm the basic
relationships of the quality-satisfaction-loyalty value chain previously found in other study contexts,
in the case of B2C tourism online. The e-TTP model explains more than 83% of the satisfaction of
digital tourists. While, as a novelty, the value chain is extended, including monetary and non-monetary
perceived costs. Monetary perceived costs foster the effect of quality on satisfaction, and non-monetary
transaction costs help to determine customer satisfaction. The explanatory power of the model
regarding repurchase intentions exceeds 75%. These results give confidence to the comprehensive
e-TPP model overcoming some of the limitations of previous models and are in line with Ali (2016)
and Ali et al. (2016).

With respect to the second question, this research confirms the important role played by the
perceived transaction costs. The consumer participation in the service production, facilitated by online
channels, draw a new scenario where the formation of the satisfaction and brand loyalty does not solely
involve the website perceived quality. The perceived costs, both monetary and non-monetary, reinforce
the customer’s satisfaction derived from the relationship maintained with a company, and ultimately,
the customer loyalty to the company or brand. It should be noted that the positive relationship
between latent quality and monetary costs is contrary to what has been traditionally postulated.
The greater the perceived website quality of the tourism service, the greater the perception of a lower
price in relation to other channels (online and traditional). Also, the lower perceived price reinforces
the customer’s satisfaction as well as non-monetary costs. This is relevant because it suggests the
existence of an effective win-win dynamic, required according Friesen (2001) to facilitate co-creation
by building trust and sharing benefits. The rate presentation might be important as pointed out by
Noone and Mattila (2009) and Webb (2016).

Regarding implications, this work provides different measurement models. It is worth
highlighting the validated measurement model of the website latent quality in the context of online
tourism services purchases. Itis reflected in four first-order dimensions: the ease of use, the information
provided, the attention perceived by customers through the online environment, and the attractiveness
of a website. Even though the attractiveness of a website has less weight in reflecting latent quality
than utilitarian dimensions in our research, its valuation by users has a positive influence on the results
of the tourism company both in satisfaction and the brand repurchase intentions. It matches the results
obtained by Ali et al. (2016) and Ozturk et al. (2016), and is in line with Betancourt et al. (2017) for
online private sales clubs, where the attractiveness of the design had an influence on loyalty for the
most-satisfied group of customers.

In this sense, future research about perceived website quality should include the hedonic
dimension. For practitioners, the hedonic content of the website could be an element of differentiation
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and an instrument for achieving useful competitive advantages in the acquisition and retention
of customers.

Moreover, this research shows that multi-dimensional constructs increases the overall construct
understanding (Law et al. 1998), and thereby provides details about its various facets (Petter et
al. 2007). Thus, tourism managers can use, with guarantee, the validated instrument to analyse
the situation of each website quality dimension in order to identify those aspects that may need
improvement. The structure of latent quality can be considered to support decision-making taking into
account different types of customers and characteristics of the channel or market where the company
is operating.

In addition, the opportunity to interact with a customer must be taken as an advantage ensuring
that perceived costs are included in the development of strategies for customer acquisition and
retention. The way in which perceived monetary costs are handled can differentiate a company,
considering that an improvement in website quality from the user’s point of view is not related to
the acceptance of higher prices for a tourism service, rather it has the opposite effect. Therefore,
a company must find justification for prices through more efficient processes, both internal (such as
centralising the control of distribution) and external (such as through the negotiation of commissions
or selecting the channels in which commissions are lower). Care must be taken with non-monetary
costs by providing efficiency for the user, whose participation in the purchasing process depends on
lower effort in the virtual interaction.

Despite the highlighted contributions of this research, some limitations have to be taken into
account, thereby serving as proposals for future research. First, our model is tested on a sample of
convenience, so that the level of representativeness of the sample can be affected. This situation is
addressed using quotas, although the success is dependent on the accuracy of the selection made by
the contracted market research company. In addition, despite the high explanatory power of the model,
it could be reinforced by adding control variables, such as the personal characteristics of customers
and specific conditions of the market under analysis or loyalty of behaviour. On the other hand, given
that the study explores a situation that groups together all possible travel contexts, it could be of
interest for research to specify online purchasing situations for different purposes. Also, to explore
the dimensionality of the hedonic character of the quality of the website in function of the different
situations of purchase and the different supports or screens used by customers is an interesting line of
future research. In addition, the analysis of the longitudinal databases available to companies should
allow them to make comparisons over time as a result of eventual changes in the variables.

In the academic scope, inter-cultural comparisons could offer reinforcement of the theoretical
model and offer results that allow justifying the implementation of differentiated marketing strategies.
Studying the behaviour of the e-TPP model in different types of online tourism channels is another
task for future research. A comparative study of actions in the direct channel and the indirect
channels could better illustrate the situation of competition in the sector from the user’s point of
view. Furthermore, in addition to the online tourism channels observed in this work and in the tourism
distribution system, there are channels whose development is currently growing such as the channel
consumer-to-consumer (C2C), and social networks, although these are still marginal as a sales channel
according Stangl et al. (2016).

In any event, this research contributes a holistic model that goes beyond others by including
variables that have been confirmed relevant as mediators of brand loyalty. The confirmed model
manages to integrate the phases of the online tourism purchasing process and shows how the
development of the business-client interaction is achieving the objectives of both. The work provides a
meaningful explanation of the purchasing process and the results of online tourism companies, thus
helping to implement strategies to acquire and, above all, retain brand customers.
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Abstract: While most research on electronic commerce has focused on customer behaviour according
to websites” functional tasks, consumers are influenced by many other factors such as website
content and design, especially in online food shopping. This is the first study that aims to examine
which variables best explain satisfaction and behavioural e-loyalty (to return to the website and
purchase) regarding online local food shopping. It empirically tested a model with a local food
e-commerce website using a sample of 305 real e-buyers. The partial least squares structural equation
modeling (PLS-SEM) technique was used to estimate the structural relationships. The findings
revealed that all the tasks of a website could be strategically designed to enhance users’ loyalty,
and stressed the importance of measuring how all website features jointly influence perceived flow
and control. This study makes a significant contribution to the consumer literature that deals with
local food websites, a subject which is currently under-researched, and the eventual impact on
behavioural e-loyalty.

Keywords: local food; e-commerce; behavioural e-loyalty; purchase intentions; revisit intentions;
satisfaction; website; PLS-SEM

1. Introduction

Online grocery shopping is expected to grow worldwide, although those websites account for only
a small proportion of the e-commerce market at the present time (Grunert and Ramus 2004; Heng et al.
2018). Despite the several advantages of grocery online shopping, such as the ability to find products,
compare prices, save time, shop for ready-to-eat or semi-ready-to-eat food and arrange delivery at a
suitable time, among other benefits, there are still many consumers who have not yet adopted online
grocery shopping as a regular habit (Hansen 2008; Quevedo-Silva et al. 2016). The demand for speciality
foods is also increasing (Canavan et al. 2007). At the same time, the slow food movement is expanding
in response to the modern world’s eating habits (Lee et al. 2015; Heng et al. 2018).

In this changing food culture, consumers are progressively demanding more information
regarding the food they eat, such as additional details about the components, the origin and the
production chain (Ilbery et al. 2006; Megicks et al. 2012; Pearson et al. 2011; Seyfang 2008). These
growing concerns are predictable outcomes of the competitive global food marketplace, where
customers have become more specialized (Zepeda and Li 2006). In this quest, consumers are searching
for alternatives in relation not only to the product offering, but also to the shopping experience and to
the current dominant supermarket food supply chain (Pearson et al. 2011).

Buyers’ main reasons for shopping for local food products are related to economic, social,
environmental, and health issues. Specifically, it has been pointed out that these buyers have a high and
positive perception of: (1) the quality, freshness, taste, and authenticity of these products; (2) the supply
chain that it entails and hence, the support that it offers to local community development; and (3) the
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environmental, social, safety, and sustainable benefits of the production chain (Pearson et al. 2011; Sims
2009). Whereas some years ago the shopping experience was considered a functional and utilitarian
activity, it has proved to have an emotional and entertaining importance (Megicks et al. 2012).

In the last two decades, the expansion of local food retailers and networks from food cooperatives,
farm shops, and ecological stores to supermarket chains has been considerable in response to the
trend of local food consumption and supermarkets’ strategies regarding corporate social responsibility
(Megicks et al. 2012; Tobler et al. 2011). The study of local food consumption has recently become
a popular subject of research, where scholars have analysed consumer behaviour, environmentally
responsible buying, and sustainable policy buying (Blake et al. 2010; Megicks et al. 2012; Pearson et al.
2011; Zepeda and Deal 2009).

Although there are many advantages of developing local food websites for the advancement
of the supply chain, such as promoting food self-sufficiency, decreasing the environmental footprint
and re-engaging consumers with the origin of their food (Pearson et al. 2011), consumers’ behaviour
regarding these websites remains under-researched. Research that focuses not only on local food
customers’ behaviour regarding the websites” functional tasks but also on the website design and
content is even sparser.

Despite the fact that local food can be purchased from many different stores, it seems that frequent
buyers tend to be those that live in nearby rural areas (Pearson et al. 2011). There is therefore an
opportunity to examine buyers’ behavioural e-loyalty regarding local food websites as the ability to
find these products decreases. It is not only an issue of purely academic interest but also a possible
contribution to food supply management practices.

This study serves as a first step toward the development of a model that can be used by future
scholars and practitioners to gain knowledge regarding loyal local food consumers. This research
provides insight into this area by addressing the relationships among website evaluation (WE) (which
comprises aesthetics, content, customization, ease of use, and information quality), personal variables
(perceived flow, perceived control), and relational variables (satisfaction and behavioural e-loyalty).
Table 1 shows prior studies conducted in relation to the navigation experience. A partial least squares
path modeling (partial least squares structural equation modeling or PLS-SEM) was used to analyse
the hypotheses. Figure 1 presents the proposed model for this research.
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2. Literature Review

2.1. Relational Variables in Local Food E-Commerce

Loyalty is economically vital in e-commerce because attracting new customers is more expensive
in online businesses than in brick-and-mortar stores (Chang et al. 2014; Luarn and Lin 2003). It has been
defined as a bidimensional construct that entails the result of all marketing efforts to maintain existing
customers (Pereira et al. 2016). Therefore, developing long-lasting relationships in the e-commerce
context can be reflected in intentions to return to the website (Ku and Chen 2014) and purchase and
repurchase intentions (San-Martin and Herrero 2012).

Intentions to return to the website denote continuance purposes, which is especially reinforced
by positive interactions with the website (Huang et al. 2014). It has been stated that the success of
e-commerce business relies more on users’ continued usage intention rather than on their initial
adoption (Chou et al. 2010; Kabadayi and Gupta 2011). Purchase intention is a dimension of
behavioural intentions (Zeithaml et al. 1996), and it has been argued that it is the best predictor
of action (Dedeke 2016). Specifically, consumers usually purchase and repurchase a product or service
that can maximize their benefits, which is probably influenced by their satisfaction, their shopping
enjoyment, and their desire to continue their exciting shopping experience (Atulkar and Kesari 2017).

Customer satisfaction is based on all cumulative experiences with a certain company that can lead
to pleasure or disappointment, and it is not a result of a specific transaction (Atulkar and Kesari 2017;
Chang et al. 2014; San-Martin et al. 2012; Filieri et al. 2015). In the online context, satisfaction refers to a
favourable navigation experience and the perception of a well-designed website, representing also a
basic key element for a successful e-commerce business relationship since it increases rate profitability
and long-term sales growth in online shops (Chen et al. 2012; Pereira et al. 2016). Nevertheless,
e-commerce is characterized by the absence of the physical interaction with people that leads to users’
dissatisfaction due to the impersonality of the transaction (Pereira et al. 2016). In this paradigm, it is
very complex to generate loyalty among users.

Several studies have analysed the effects of satisfaction on continuance intentions (Bhattacherjee
2001; Chiu et al. 2007; Zhao and Lu 2012). Ku and Chen (2014) have corroborated that satisfaction
positively influences intentions to continue using the particular website. Chung et al. (2015) have also
confirmed the positive impact of satisfaction on continued usage intentions. As Kabadayi and Gupta
(2011) pointed out, a satisfactory perception normally results in a positive attitude toward the website.

It has been proved that individual satisfaction has a positive impact on repurchase intention
(Mohamed et al. 2014). Specifically, prior studies have confirmed that satisfaction is favourably related
to purchase intention (Lin and Lekhawipat 2014; Pee et al. 2018; Wen et al. 2011; Yen and Lu 2008).
Hence, it has been proved that satisfied customers tend to repurchase more than dissatisfied consumers
(Sanchez-Garcia et al. 2012). In addition, it has been proved in the online context that satisfaction
positively and significantly influences behavioural e-loyalty regarding search engines (Sirdeshmukh et
al. 2018), about tourism e-commerce (Gongalves et al. 2016), among female online shoppers (Chou et al.
2015), regarding luxury brands (Yoo and Park 2016), among others. Thus, it is reasonable to think that
users of online local food websites that feel satisfied with the navigation experience tend to return to the
website and increase their purchase intentions. Therefore,

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The e-buyer’s satisfaction positively influences their behavioural e-loyalty.

2.2. The Impact of Perceived Flow and Control

Flow has been studied as a psychological factor that describes users’ state of involvement
regarding the activity of web surfing (Bilgihan 2016; Hsu et al. 2012). The creation of a positive
experience for a user within a website relies on the capacity of a website to induce the consumer to feel
engaged during the interaction (Ali 2016; Hoffman and Novak 1996). This state of flow can take place
during the search for information of products or during other kind of utilitarian tasks that ensue in a
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shopping online website (Mathwick and Rigdon 2004). Hence, if using online local e-commerce can
induce a state of flow in users, they should be satisfied, and predisposed to purchase and continue
visiting these websites.

It has been assumed that the state of flow generates diverse positive responses among users
(Mathwick and Rigdon 2004), not only emotional but also behavioural (Lee and Jeong 2012). In this
regard, Hausman and Siekpe (2009) revealed that perceived flow has a positive impact on intentions to
return to the website and purchase intentions. In addition, Ilsever et al. (2007) concluded that a flow
experience had a positive effect on behavioural e-loyalty, understood as intentions to return to the
website and repurchase. Furthermore, O’Cass and Carlson (2010) indicated that users” website-induced
flow on professional sporting team websites positively influenced their satisfaction. This is in line with
the conclusions indicated by Hsu et al. (2012) regarding travel agency websites, where users’ perceived
flow had a positive effect on their satisfaction. Based on the preceding discussion, users that have a
favourable perception of flow tend to increase their behavioural loyalty and to be satisfied. Therefore,

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The e-buyer’s perception of flow positively influences their behavioural e-loyalty.
Hypothesis 3 (H3). The e-buyer’s perception of flow positively influences their satisfaction.

In addition, there is another variable referring to personal skills related to information and
communication technologies (ICTs), that is, perceived control. In interactive technology, perceived
control has been defined as the extent to which users feel that they have the skills to manage their
actions while shopping on an online website (Mohd-Any et al. 2015).

Control has been determined as a predictor of consumers’ satisfaction (Duman and Mattila 2005),
as it reduces anxiety and enhances customers’ positive emotions (Hui and Bateson 1991). Perceived
control seems to be essential for online shoppers because they might be searching for more control
during the service process (Smith and Bolton 2002). Results of some studies suggested that people
behave more positively when they believe they have control over the environment (Ozkara et al. 2017).
Hence, it is reasonable to think that if users have a perception of control, their satisfaction levels will
rise. Therefore,

Hypothesis 4 (H4). The e-buyer’s perception of control positively influences their satisfaction.

2.3. The Impact of Website Evaluation on Perceived Flow and Control

In this study, the WE is a variable that comprises several concepts (aesthetics, content,
customization, ease of use, and information quality), which other authors have considered (Hausman
and Siekpe 2009; Lee and Lin 2005; Pallud and Straub 2014; Rose et al. 2012; Wolfinbarger and Gilly
2003). They are all signals of website quality.

Content and ease of use refer to the task-oriented quality of a product or a service. Content is
related to textual and visual information and its adjustment to the needs of the core audience, and ease
of use denote users’ perceptions for mainly navigating and searching information (Pallud and Straub
2014; Rose et al. 2012; Venkatesh 2000). Aesthetics is a quality signal more associated with originality
and innovativeness of the website design that provides sensory stimuli and supports the development
of experience feelings (Eroglu et al. 2003; Pallud and Straub 2014). Customization has been considered
one of the most interesting advantages of online shopping over physical stores, because it makes it
easier for users to personalize their experiences according to their preferences (Manganari et al. 2009;
Wolfinbarger and Gilly 2003), by attending to customers individually and customizing the website
appearance and functionality (Lee and Lin 2005; Rose et al. 2012). Information quality has also been
considered as another advantage of e-commerce because users can have access to broader, richer and
more updated information than in physical stores (Wolfinbarger and Gilly 2003). Customer service in
e-commerce is related to the extent to which users perceive that it is easy, quick and cheap to contact
the company, and that their questions are answered promptly (Liu and Arnett 2000; Hsu et al. 2012).
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It has been stated that hedonic and utilitarian features of a website, as is the case with the variables
included in the WE, positively impact flow (Bilgihan et al. 2015). Wu et al. (2016) recognized the
positive impact of web skills on flow experience. Specifically, information quality has been identified as
a factor that contributes to customers’ positive perceptions of websites (Chen et al. 1999), and it directly
and positively influences flow (Hausman and Siekpe 2009). Taking into account the above discussion,
this study proposes that all of the characteristics included in the global construct WE positively affect
the sensation of absorption and enjoyment implicit in flow.

Websites allow users to build a sense of personal control, which is directly influenced by ease of
use and customization (Rose et al. 2012). Moreover, the inclusion of a higher number of interactive
elements on a website can increase the users’ sense of control (Hoffman and Novak 1996). Furthermore,
the online shopping websites that provide users with clear and simple ways to contact customer service
are more likely to encourage users, giving them perceived control with a greater sense of managing
the situation (Hoffman and Novak 1996). Therefore,

Hypothesis 5 (H5). WE positively influences an e-buyer’s perception of flow.

Hypothesis 6 (H6). WE positively influences an e-buyer’s perception of control.
3. Research Methodology

3.1. Sampling Procedure and Data Collection

A non-probabilistic sampling technique was adopted, namely the convenience sampling
technique, because it is a very useful method to identify real online purchasers and it allows for a high
level of response rate (Kim and Li 2009). The online questionnaire was placed on an online survey
website for approximately 44 days. The survey data were collected from 18 February to 4 April 2016.
All participants were requested to participate by an email that explained the objectives of the research
and included a link to the questionnaire, which was available in three languages (namely, Spanish,
German and English). A total of 305 usable questionnaires from real e-buyers was obtained, which is a
higher sample than in other studies conducted in similar contexts and procedures (Rose et al. 2012).
The demographic details of the sample are shown in Table 2. Respondents were mainly European
(287 real e-buyers; 94%, specifically from Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, France, Germany,
Greece, Holland, Italy, Macedonia, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Romania, Serbia, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, Turkey, Ukraine and United Kingdom) and non-European (namely, from Argentina, Benin,
Bolivia, Chile, Costa Rica, Ivory Coast, Mexico, Tanzania, United Arab Emirates, USA and Vietnam).

3.2. Measurement of Constructs

The scale items used in this research were adapted from previous studies and rated according to a
seven-point Likert scale (see Table 3). The WE was operationalized using the first-order dimensions:
aesthetics, content, customization, ease of use, and information quality developed by Pallud and
Straub (2014), Rose et al. (2012), and Hsu et al. (2012). Perceived control was adapted from Rose et al.
(2012), and perceived flow was measured following Hsu et al. (2012). Satisfaction was adapted from
Kim et al. (2011). First-order dimensions for behavioural e-loyalty (intention to return to the website
and purchase intention) were adapted from Hsu et al. (2012) and Huang et al. (2014).
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Table 2. Sample profile.

n % n %
Gender Number of visits to the website
Female 175 57 1-5 visits 254 83
Male 130 43 >5 visits 51 17
Age Time spent on the website
18-25 8 3 0-5 min 105 34
26-30 42 14 6-10 min 108 35
31-35 115 38 11-15 min 56 19
3640 38 12 >16 min 36 12
41-45 30 10 How often do you buy online?
46-50 25 8 1-5 times per year 98 32
51-55 23 7.5 6-10 times per year 77 25
56-60 14 45 >10 times per year 111 36
61-65 7 2 Never 19 6
66—69 2 1 Household monthly income (in euros)
>70 1 0 <900 41 13
Education 901-1200 38 13
Postgraduate 90 29.5 1201-1500 44 15
Graduate 158 52 1501-2000 74 24
Undergraduate 30 10 2001-2000 46 15
Secondary 26 8.5 3001-4000 25 8
Primary 1 0 >4000 37 12
Occupation
Employed 231 76
Student 5 2
Unemployed 16 4
Housewife 9 3
Other 42 14
Retired 2 1

The translation of the original version of the questionnaire from English to Spanish and to
German received special attention. Native Spanish and German speakers ensured the translation so
that all feasible nuances and connotations could be considered. Then, native Spanish and German
speakers translated the scale items from Spanish to English and from German to English following the
specifications of several scholars (Sireci et al. 2006). Finally, all translators evaluated the scale items in
order to resolve any discrepancies.

3.3. Reliability and Validity

In order to estimate the proposed model (see Figure 2), variance-based structural equation
modeling was used, also known as partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM).
This method was particularly suitable for this research because the model was a combination of first-
and second-order constructs for which a covariance-based structural equation modeling would have
required a higher sample size (Hair et al. 2012). Preliminary tests completed on the sample indicated
the presence of non-normal data, and PLS-SEM is less strict with this type of bias (Hair et al. 2014).

Tables 3 and 4 present the findings of the measurement model reliability and convergent validity
test. Cronbach'’s alpha values correspond to the recommendation of 0.60 (Hair et al. 2010). Composite
reliability denotes the shared variance among a set of observed items measuring a construct (Fornell
and Larcker 1981), where the value of at least 0.60 is considered desirable (Bagozzi and Yi 1988). This
was respected for every factor. Moreover, average variance extracted (AVE) for each construct was
greater than 0.50 (Fornell and Larcker 1981).
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In relation to convergent validity, all items were significantly (p < 0.01) associated to their
hypothesized factors, and standardized loadings were higher than 0.60 (Bagozzi and Yi 1988).
The discriminant validity of measures was analysed, proving that the shared variance between the
pairs of constructs was lower than the corresponding AVE (Fornell and Larcker 1981) (see Table 5).
The heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio method recently proposed by Henseler et al. (2015) was
also applied to test the discriminant validity, and all ratios were less than 0.90 (Hair et al. 2017; Teo
et al. 2008). Therefore, all the measures in this research provided enough evidence of reliability,
convergent and discriminant validity. Reliability and convergent validity were tested both at the first-
and second-order level for the two second-order constructs of the model.

Table 5. Measurement Model Discriminant Validity for Higher-Order Constructs.

Factor F1 F2 F3 F4 F5
F1. Perceived control 0.919 0.805 0.897 0.838 0.665
F2. Perceived flow 0.740 0.908 0.890 0.830 0.742
F3. Satisfaction 0.835 0.816 0.906 0.900 0.781
F4. Website Evaluation 0.769 0.745 0.820 0.835 0.700
F5. Behavioural e-loyalty 0.590 0.644 0.691 0.603 0.924

Note: Diagonal values are AVE square root, values below the diagonal are latent variable correlation values, and
those above the diagonal are heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratios.

4. Research Findings

The results of the inner estimation for the model proposed are presented in Table 6. To establish
parameters significance, bootstrapping with individual sign changes of 5000 samples was calculated
(Hair et al. 2012). The endogenous latent variable satisfaction presented a R? higher than 0.67
and can be described as substantial. The R? of perceived control, perceived flow and behavioural
e-loyalty can be described as moderate because the values were higher than 0.33 (Chin 1998). Positive
Stone-Geisser’s Q> were obtained using blindfolding, and therefore the predictive relevance of the
model was established (Henseler et al. 2009). In addition, the goodness of model fit was assessed
(Henseler et al. 2014; Henseler et al. 2016), and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR)
presented a value of 0.047 (Hu and Bentler 1999).

Table 6. Hypotheses Testing.

Hypothesis Standardized Beta t-Value (Bootstrap)
H1 Satisfaction — Behavioural e-loyalty 0.497 6266
H2 Perceived flow — Behavioural e-loyalty 0.238 3161
H3 Perceived flow — Satisfaction 0.437 8306
H4 Perceived control — Satisfaction 0.512 9454
H5 Website Evaluation — Perceived flow 0.745 27,411
He Website Evaluation — Perceived control 0.769 28,474

Note: All loadings are significant at p < 0.01 level. R? (perceived control) = 0.590; R? (perceived flow) = 0.553; R?
(satisfaction) = 0.783; R? (behavioural e-loyalty) = 0.493. Q? (perceived control) = 0.468; Q> (perceived flow) = 0.430;
Q? (satisfaction) = 0.606; Q? (behavioural e-loyalty) = 0.404.

Table 6 presents the results of the hypotheses testing. As hypothesized, e-buyer satisfaction has a
significant effect on their behavioural e-loyalty (H1: f = 0.497; p < 0.01). E-buyer perception of flow
has a positive impact on their behavioural e-loyalty (H2; = 0.238; p < 0.01) and their satisfaction (H3;
(3 = 0.437; p < 0.01). E-buyer perception of control positively influences their satisfaction (H4; 3 = 0.512;
p < 0.01). WE positively influences e-buyer perception of flow (H5; 3 = 0.745; p < 0.01) and e-buyer
perception of control (H6; 3 = 0.769; p < 0.01). These results are presented in Figure 3.

In addition, the significance of indirect effects was assessed. Only one indirect effect was found,
presented in Table 7.
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These statistical results offered two major findings: (1) e-buyer satisfaction influences their
behavioural e-loyalty; and (2) the construct WE has a positive effect on customers’ personal perception
of flow and control.

5. Discussion and Implication

Today’s consumers use information and communication technologies (ICTs) for a large number of
tasks, such as obtaining information and purchasing goods and services (Alcantara-Pilar et al. 2017).
Literature has mainly focused on revealing users’ behaviour outcomes when web surfing by analysing
websites” functional features. This article initiated the research regarding the influence of online local
food shopping on behavioural e-loyalty. The value and usefulness of this application was empirically
tested by means of a quantitative research (using PLS-SEM) that explored the perceptions of real
e-buyers from a Spanish local food e-commerce website.

This paper highlighted academic and practical contributions, as well as limitations. First, it offered
a valuable foundation for understanding online local food e-commerce development by considering
two loyalty interrelated concepts: intentions to return to the website and purchase intentions. Secondly,
it incorporated website evaluation as a global dimension that included different quality signals:
aesthetics, content, customization, ease of use, and information quality. It was observed that the
main functional elements of an e-commerce website were related and interacted within the customers’
behavioural outcomes.

6. Conclusions

6.1. Academic Contributions

The findings of this research make several significant contributions to the literature on food supply
management, culinary consumers’ behaviour, and e-commerce management. First, this study is the
first to analyse the impact of local food shopping websites on users’ loyalty. All the tasks of a website
can be strategically designed to enhance users’ intentions.

Second, the study results support the finding that users’ satisfaction is an important relational
predictor of behavioural e-loyalty (Chung et al. 2015; Ku and Chen 2014; Lin and Lekhawipat 2014;
Mohamed et al. 2014; Wen et al. 2011; Zhao and Lu 2012). Third, the findings confirm previous results
concerning the positive effect of perceived flow on the two relational variables of the proposed model
(satisfaction and behavioural e-loyalty) (Hausman and Siekpe 2009; Hsu et al. 2012; O’Cass and Carlson
2010). Fourth, this research reveals there is a positive relationship between perceived control and
satisfaction in the local food e-commerce context.

Fifth, this study shows the significance of measuring several features (the WE dimension) in order
to understand users’ perceptions of the website layout, and how all these features jointly influence
e-buyer perceived flow and control. With respect to the above, most research has analysed separately
the WE constructs without taking into account the overall website analysis of features and its impacts,
and the global future intentions of users after an e-commerce experience. In this regard, past studies
have determined the positive effect of certain website features on perceived flow (Bilgihan et al. 2015;
Hausman and Siekpe 2009; Wu et al. 2016) and control (Hoffman and Novak 1996; Rose et al. 2012).

6.2. Practical Implications

The findings of this research support the current local food trend (Ilbery et al. 2006; Megicks et al.
2012; Pearson et al. 2011; Seyfang 2008; Tobler et al. 2011; Zepeda and Li 2006), suggesting that these
consumers can meet their needs regarding this type of product and enhance their shopping activity as
regular e-buyers. In this regard, many of these consumers complain about the restricted availability
of certain products, the lack of information about where to buy the local products and the high costs
due to the long supply chain (Pearson et al. 2011). Moreover, consumers compare the perceived values
attributed to the other available alternatives (Pedraja and Yagiie 2004). These issues can be improved by
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offering additional information concerning the moment that seasonal or non-seasonal products will
again be for sale (the information can even be dated and give the main reasons for the product scarcity),
the supply management chain, the system of price regulation, and to what extent the product supports
the sustainable community development. This information can fill consumers” demands for traditional
and local food, which is perceived as authentic as well as safe, distinctive, and traceable (Sims 2009).

Another practical implication is for website designers so that they can improve users’ perceptions
and behavioural intentions. For example, photos that emphasize the uniqueness and attractiveness
of local food have the potential to enhance not only users’” willingness to purchase those products
but also their intentions to return to those websites. Additionally, the information provided can be
enriched using storytelling strategies based on local aspects.

Furthermore, local food is a very appealing market for tourists and, in this regard, Khanal et al.
(2014) suggest that it could also very interesting for the Spanish government to invest and promote
the links between the food sector and the tourism industry in order to improve the general economy.
Moreover, these websites can promote the first visit to a destination as well as the continuance of local
food consumption once the tourists return home.

6.3. Limitations and Future Research

This research had some limitations, which offer interesting avenues for future studies. First,
this research was limited by the use of convenience sampling. The current study involved approaching
users of a specific local food e-commerce. Second, in the proposed model, the WE and behavioural
e-loyalty were global constructs that comprised related concepts in order to gain parsimony and
understand their relations with many other variables. However, the separate effects of the proposed
model were not measured.

Future research should test the model by using a probabilistic sampling method in order to improve
the generalizability of the findings. Scholars could also approach various local food shopping online
websites to obtain different insights into the effect of local food e-commerce on behavioural e-loyalty, and
test the influence of local food brands on consumers’ perceived value (Rubio et al. 2014). In addition,
researchers are prompted to consider attitudinal loyalty to complete e-loyalty dimensionality and
examine the effect of satisfaction on both behavioural and affective attributes of e-loyalty.

Finally, other studies could deal with the moderating effects of nationality, age, and experience
on the proposed model, as other studies have demonstrated (San-Martin et al. 2012). Furthermore,
it could be interesting to analyse the effect of hedonic web browsing (Rezaei et al. 2016) on behavioural
e-loyalty. As well, several scholars have pointed out the relevance of trust to boost online sales (Wang
et al. 2015) and predict behavioural intention toward the online shopping website (Bilgihan and Bujisic
2015; Chen and Chou 2012).
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Abstract: In spite of the importance of the brand management in marketing studies and practice,
there is a scarcity of prior research on the links between brand equity and financial performance,
particularly in unlisted (unquoted) firms. The study contributes to prior research along a number of
dimensions. It provides evidence on the relevance of brands for unlisted firms of several industries,
by showing that brand equity is associated with financial performance even in non-quoted firms
without world-recognized brands. Second, the study analyzes the association between brands
and accounting-based measures of performance, across different windows and financial indicators.
Finally, the evidence on earnings persistence is particularly relevant, as it potentially sheds light
on the existing debate on the association between brand equity and stock markets. To the extent
that firms with greater brand equity have more persistent earnings, current earnings contain greater
information about future earnings, which show the relevance of brand management in the strategic
planning of unlisted firms.

Keywords: brand equity; financial performance; unlisted firms; earnings

1. Introduction

Brands differentiate firms from the competition. The conceptualizations of consumer-based
brand equity have mainly derived from cognitive psychology and information economics
(Rahman et al. 2018). The dominant stream of research has been grounded in cognitive psychology,
focusing on memory structure (Christodoulides and De Chernatony 2010). Aaker (1991) identified
the conceptual dimensions of brand equity as brand awareness, brand associations, perceived quality,
brand loyalty, and other proprietary brand assets such as patents, trademarks and channel relationships.
The former four dimensions of brand equity represent consumer perceptions and reactions to the brand,
while proprietary brand assets are not pertinent to consumer-based brand equity. Keller (1993) defined
the consumer-based brand equity as ‘the differential effect of brand knowledge on consumer response
to the marketing of the brand” and brand knowledge is a key antecedent of customer based brand
equity. It is in turn conceptualized as a brand node in memory to which a variety of associations have
been linked. Brand knowledge is then decomposed into two separate constructs: brand awareness and
brand image (associations).

From the perspective of cognitive psychology, the customer based brand equity occurs when
consumers hold some favorable, strong, and unique brand associations in memory, which in turn
leads to incremental utility or valued added. Thus, investing in brand equity is expected to lead
to differential consumer response that may positively affect firm value (through greater consumer
retention, price tolerance, or word-of-mouth recommendations, for example).

While Aaker’s brand equity model has been more frequently adopted in existing research,
particularly empirical studies (Yoo and Donthu 2001), two research gaps remain unexplored in his
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model. First, the interrelationships between the four brand components are not considered. Second,
Aaker’s model does not integrate the effectiveness of marketing programs into the consumer-based
brand equity concept (Keller and Lehmann 2006). In his customer-based brand equity definition, Keller
highlights the importance of marketing programs in linking consumers’ awareness, desired thoughts,
feelings, perceptions, and opinions to a brand (Huang and Cai 2015). In addition, while Aaker’s model
places the four dimensions at the same level, Keller’s customer-based customer equity stated that
consumers’ knowledge of a brand including awareness and perceptions will result in their attitudes
and behaviors favorable to that brand. Keller argued that customer-based customer equity can largely
be captured by four blocks that form a hierarchy pyramid, which are from the bottom (the lowest level)
to the top (the highest level) as follows: brand identity, brand meaning, brand responses and brand
relationships (Keller 2002).

Despite this appealing theoretical notion, a number of recent studies have tested the links between
brand equity (and its components) and firm value, failing to provide a unifying body of evidence
on this issue (Madden et al. 2006; Rego et al. 2009; Johansson et al. 2012; Larkin 2013; Narteh 2018;
Kim et al. 2018).1

As noted in Ittner et al. (2009), a potential weakness of this prior work is that it hinges crucially
on the often untested assumption that brand equity leads to enhanced firm performance, and thus
much is still not known about the short- and long-window consequences of enhanced brand equity.
Furthermore, Johansson et al. (2012) find that the strength of the relationship between brand equity
and financial performance differs according to the measure applied and how each captures the equity.?
Indeed, there is a scarcity of prior research on the links between brand equity and financial performance,
particularly in unlisted firms, even though there is some preliminary research focused on small and
medium-sized enterprises (Anees-ur-Rehman et al. 2018).

This lack of evidence is potentially explained because prior literature on brand equity and the
determinants of performance indicators have developed separately, with the possible exception of
a limited number of accounting-based studies. This prior research in accounting attempts to clarify
whether brand names are economic assets and should therefore be recognized in the balance sheet,?
that is, whether they are associated with firm performance. In this paper, we build on this prior research
in accounting that suggests that brands are intangible assets that influence a firm’s value and results
(e.g., Barth et al. 1998) and study the association between brand equity and financial performance.
As noted above, understanding how precisely brand equity impacts on firm performance is particularly
relevant for unlisted firms. These firms represent a unique challenge because of data availability issues,
but also a perfect setting for a test of brand equity and firm performance.

Tests conducted on unlisted firms do not suffer from the confounding effects that are pervasive
in market-based research, particularly when studying intangible assets, such as brand equity
(Ohlson 1998; Ittner et al. 2009). Our setting thus allows us to provide new evidence that permits
understanding the interrelationships between brand equity and financial indicators. This is a key to
better distributing marketing efforts towards the construction of a brand equity that serves to optimize
firm profitability. In addition, by focusing on unlisted firms we can explore brand equity in firms that
do not have worldwide recognized brands (such as those surveyed by Interbrand, Brand Z, or Brand
Asset Valuator and generally analyzed in prior research).

If investment in brand equity leads to greater consumer retention, inelasticity to price increases,
and lower volatility of sales, it is expected that it will lead to greater firm profitability, and greater

In particular, the study of the links between customer satisfaction and stock market pricing has attracted much controversy,
providing mixed views and conflicting evidence (see, e.g., Aksoy et al. 2008; Ittner et al. 2009; Jacobson and Mizik 2009;
Tuli and Bharadwaj 2009).

The authors work with listed companies and two brand equity proprietary metrics models, Interbrand and EquiTrend.

By definition, this implies that brand equity is associated with earnings. An asset is a resource controlled by the entity
as a result of past events and from which future economic benefits are expected to flow (IASB International Accounting
Standards Board).
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earnings persistence. We study if this is the case by looking at the association between brand equity
and financial performance for a sample of Spanish unlisted firms.

Brand equity is measured from perspectives of Aaker (1991) and Keller (1993), both models have
elements in common but are different in the building of customer-based customer equity. In our main
tests, we use the models of Itiner and Larcker (1998) and Ittner et al. (2009) to study the association
between financial performance as measured by a number of accounting-based measures and brand
equity. This study represents progress in the research on the positive effects of brand equity in the
strategic planning and financial performance of unlisted firms.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The next section reviews the literature and
presents our predictions. Another section details the methods and presents the results. Finally, the last
section concludes.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development

The debate on whether marketing investments constitute intangible assets and how to
value them has been present in the accounting literature for decades (e.g., Abdel-Khalik 1975;
Hirschey and Weygandt 1985) and in the marketing literature more recently (e.g., Madden et al. 2006;
Rego et al. 2009; Johansson et al. 2012). In the last few years, in the multidisciplinary literature calls
for greater emphasis on the reporting and disclosure of non-financial measures, such as on customer
satisfaction, have been motivated by the widespread perception that marketing efforts are key drivers
of firm value (Srinivasan and Hanssens 2009; Livne et al. 2011).

In particular, recent research emphasizes the importance of brand equity. The concept of brand
equity has its origins in cognitive psychology (Aaker 1991, 1996; Keller 1993, 2002) as a measure of the
long-term results achieved by the investment made in the creation and strengthening of brands. Brand
equity represents the consumers’ perceptions and attitudes towards it. As noted in Campo et al. (2013),
perceptions are, in turn, a function both of organic sources, such as word-of-mouth recommendations,
and of induced sources, like the brand positioning created by the firm and its marketing communication.
Prior literature indicates that brand equity is a good measure of the effectiveness of brand investments.
In particular, Keller (2003) interprets brand equity as a bridge between the marketing efforts dedicated
in the past to the creation of a brand and their future results.

Although definitions of brands differ, the underlying notion is that a brand is a distinctive name
with which consumers have a high level of awareness and a willingness to pay either higher than
otherwise average prices or make higher than otherwise purchase frequency. Some of the benefits
of a brand name would be: greater loyalty, less vulnerability to competitive marketing actions and
economic crises, larger margins, less (more) elastic response to price increases (decreases), greater
trade cooperation and support, increased marketing communication effectiveness, or greater supply
chain power.

As argued in Barth et al. (1998), the net effect of all these positive consequences would be that
brand equity provides a firm with a higher level of operating earnings over time (relative to otherwise
unbranded firms). However, not all expenses incurred in promoting a brand result in brand equity.
Advertising efforts can misfire with dire consequences, and it is less obvious what the benefits of
brand equity are in smaller, unlisted firms, which do not have world-renowned brands, bringing into
question how brand equity increases operating performance and value for these firms.

Recent research in marketing has started to address related issues, by studying the links between
marketing and firm value (Srinivasan and Hanssens 2009), and more specifically, between brand
equity and stock performance. For example, brand equity has been introduced as a mediator
between different marketing variables (corporate social responsibility) and financial performance
(Malik and Kanwal 2018). However, despite some evidence on the positive effect of brand equity
on a firm’s market performance and risk (Madden et al. 2006; Rego et al. 2009), these prior studies
generally provide mixed results and inconclusive evidence on the links between brand equity and
financial measures. Although the studies that indicate a positive association between brand equity
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and stock returns or profit efficiency are important for understanding the link between branding and
shareholder value, they do not unequivocally demonstrate how precisely branding affects performance
directly, thereby leading to positive market consequences. Furthermore, results also show considerable
heterogeneity across industries (Mizik and Pavlov 2017).

We expect that brand equity improves financial performance by increasing the loyalty of existing
customers, reducing price elasticities, lowering marketing costs thorough positive word-of-mouth,
enhancing firm reputation and lowering transaction costs. Thus, we expect that brand equity leads to
greater consumer satisfaction, engagement and loyalty, and thus, to smoother, more predictable streams
of earnings. While not directly looking at brand equity, but studying the influence of marketing efforts
on profitability, prior research by Krasnikov et al. (2009) is consistent with the view that marketing
efforts can affect profitability. These authors show that firms that deploy consumer relationship
management have greater profit efficiency.

Given the above discussion, we test the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Brand equity is positively associated with firm financial performance in unlisted firms.

This hypothesis is tested using two different indicators of customer-based customer equity.
The first indicator based on the four dimensions of Aaker (1991) and the second indicator based on
the approach of Keller (1993). This is to establish whether the relationship between customer-based
customer equity and financial performance is independent or not of the indicators used to measure
brand equity.

3. Methods and Data

We study the association between brand equity and firm performance, and also whether firms
that invest more in brand equity benefit from smoother earnings streams, by looking at earnings
persistence. In this section, we first describe our proxy of brand equity, then we explain the models
used to test our hypotheses.

3.1. Measuring Brand Equity

There are two proxies used to measure customer-based customer equity. Both are measured with
a set of items from a survey of marketing managers of Spanish service firms. The items come from
previously validated scales. All items are measured using a Likert scale of 11 points from 0 (totally
disagree) to 10 (totally agree). Specifically, the items are: awareness (in its market, its brands are well
known); image (among their clients, their brand image is very good); perceived quality (among their
customers, the perceived quality of their brand is very good); and loyalty (their customers are very
loyal to their brand).

The first proxy is a variable that derives from the scale of Aaker (1991), which is calculated as an
average score of items that reflect the four components of the concept: awareness, image, perceived
quality, and loyalty. The second proxy is based on the model of Keller (1993), which is calculated as an
average score of items that reflect the two main components of the knowledge concept: awareness
and image.

3.2. Association between Brand Equity, Firm Performance and Earnings Persistence

We predict that firms that invest in brand equity will benefit from better performance. Prior work
by Johansson et al. (2012) provides evidence consistent with this claim, although their evidence is
indirect and focuses only on quoted firms. To ascertain the association between brand equity and firm
performance, we run the following simple model, based on the work of Ittner and Larcker (1998) and
Ittner et al. (2009):

Perfomance = « + 3 Brand Equity + 5 Controls + € 1)
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where, Performance is a proxy of firm performance, defined as accounting return-on-assets measured as
the decile rank of earnings before interest and tax expenses scales by lagged assets. It is also calculated
a proxy of Aaker’s brand equity and a proxy of Keller’s brand equity. In sensitivity analyses we also
use as indicators of brand equity its individual components as well as an average score of quality and
loyalty. Finally, controls is a vector of control variables derived from Ittner and Larcker (1998) and
Ittner et al. (2009) that may affect financial performance. In particular, in our first specification, we
control for firm size, measured as the natural logarithm of total assets; age, measured as the number of
years since the firm was first incorporated; and leverage as the ratio of total liabilities to total assets.

If brand equity is positively associated with enhanced firm performance, we expect that 5 will be
significantly positive in model (1), indicating that those firms that invest more in brand equity have
greater performance as measured by firm profitability.

3.3. Sample Selection and Data

To conduct our analysis we base our work on a sample of Spanish unquoted service firms that
responded to a questionnaire on brand equity. Our brand equity proxies come from this questionnaire,
which is described in detail in the section above. The 95% of firms of the sample declare that their
corporate brand contributes to improve the firm value but only the 39.8% of firms measure some
components of the customer-based customer equity and the 36% of firms affirm to assess the economic
or monetary value of their corporate brand.

Accounting data comes from Orbis. The sample consisted of 201 firms, including companies with
more than 50 employees (see Table 1).

Table 1. Population and sample.

Average Operating

Average Number of Percentage of
. Number of % of Incomes Lo 2
Industries . . Number of Companies in Companies in
Companies  Companies (Thousands of Employees the Sample the Sample
Euros Per Year) ploy 4 4
Accommodation and 1166 2030 11,709.95 198 61 3035
food service activities
Administrative and
support service 513 8.93 40,707.47 498 14 6.97
activities
Arts, entertainment 104 1.81 15,906.07 141 4 1.99
and recreation
Education 175 3.05 7442.72 132 9 4.48
_ Financial and 181 3.15 106,268.56 187 5 249
insurance activities
Information and
P 714 1243 103,321.54 360 16 7.96
communication
Professional, scientific
and technical activities 1167 20.31 26,354.54 212 41 20.40
Real estate activities 73 1.27 56,323.79 130 3 1.49

Retail trade, except of
motor vehicles 214 3.72 296,873.21 1470 8 3.98
and motorcycles

Supplies, sewerage,
waste management and 210 3.66 149,430.98 367 4 1.99
remediation activities

Transportation and
storage

Other services 179 3.12 7605.33 170 5 249

1049 18.26 48,112.45 309 31 15.42

For this sample, we collect all financial data. We require the availability of at least three years
of consecutive data to calculate earnings persistence measures (from t-2 to t). This results in a final
sample of 182 firms, and 1338 firm-year observations, albeit sample sizes change slightly in some of
our tests.
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Table 2 provides descriptive statistics of the main variables of interest. We provide descriptive
statistics for both the separate elements and two average scores; Aaker’s brand equity and Keller’s
brand equity. We also present evidence on an average score of brand equity, which aggregate perceived
quality and loyalty. Table 2 also contains descriptive evidence on the financial proxies of interest and
controls. The sample is composed of healthy firms. The mean firm is profitable, with a mean (median)
ROA of 0.04 (0.04), has low leverage and an age of 19 years. The evidence reported in Table 2 indicates
that there are a number of extreme values in the distribution of ROA and validates the use of a decile
rank measure to assess financial performance.

Table 2. Descriptive evidence.

Obs. Min. Quartilel Mean Median Std. Quartile3 Max.
Awareness 1338 20 6.0 7.4 8.0 1.7 8.0 10
Image 1338 4.0 7.0 7.8 8.0 13 9.0 10
Quality 1338 5.0 7.0 7.9 8.0 1.1 9.0 10
Loyalty 1338 3.0 6.0 7.3 7.0 14 8.0 10
A’s BE 1338 45 6.8 7.6 7.5 1.1 8.5 10
Keller’s BE 1338 35 6.5 7.6 7.5 1.3 8.5 10
Q+L quaEQ_QL 1338 5.0 7.0 7.6 7.5 1.1 8.5 10
(@ 1338 0.0 3.3 47 47 1.9 6.0 9.3
ROA 1237 —1.68 0.00 0.04 0.04 0.15 0.08 0.66
ROA4 1237 -1.27 0.00 0.05 0.04 0.14 0.09 0.66

P 1237 1.00 3.00 5.01 5.00 2.77 7.00 10.00

Age 1237 1 10 19 17 16 24 130

Size 1237 0.10 8.26 9.10 9.06 1.30 9.83 16.10
Leverage 1237 0.00 0.01 0.17 0.09 0.21 0.27 1.21

Notes: BE: Brand Equity. Q+L: Brand Equity as average of quality and loyalty. IC: Composite measure of industry
competition. The composite measure of industry competition is obtained from the survey. ROA is earnings before
interest and tax expenses scaled by lagged assets. A’s BE: Aaker’s brand equity. P: Perform is a decile rank
transformation of ROA. Age is the number of years since the firm was incorporated. Size is the natural logarithm of
firm total sales. Leverage is the ratio of firm total liabilities to total assets. Obs.: Observations. Min.: Minimum. Std.:
Standard Deviation. Max.: Maximum.

Table 3 contains the correlation matrix. As expected, all components of brand equity are positively
associated with firm performance, with all correlations being statistically significant. Also, as expected,
there are high correlations between the individual components of brand equity and between the
individual components and the aggregate measure (Aaker’s brand equity). The strongest individual
correlation is between quality and perform (correlation = 0.150, p-value < 0.01). ROA is highly
correlated to lagged ROA, indicating a high persistence of financial performance, consistent with the
arguments in Ittner et al. (2009). All other correlations are as expected, and below 0.05. Indeed, the
highest one is between age and size (correlation = 0.324, p-value < 0.01), which is as expected, as with
age, firms tend to grown larger.

Table 3. Correlation matrix.

P A 1 Q L A’s BE IC P4 Age Size
Awareness 0.079
0.01
Image 0.101 0.624
0.00 0.00

Quality 0.150 0.531 0.729
0.00 0.00 0.00
Loyalty 0.096 0.547 0.580 0.496
0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Aaker’s BE 0.124 0.843 0.874 0.803 0.793
0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
IC 0.119 0.017  —0.045  0.081 0.105 0.045
0.00 0.54 0.11 0.00 0.00 0.12
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Table 3. Cont.

P A I Q L A’s BE IC Py Age Size
ROA 0.554 0.047 0.049 0.103 0.068 0.077 0.057
0.00 0.10 0.09 0.00 0.02 0.01 0.04
Age —0.111 0.139 0.127 0.150 0.048 0.139 0.024 —0.052
0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.09 0.00 0.40 0.07
Size 0.008 0.126 0.056 0.095 0.027 0.094 0.136 0.016 0.324
0.77 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.34 0.00 0.00 0.58 0.00
Leverage —-0225 —0.098 —0.074 —0.101 —0.157 —0.130 —0.050 —0.131 0.000 —0.094

0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.08 0.00 0.99 0.00

Notes: See Table 2 for variable definitions. P: Perform. A: Awareness. I: Image. Q: Quality. L: Loyalty. A’s BE:
Aaker’s brand equity.

4. Results

4.1. Association between Brand Equity and Financial Performance

In our main tests, we regress performance on measures of brand equity and controls. Table 4
reports results of running model (1) using the individual components of brand equity first, and then,
the aggregate scores. We run model (1) using data-panel techniques and clustering the standard
errors both at the firm and year level, following Petersen (2009). This is the same method used in
Ittner et al. (2009) to correct for both serial and cross-sectional dependence. Considering the brand
equity components used, perceived quality is significant, which is consistent with the evidence reported
in the correlation table (coefficient = 0.405, p-value < 0.01 for quality). Between the two aggregate
scores, Aaker’s brand equity presents highly significant results, while hardly any of Keller’s brand
equity reaches an acceptable level of significance. Herein, we conduct all analyzes with the scale of
Aaker’s brand equity model.

Table 4. Relation between brand equity (and components) and performance.

Coeff Coeff Coeff Coeff Coeff Coeff Coeff
t-stat t-stat t-stat t-stat t-stat t-stat t-stat
Intercept 3.865 *** 3.038 *** 4.416 *** 4.416 *** 3.825 *** 2.292 *#* 3.981 ***
4.07 2.78 5.52 5.52 4.16 2.18 4.54
Aaker’s brand equity 0.323 **
2.19
Keller’s brand equity 0.215
1.68
BE as average of quality and loyalty 0.381 **
2.59
Awareness 0.146
133
Image 0.214
1.80
Quality 0.405 ***
2.99
Loyalty 0.206
1.68
Observations 1338 1338 1338 1338 1338 1338 1338
R-square 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.01

Notes: Coeff. t-stat: t-statistic coefficient. BE: brand equity. ***, and ** indicate coefficients are significant at the 1%
and 5%

Table 5 presents results from our main tests. The evidence is presented in four columns. The first
column incorporates industry competition as an additional control, the second column contains the
full model, as based on Ittner and Larcker (1998), where we also incorporate age, size and leverage as
controls for firm performance. Finally, we run two additional variations of the model, including lagged
performance and industry dummies. As before, all standard errors are clustered at the firm and year
level. Our main variable of interest is Aaker’s brand equity. If firms that have greater brand equity
have superior financial performance, we predict Aaker’s brand equity to be significantly positive.
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The results from Table 4 Panel B confirm this intuition. Aaker’s brand equity is consistently positive
and significant across all model specifications. The last two specifications contain lagged performance
as a control. As predicted, the coefficient on this variable is positive and significant, confirming the
importance of controlling for prior year performance, and consistent with prior research that indicates
that performance is very persistent (see, e.g., Penman 1992). In the last specification, where we include
industry dummies, R-square rises to 0.404, indicating an adequate fit of the model. Also note that, in
this model, industry competition is no longer significant, validating its use as a control for differences
across industries. Overall, the results reported in Panels A and B of Table 4 strongly indicate a positive
association between brand equity and financial performance, as measured by firm return on assets.

Table 5. Brand equity and performance, and controls.

Coeff Coeff Coeff Coeff
t-stat t-stat t-stat t-stat
Intercept 2.381** 3.401 ** 3.587 *** 2.865 ***
2.22 2.32 3.22 2.95
Aaker’s brand equity 0.298 ** 0.276 ** 0.186 ** 0.192 **
2.11 2.00 1.96 2.08
Industry competition 0.169 ** 0.157 ** 0.119 ** 0.030
2.39 2.19 2.47 0.58
Age —0.024 ** —0.017 ** —0.008
—2.52 —2.42 -117
Size 0.015 0.010 —0.001
0.11 0.10 —0.01
Leverage —2.812 *** —2.010 *** —1.321 ***
—4.46 —3.86 —2.93
ROA; 10.28 *** 9.63 ***
6.88 7.88
Industry dummies Included
Observations 1237 1237 1237 1237
R-square 0.03 0.09 0.35 0.40

Notes: ***, and ** indicate coefficients are significant at the 1% and 5% or better levels, using a two-tail test.
See Table 1 for variable definitions. Coeff. t-stat.: t-statistic coefficient.

4.2. Sensitivity Analyses

To check the robustness of our findings, we conduct a number of sensitivity analyses. First of all,
we repeat our main analyses focusing on an alternative performance indicator: earnings persistence.
Finally, we use alternative definitions of performance. In this section, we explain each of these
robustness checks in turn.

4.3. Analysis of Earnings Persistence

To further understand how brand equity affects financial performance, we look at the association
between brand equity and earnings persistence. As argued in Frankel and Litov (2009), understanding
the factors that drive earnings persistence is of practical importance, since such knowledge is key for
earnings prediction and thus, for equity valuation. To test whether brand equity is one such factor,
we modify the simple method described in Frankel and Litov (2009) and Dichev and Tang (2009) and
regress current earnings on 1-year lagged earnings and brand equity, as follows:

Performancet = « + 31 ROA; + 32 Aaker’s brand equity + 33 ROA; *

2
Aaker’s brand equity + et @

where ROA is defined as earnings before interest and tax expenses deflated by lagged total assets
and Aaker’s brand equity has already been defined. The coefficient of interest in model (2) is
33 which captures the incremental persistence of earnings in firms that invest in brand equity.
This coefficient is expected to be significantly positive, indicating that firms that invest in brand
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equity have more persistent earnings streams. Given our prior prediction, we expect 32 will be also
positive, indicating that, overall, greater investment in brand equity is associated with greater firm
performance. As additional specifications, we add control variables to model (2) following prior
research, and consistent with model (1) above. The results from this analysis are reported in Table 6.

Table 6. Sensitivity analyses. Brand equity and persistence of performance.

Coeff Coeff Coeff
t-stat t-stat t-stat
Intercept 4.583 *** 4.670 *** 4.042 ***
4.85 3.64 3.67
Aaker’s brand equity 0.032 0.029 0.012
0.26 0.24 0.10
ROA; —13.219 —11.291 —11.442
—1.55 —1.43 0.118
Aaker’s brand equity*ROA.; 3.378 *** 3.035 *** 2.954 ***
3.14 3.03 3.14
Industry Competition 0.101 ** 0.021
243 0.47
Age —0.015** —0.007
—2.28 —1.04
Size 0.014 0.01
0.14 0.15
Leverage —1.943 *** —1.362 ***
—4.01 -3.13
Industry dummies Included
Observations 1237 1237 1237
R-square 0.34 0.37 0.41

Note: ***, and ** indicate coefficients are significant at the 1% and 5% or better levels.

We report three specifications, one with only the main variables of interest, one with controls, and
a final one with industry dummies. As before, we use the panel data estimation technique, clustering
the standard errors at the firm and year levels. Our main coefficient of interest is 33 that captures the
incremental persistence of earnings in firms that have greater brand equity. If brand equity leads to
greater earnings persistence, this coefficient is expected to be significantly positive. The results from
this test confirm that brand equity is positively associated with earnings persistence. The interaction
is significantly positive across all three specifications (coefficient = 3.378, p-value < 0.01 in column 1,
coefficient = 3.035, p-value < 0.01 in column 2, and coefficient = 2.954, p-value < 0.01 in column 3).

4.4. Alternative Definition of Performance

In our final sensitivity analysis, we repeat our main analyses using three alternative definitions
of performance, the first one is future profitability (defined as before, but measured in t + 1), and the
second and third ones are measures of profitability incorporated after interest charges (profit before
tax) and bottom line earnings (net income). Results from this test are reported on Table 7 and are
consistent with our previous finding, confirming the positive association between brand equity and
financial performance.
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Table 7. Sensitivity analyses. Alternative definitions of performance.

Perform1 Perform2 Perform3
Coeff Coeff Coeff
t-stat t-stat t-stat
Intercept 3.494 *** 3.570 *** 4.067 ***
3.51 4.15 4.55
Aaker’s brand equity 0.227 ** 0.185 ** 0.158
191 1.92 1.74
Industry Competition 0.030 0.045 0.037
0.53 0.88 0.66
Age —0.010 —0.011 —0.014
-1.23 —1.39 —1.55
Size —0.049 0.031 0.036
—0.45 0.30 0.36
Leverage —1.130 *** —2.465 *** —2.777 ***
—2.97 —4.07 —5.16
ROA 6.956 *** 7.802 *** 8.022 ***
7.07 8.01 413
Industry dummies Included Included Included
Observations 1081 1237 1236
R-square 0.33 0.44 0.40

Notes: ***, and ** indicate coefficients are significant at the 1% and 5% or better levels, using a two-tail test.
See Table 1 for variable definitions. Coeff. t-stat.: t-statistic coefficient.

5. Discussion

We study the association between brand equity and financial performance in unlisted (non-quoted)
firms. This association has not been explored in detail in prior work, albeit some recent research
indicates that a positive association exists between brand equity and measures of market value and
performance of the listed firms and with global strong brands. Our results indicate that unlisted firms
that invest more in brand equity have stronger financial performance, more earnings persistence and
greater future profitability. This is consistent with brand equity serving to create value for firms and
with the importance of brand equity in the strategic planning of unlisted firms.

We show that brand equity is strongly and positively associated with financial performance,
both over long and short windows. The positive relationship between brand equity and financial
performance is stronger and more significant when measured with the model of Aaker (1991) than
when modeled of Keller (1993). Our results indicate that, considering the four components of brand
equity, it is quality that shows the strongest association with financial performance. These results
are robust to the inclusion of a number of additional control variables and alternative definitions of
financial performance. We also show that firms with greater equity show greater earnings persistence,
as measured using models consistent with Frankel and Litov (2009) and Dichev and Tang (2009).

Our study contributes to prior research along a number of dimensions. First, it provides evidence
on the relevance of brands for unlisted firms, by showing that brand equity is associated with
financial performance even in firms that are not quoted and do not have world-recognized brands.
Moreover, this association is stronger when the brand equity component of perceived quality is
included. In particular, we find that the quality component is mainly related to these positive economic
consequences. Second, we contribute to the literature that links brand equity and firm value, by
providing evidence on the association between brands and accounting-based measures of performance,
across different windows and financial indicators. Finally, the evidence on earnings persistence is
particularly relevant, as it potentially sheds light on the existing debate on the association between
brand equity and stock markets. To the extent that firms with greater brand equity have more persistent
earnings, current earnings contain greater information about future earnings, thus potentially leading
to stronger association between brand measures and market returns. In addition, the results add to the
growing literature in accounting on the determinants of earnings volatility and earnings predictability.
This is relevant as a number of prior studies hinge on the prediction of earnings. Valuation research
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typically uses projections of earnings to derive estimates of firm and equity value. These studies
are concerned with understanding what firm characteristics may help in the projection of future
fundamentals and, particularly, of future earnings (Dichev and Tang 2009). Analysts and other market
participants are continuously looking for information that may help them more accurately predict
earnings. The results reported in this paper would suggest that brands are a key component of
this information.
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Abstract: Customer loyalty is a topic of great interest for marketing scholars due to its importance in
gaining sustainable competitive advantages and financial outcomes. Literature is prolific of works
regarding customer loyalty and brand management. In order to improve the quantity and quality
of research publications, research themes mapping of published studies is required. The aim of this
paper is to provide scholars with a systematization and mapping of the contributions on this topic to
develop an effective research road map for future research. A bibliometric analysis and a mapping
study have been conducted on 337 publications on customer loyalty and brand management from
2000 to 2018. The results present the most cited works on the topic, an evaluation map showing the
most frequent and cited words and six clusters of words based on their co-occurrence. From the
analysis of the clusters, the most relevant research findings, trends, and issues emerge, suggesting
interesting theoretical and practical implications.

Keywords: customer loyalty; brand; satisfaction; commitment; trust; engagement; bibliometric
analysis; mapping study

1. Introduction

Customer loyalty is one of the most debated topics in marketing literature of last decades.
The great interest in customer loyalty can be attributed to its importance in achieving sustainable
competitive advantages and financial outcomes (Gronroos 2009). Customer loyalty refers to positive
attitudes of customers toward a company or brand that result in repeated repurchasing behaviors and
in a lower customer sensitivity to the price and the offerings of competitors (Anderson and Srinivasan
2003). Loyal customers are more profitable than a new one, since they spend more with the firm and
have lower servicing costs (Richard and Zhang 2012). Hence, managing and enhancing customer
loyalty becomes a strategic imperative for firms.

Brand acquires great importance in improving customer loyalty through the effective management
of the brand awareness and brand image (Han et al. 2008). The emotional attachment towards a brand
creates affective commitment that encourages consumers to constantly rely on a specific brand’s
offering (Gustafsson et al. 2005; Lee et al. 2007), repurchase the same brand, spread good words,
and not visit competitor’s stores (Han et al. 2018). These behaviors ultimately result in customer
loyalty (Evanschitzky et al. 2006; Fullerton 2005; Iglesias et al. 2011; Mattila 2001).

The interest in customer loyalty has resulted in a large number of contributions on this topic.
Literature shows interesting advancements in its understanding and conceptualization. However,
to date, further efforts are required of scholars (Nguyen et al. 2018; Shahid Igbal et al. 2018; Sitorus and
Yustisia 2018). The reason is that customer loyalty is a complex and multifaceted concept involving
dynamic interactions and exchanges (Dick and Basu 1994). It is a multidimensional construct and
some difficulties emerge in identifying its dimensions and operationalize them. First of all, customer
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loyalty can be defined as a combination of attitudinal and behavioral dimensions that create difficulties
in analyzing it (Richard and Zhang 2012). Second, a large amount of research has been devoted
to investigating its antecedents and consequences (Han et al. 2008; Pan et al. 2012) because loyalty
is related to other complex variables like consumer involvement, trust, satisfaction, commitment,
and engagement (Ball et al. 2004; Huang et al. 2006; Hajli et al. 2017). Moreover, in last years,
the evolution of consumers and the development of social media have profoundly changed the
consumers’ behaviors and the way that they interact with other consumers and with the firm itself
(Dolan et al. 2016; Gensler et al. 2013; Pentina et al. 2013).

For scholars, therefore, it is not easy to identify the directions to which address their efforts
aimed at contributing to the advancement of the research on this topic. This paper aims to provide an
overview of the research findings and trends by mapping the research field in clusters able to guide
the researcher to the most influential works, results, and issues that need more insights.

With this end, this paper offers a bibliometric analysis and a mapping study of the works on
customer loyalty and brand management.

Traditionally, researchers have analyzed earlier findings using two methods: the qualitative
approach of a structured literature review and the quantitative approach of meta-analysis (Schmidt
2008). In last years, thanks to the introduction of online databases with citation data (e.g., Web Of
Science) and the proliferation of software for conducting bibliometric analyses (e.g., ScIMAT and
BibExcel), bibliometric methods have spread.

Bibliometric methods use a quantitative approach for the description, evaluation, and monitoring
of published research. These methods, by using a systematic, transparent, and reproducible review
process, allow the overcoming of the limits of narrative literature reviews, which often lack rigor and
are exposed to bias by the researcher (Tranfield et al. 2003).

As highlighted by Zupic and Cater (2015), bibliometric methods have been widely used to map
the fields of strategic management since 1999. In the field of customer loyalty, Siemieniako (2018)
provides a bibliometric analysis of scientific works published in the Scopus database in the period from
2003 to 2017; the analysis is focused only on the customer loyalty in the business-to-business context.
With regard to the topic of brand management, some bibliometric analyses have been conducted,
particularly on the consumer brand relationships (Fetscherin and Heinrich 2015), on brand personality
(Llanos-Herrera and Merigo 2018; Radler 2018), and on corporate branding (Fetscherin and Usunier
2012). This work contributes to the previous knowledge by analyzing customer loyalty for both the B2B
and B2C contexts, with a focus on the relationships between customer loyalty and brand management.

Among the different bibliometric methods, this paper adopts the science mapping, which allow
for mapping the cognitive structure and evolution of scientific fields and disciplines (Noyons et al.
1999) producing a spatial representation of them (Calero Medina and Leeuwen 2012; Small 1999).
Based on the citation index, the most important papers on customer loyalty and brand management
have been identified and analyzed to display the structural and dynamic aspects of scientific research
(Borner et al. 2003; Morris and Van der Veer Martens 2008). In a second phase, the different works have
been clustered on the basis of the words co-occurrence and each cluster has been analyzed to facilitate
the identification of the relationships between each dimension involved.

This work is organized, as follows: first, the method used is described; second, results are
illustrated and then discussed; finally, conclusions, theoretical and practical implications are provided.

2. Materials and Methods

This work is based on a bibliometric analysis and mapping study of the contributions about
customer loyalty and brand management.

Document information was recovered from the Web of Science’s (WOS) SCI-Expanded by
Thomson Reuters. This database was chosen because it offers a significant advantage being
multidisciplinary and including social sciences literature (Norris and Oppenheim 2007).
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The analysis was carried out by searching for the Topic: (customer loyalty AND brand
management), refined by: Web of Science Categories = (Business or Management) AND Document
Types = (Article or Review or Book Chapter), using Indexes = Sci-Expanded, SSCI, A&HCI, CPCI-S,
CPCI-SSH, BKCI-S, BKCI-SSH, ESCI, CCR-Expanded, IC (Waltman 2016). The search was conducted
during September 2018 within the Timespan = 2000-2018 because a substantial presence of works on
the subject was detected only starting from 2000 (only four works were found in all the “90s).

Results have been collected in a unique database containing the variables of authors, language,
year of publication, type of research, country, keywords, and cited references in each of the publications
included in the search.

First, a bibliometric analysis was conducted to identify the total publications by year, the sum
of times cited by year, the most cited authors, and productive countries. A top ten of the most
cited publications was created. Subsequently, the scientific mapping study was carried out using the
software SciMAT, developed by the “SECABA” group from the University of Granada, which allows
the construction of scientific maps as well as a better visualization of the evolution within a scientific
area (Cobo et al. 2012). SciMAT provides different modules that help the analyst conduct a science
mapping workflow: a module that is dedicated to the management of the knowledge base and its
entities, a module responsible for conducting the science mapping analysis, and a module to visualize
the generated results and maps (Cobo et al. 2012).

To perform the analysis, the following configuration in SciMAT was established: word as the
unit of analysis, co-occurrence analysis as the tool to build the networks, equivalence index as the
similarity measure to normalize the networks, Jaccard index as the evolution measure, Inclusion index
as the overlapping measure, the H-Index to detect the relevance, and the simple centers algorithm
as the clustering algorithm to detect the clusters (Castillo-Vergara et al. 2018). The analysis provides
an evaluation map for the topic “customer loyalty and brand management” with the most occurring
words and their relevance in the publications analyzed. The relevance of the words was established on
the basis of three measures: documents count, H-Index, and sum citations. For each relevant word
of the analysis, a cluster of the related words was created, graphically showing the relevance of each
word in the cluster and the links between each one.

3. Results

3.1. Bibliometric Analysis

The search on Web of Science yielded 337 publications on customer loyalty and brand
management. Publications started from 2000 and grew exponentially, reaching a pick in 2017. Because
the search was conducted in September 2018, data related to the year 2018 are not complete but looking
at the trend, it is assumed a confirmation of growth also for this year (Figure 1). Citations of works
about customer loyalty and brand management date back to 2002 and then grew over the years,
showing a constant growth rate (Figure 1).

Total Publications by Year Sum of Times Cited by Year

Figure 1. Publications and citations distribution by year.
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Among the most productive authors, we find Heiner Evanschitzky, Sunil Gupta, and Peter C.
Verhoef and most of the works have been published in the United States (Figure 2).

Most Productive Authors

st

L gymomt

Most Productive Countries

Figure 2. Most productive Authors and Countries.

The study of customer loyalty and brand management is transversal to different fields of study in
the research areas of management and business, belonging to both the B2C and B2B contexts; the main
ones are listed in the Table 1.

Table 1. Fields of study.

Field of Study Most Relevant Works
Retail (Chiou et al. 2010; Baltas et al. 2010)
e-Commerce (Jin et al. 2008; Ng 2013; Chen et al. 2009)
Social media (Gamboa and Gongalves 2014; Van Doorn et al. 2010; Zhang and Luo 2016)
Service sector (Cassia et al. 2017; Han et al. 2008; Caruana 2002)
Hospitality & Tourism (Chen and Myagmarsuren 2010; Horng et al. 2012; Huang et al. 2006)

Table 2 shows a top ten of the most cited works about customer loyalty and brand management.
From the analysis of these works, it is possible to identify the most relevant research topics in the
literature on customer loyalty. First of all, it should be noted that there is a strong interest from
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the scientific community in the attempts of identification and operationalization of the dimensions
of customer loyalty and their links with other variables related to the consumer, like satisfaction
and engagement, or to the company, like reputation and brand image. Particularly, the work of
McAlexander et al. (2002) tries to conceptualize customer loyalty as integration in a brand community
and it received 894 citations since its publication. A great interest is also shown by scholars towards
customer engagement behaviors (CEBs), defined as the customers’ behavioral manifestation toward
a brand or firm, beyond purchase, that results from motivational drivers (Van Doorn et al. 2010).
The attention is on the antecedents, impediments, and firm consequences of customer engagement
(Verhoef et al. 2010).

Table 2. Top 10 of the most cited works on customer loyalty and brand.

Publication . Total Average
Authors Year Title Citations per Year

McAlexander, J.H.;

Schouten, J.W.; Koenig, H.F. 2002 Building brand community 894 52.59

Van Doorn, J.; Lemon, K.N.;
Mittal, V.; Nass, S.; Pick, D.; 2010
Pirner, P.; Verhoef, P.C.

Customer Engagement Behavior: Theoretical

Foundations and Research Directions 518 57.56

Understanding the customer base of service
2000 providers: An examination of the differences 429 22.58
between switchers and stayers

Ganesh, J.; Arnold, M.J.;
Reynolds, K.E.

Relationship quality as a predictor of B2B

Rauyruen, P.; Miller, K.E. 2007 297 24.75
customer loyalty
Johnson, M.D.; Herrmann, . . .
A.; Huber, E. 2006 The evolution of loyalty intentions 278 21.38
Yi, YJ.; Jeon, H. 2003 Effects of loyalty programs on value 245 15.31

perception, program loyalty, and brand loyalty

A longitudinal analysis of customer satisfaction
2007 and share of wallet: Investigating the 243 20.25
moderating effect of customer characteristics

Cooil, B.; Keiningham, T.L.;
Aksoy, L.; Hsu, M.

Verhoef, P.C.; Reinartz, W.J.; 2010 Customer Engagement as a New Perspective in

Krafft, M. Customer Management 220 2444

The influence of brand image and company
Cretu, A.E.; Brodie, R.]. 2007 reputation where manufacturers market to 220 18.33
small firms: A customer value perspective

What influences the relationship between
customer satisfaction and repurchase intention?
Investigating the effects of adjusted
expectations and customer loyalty

Yi, YJ.; La,S. 2004

In the same way, many authors have found useful for their research the study of Ganesh et al.
(2000), which provides insights for a deeper understanding of the customer base in order to target
the customer retention and loyalty-building efforts to the right customers. Another study of interest
concerns the dimensions of relationship quality that can explain the influence of relationships on
customer loyalty in terms of behavioral aspects (purchase intentions) and attitudinal loyalty (Rauyruen
and Miller 2007); trust, commitment, satisfaction, and service quality are considered among the most
important relationship quality dimensions. From the analysis of the selected publications, it also
emerges a great scientific interest about the drivers of customer loyalty intentions toward the brand as
variables that mediate the effects of value on intentions (Johnson et al. 2006). Other debated themes
are the relationship between customer satisfaction and customer retention as the primary measure of
loyalty (Cooil et al. 2007) and the influences of brand image and company reputation on customers’
perceptions of quality, customer value, and customer loyalty (Cretu and Brodie 2007).

Finally, other most cited works investigate how loyalty influences the relationship between
customer satisfaction and repurchase intention (Yi and La 2004), and how reward schemes of a loyalty
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program influence the perceived value of the program and how value perception of the loyalty program
affects customer loyalty (Yi and Jeon 2003).

3.2. Mapping Study

From the scientific mapping study, an evaluation map emerged showing six relevant nodes.
These nodes represent the most frequent words in the analyzed documents, as well as the most
cited and relevant ones that are based on H-Index. As Figure 3 shows, customer satisfaction
is the most frequent, relevant, and cited topic in the works on customer loyalty and brand
management, followed by consumer trust, brand community, consumer perceptions, consumer
behavior, and competitive advantage.

Documents Count H-Index Sum Citations

USTOMER SATISFACTION USTOMER SATISFACTION ZRIUNE SAIE IO

0co NSUMER-TRUST

OEMND -COMMUNITY
OCO NSUMER-PERCEPTIONS
(QCONSUMER-BEHAVIOR

OCCMPEYI TIVE-ADVANTAGE

OCONSUH ER-TRUST

Osmn-conuuum

OCONSUH ER-PERCEPTIONS

OCGNSI.IM ER-BEHAVIOR

OCDHFI:TITIVE-A DVANTAGE

O(umsu MER-TRUST

OBMND-COHHLINITY
OCONSIJM ER-PERCEFTIONS
oCONSUM ER-BEHAVIOR

occm PETITIVE-ADVANTAGE

Figure 3. Evolution map.

At each node, the software identified a cluster of related words.

The first cluster shows a high correlation between the words customer satisfaction and customer
loyalty (Figure 4). Customer satisfaction, as a measure of the perceived quality, is considered to
be the basis for the customer loyalty to the firm, and, in most cases to the brand, able to predict
behavioral intentions of customers such as purchasing intentions. The majority of works in this area
adopt a quantitative method proposing empirical models able to operationalize and measure these
constructs. Customer loyalty, satisfaction, and intentions are generally operationalized as second
order constructs and the correlations between them are generally analyzed through the method of the
structural equation modelling.

The second cluster detects a high correlation in the papers that were analyzed between the
words consumer trust and consumer commitment (Figure 4). Particularly, in most cases, trust is
considered to be an antecedent of consumer commitment. Several works attribute the increasing in
trust and commitment to the Customer Relationship Management (CRM) policies of the firm aimed at
influencing the perceived value of consumers. Others consider commitment and trust key elements
of relationship marketing, and not only consequences, because they encourage marketers to work at
preserving relationship investments. CRM, by increasing consumer commitment and trust, creates
positive effects on the firm performance. These issues are mostly studied in the e-commerce context.
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Cluster 1 *: Customer Satisfaction Cluster 2 **: Consumer Trust

c@

-.,_‘_HHH

¢ R
cone FTMENT

Node Most cited work Node Most cited work
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Figure 4. Cluster 1 and cluster 2 (Chumpitaz Caceres and Paparoidamis 2007; Kumara and Shah 2004).

The central node of the third cluster is the brand community (Figure 5). A brand community
is generally defined as a customer—customer-brand triad (Muniz and O’guinn 2001). The social
aggregation of brand users and their relationships to the brand itself spread widely thanks to social
media that favor interactions and information sharing. Participation in a brand community represents
one of the main expressions of customer engagement that in these contexts is manifested through
behaviors, such as the word-of-mouth. The interactions between consumers and companies within the
brand communities often take the form of value co-creation paths. Value co-creation was introduced
by the Service-Dominat logic (Vargo and Lusch 2004, 2008), which defines it as the creation of a joint
value through the application of competences and the integration of resources between the firm and
the customer.

In cluster 4, consumer-perception is the concept around which many other topics are analyzed
(Figure 5). Consumers’ perceptions about a company are mainly determined by the brand image but
also by the brand equity. Brand equity represents the customer’s subjective and intangible perceptions
and attitudes about the brand and it tends to represent the emotional and irrational aspects of the
market offering that connect the customer with the brand. Consumers’ perceptions are also affected by
the corporate social responsibility of the firm, which positively influences the benefit and the value
perceived by the consumer in the company’s offer, the judgment of fairness in the price differential
charged for it, and his/her buying intention, in a context where the socially responsible firm practices
a price higher than the competition. Positive consumers’ perceptions about a firm or a brand represent
a determinant of the purchase intentions, thus increasing the customer value.
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Figure 5. Cluster 3 and cluster 4.

Cluster 5 is focused on the consumer behaviors that depend on the customer involvement and
the customer experience with the brand (Figure 6). Customer involvement motivates consumers
to identify with product/service offerings, their consumption patterns, and consumption behavior.
Involvement creates an urge within consumers to look for and think about the product/service category
and the varying options before making decisions on brand preferences and the final act of purchase.
It determinates the amount of physical and mental effort that a consumer puts into a purchase decision,
thus influencing the decision-making process of consumers, particularly the purchasing decisions.
These decisions also influence the choice of the store, for this reason these variables are studied above
all in the retail context.

Finally, in cluster 6 the central node is represented by the competitive advantage of the firm
(Figure 6). The achievement of a sustainable competitive advantage depends on the ability of the firm
to increase the switching costs for the customers to dissuade them from switching to a competitor’s
product, brand, or services and thus enhancing the customer retention. Greater customer retention
as well as lower customer sensitivity to company’s prices have positive effects on customer equity
in terms of the total combined customer lifetime values of the company’s customers. Finally, firm
reputation is one of the most important intangible resources for competitive advantage, because it
possesses rarity, value, non-substitutability, and imperfect immutability. Firm reputation influences
the perception of the company that is held by consumers, favorably influences new products amongst
consumers making purchasing decisions that are more likely to take a risk on a new product if they
already know and trust a company with a strong reputation.
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Figure 6. Cluster 5 and cluster 6.

4. Discussion

4.1. Towards a Better Understanding of Customer Loyalty

Customer loyalty, which generally refers to the strong commitment to repurchase a preferred
product or service (Kim et al. 2018b), is one of the most debated topics in management and marketing
literature. The interest of scholars about customer loyalty started from 2000 and it is still growing
in the scientific community. By analyzing the contributions in this research area, it emerges that the
interest of scholars is focused on the analysis of the attitudinal and behavioral dimensions of customer
loyalty (Oliver 2014), its antecedents and consequences (Kim et al. 2018c), the evolution of the concept
after social changes and ITCs advancements (Yoshida et al. 2018), and on the different strategies that
are implemented by companies for its enhancement (Han et al. 2018).

Attitudinal loyalty refers to the customer attachment to a product, brand, or organization
(McManus and Guilding 2008), price tolerance (Sanchez et al. 2011), and purchase intention (Kim
and Ko 2012). These variables allow for estimating consumers’ future behaviors on the basis of their
attitudes (Kim and Lee 2009; Kim and Ko 2010).

The behavioral component of loyalty focuses on repeated purchases (Richard and Zhang 2012),
positive word-of-mouth (Hajli et al. 2017), and customer equity (Kim and Ko 2012).

Among the principal antecedents of customer loyalty, authors recognize customer satisfaction,
commitment, and trust. Customer satisfaction is the principal variable that is related to customer
loyalty, since several authors state that satisfied customers tend to remain loyal to a firm or brand
(Schultz and Bailey 2000; Caruana 2002; Chumpitaz and Paparoidamis 2004; Smith and Wright 2004;
Huang et al. 2006; Richard and Zhang 2012). Customer satisfaction is defined as the positive evaluation
of the consumption experience (Anderson et al. 2004), which derives by the difference between the
prior expectations and the perceptions after consumption (Tu et al. 2012). Several studies show the
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positive correlation between satisfaction and loyalty (Chen 2008; Chang and Hung 2013; Nesset and
Helgesen 2014; Akamavi et al. 2015) and the results of some empirical analyses indicate that customer
satisfaction exerts stronger effects on the behavioral loyalty (Rajaguru 2016; Koklic et al. 2017; Shahid
Igbal et al. 2018). Both cognitive and affective satisfaction are considered when they are related to
customer loyalty (Coursaris and Osch 2016; Gallarza et al. 2016).

Satisfaction enhances commitment because satisfied customers are more favorable to continue
the relationship (Ranaweera and Menon 2013; Jeong and Oh 2017), enjoying benefits like reduced
search cost and lower perceived risks (Hess and Story 2005). Relationship commitment is defined as
the development of a relationship based on cooperative sentiments, strong preference for existing
partners, and propensity for relation continuity (Han et al. 2018).

According to Hajli et al. (2017), consumer trust is another dimension that is able to improve the
relationship quality, thus positively affecting customer relationship commitment and customer loyalty
(Huang et al. 2006; Ng 2013). Consumer trust refers to the credibility and reliability of the company
that determine the conviction in consumers that the company will provide the promised product or
service as expected (Sirdeshmukh et al. 2002). In sum, from the literature emerges that customers’
loyalty towards a firm or brand increases as trust, commitment, and satisfaction levels increase (Sitorus
and Yustisia 2018).

In past decade, the interest of scholars focused on another dimension strongly related to those
described above, which is customer engagement. Customer engagement is defined as the intensity of
the customer’s participation in the relationship with the organization (Patterson et al. 2006). Several
authors have considered as consequences of customer engagement the dimensions of trust (Casalo et
al. 2007; Hollebeek 2011), satisfaction (Bowden 2009a), commitment (Chan and Li 2010), and loyalty
(Bowden 2009a, 2009b). Bowden (2009a) describes engagement as an iterative process that starts with
customer satisfaction, transits for commitment and trust, and culminates in customer loyalty.

Related to the concept of customer engagement, value co-creation is proposed as a process
for engaging customers in creating value (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004) transforming them
from passive customers to active players (Vargo and Lusch 2004). Value co-creation is defined by
Service-Dominant logic as the application of competences and the integration of resources between
users and providers during service delivery (Vargo and Lusch 2004, 2008).

Studies on customer engagement have increased with the development of the social media
(Gummerus et al. 2012; Sashi 2012; Zhang and Luo 2016) that facilitate the interactions (Wirtz et al.
2013), collaboration (Laroche et al. 2012), and participation (Algesheimer et al. 2005) between customers
and other members of the communities and firms. Moreover, social media favor behaviors of engaged
customers, like word-of-mouth, recommendations, activities in support of other consumers, blogging,
and product reviews (Van Doorn et al. 2010; Zhang and Luo 2016), which are connected to the customer
behavioral loyalty. In the last few years, the concept of social media engagement has developed as
the consumer’s behavioral manifestations that have a social media focus, beyond purchase, resulting
from motivational drivers (Van Doorn et al. 2010; Dolan et al. 2016). Several researches show that
social media engagement enhances customer loyalty in terms of both loyalty intentions (Calder et al.
2009; Jahn and Kunz 2012; Hollebeek et al. 2014; Lim et al. 2015) and behavioral loyalty manifestations
(Brodie et al. 2013; Dolan et al. 2016).

Some authors state that satisfaction by itself does not determines customer loyalty if it is not
accompanied by switching barriers that make the alternative offerings less attractive (Jones et al. 2000;
Balabanis et al. 2006; Lopez-Miguens and Vazquez 2017). Picén et al. (2014) found that perceived
switching costs are significant mediators in the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty. Other
works demonstrate that switching costs have direct and positive effects on customer loyalty (Chang
and Chen 2008; Ghazali et al. 2016; Teng 2018).

Finally, from the analysis, it emerges the important role of companies in managing effective
strategies of Customer Relationship Management to maintain and increase the quality of the
relationship. The quality of the relationship, in terms of its intensity and tightness, influences customer
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loyalty (Palmatier et al. 2006; Yadav et al. 2013). According to Palmatier et al. (2006), the relationship
quality is based on the dimensions of trust, commitment, and satisfaction, which represent the
dimensions to enhance through branding activities and value co-creation paths in order to achieve
customer loyalty (Hajli et al. 2017). By enhancing loyalty, CRM allows firm to achieve a sustainable
competitive advantage (Gronroos 2009). Companies gain considerable benefits from retaining an
existing customer (Brunner et al. 2008). The ability to maintain long-term customer relationships
contribute to an increase in the revenue and a reduction of the costs to companies (Gallo 2014), such as
the high costs of acquiring a new customer (Edvardsson et al. 2000; Smith and Wright 2004).

In conclusion, customer loyalty is a very complex area of study because it includes several
interrelated and mutually dependent variables. The efforts of the scientific community up to now
have been directed to the identification of these variables, the relationships between them, and their
influence on customer loyalty. Table 3 summarizes the variables that have were studied by the analyzed
works and their role in explaining the customer loyalty and its dimensions.

Table 3. Variables and dimensions of customer loyalty.

The Explanation of Customer Loyalty

Customer attachment (McManus and Guilding 2008; Kim and Ko 2010; Kim and Lee 2009)
Customer Price tolerance (Sanchez et al. 2011; Anderson and Srinivasan 2003; Yi and La 2004)
1°>,""‘“¥ as Repurchase intentions (Tsai and Huang 2007; Kim and Ko 2012; Tsai and Huang 2007)
attitudinal
C?j;f:s::}g&ﬁ:gs (Evanschitzky et al. 2006; Evanschitzky et al. 2012; Kang et al. 2015)
Repeated purchases (Forgas-Coll et al. 2014; Richard and Zhang 2012; Evanschitzky et al. 2006)
i)l;satl(:;q:; Positive word-of-mouth (Meyer-Waarden 2008; Hajli et al. 2017; Chang et al. 2013)
behavioral Customer equity (Ramaseshan et al. 2013; Kim and Ko 2012)
Decision-making (Evanschitzky and Wunderlich 2006; Sashi 2012; Zhang et al. 2014)
The Dimensions of Customer Loyalty
Perceived quality (Frank et al. 2014; Chen 2008; Gallarza et al. 2016)
Perceived value (Cretu and Brodie 2007; Yi and Jeon 2003; Han et al. 2011)
Customer satisfaction (Evanschitzky and Wunderlich 2006; Picon et al. 2014; Gronholdt et al. 2000)
Consumer trust (Lee et al. 2007; Sirdeshmukh et al. 2002; Sitorus and Yustisia 2018)
Relationship quality (Rauyruen and Miller 2007; Hajli et al. 2017; Huang et al. 2006)
Antecedents Relationship commitment (Jeong and Oh 2017; Hess and Story 2005; Evanschitzky et al. 2006)
of customer Customer involvement (Ganesh et al. 2000; Park et al. 2007; Yi and Jeon 2003)
loyalty Consumer-perceptions (Chaudhuri and Ligas 2009; Cretu and Brodie 2007; Zins 2001)
CI({)rporatef chial (Pirsch et al. 2007; Mandhachitara and Poolthong 2011; Bolton and Mattila 2015)
esponsibility
Customer engagement (Van Doorn et al. 2010; Verhoef et al. 2010; Patterson et al. 2006)
Value co-creation (Kandampully et al. 2015; Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004; Hajli et al. 2017)
Firm Reputation (Cretu and Brodie 2007; Jin et al. 2008; Ageeva et al. 2018)
Switching Costs (Chiu et al. 2005; Picon et al. 2014; Ghazali et al. 2016)
Customer Retention (Johnson et al. 2006; Ganesh et al. 2000; Cooil et al. 2007)
Consequences Firm performance (Yi and La 2004; Smith and Wright 2004; Ciunova-Shuleska et al. 2017)
of customer Customer Value (Brodie et al. 2009; Cretu and Brodie 2007; Wu and Li 2018)
loyalty Competitive advantage (Brodie et al. 2009; Grénroos 2009; Villanueva et al. 2007)
Costs reduction (Edvardsson et al. 2000; Smith and Wright 2004; Gallo 2014)

4.2. Customer Loyalty and Brand Management

Brand management plays a fundamental role in the development of customer loyalty. Sometimes,
consumers are not loyal to the company in general, but rather to a specific brand. Brand loyalty is
commonly connoted as “the biased (non-random) behavioral response (purchase), expressed over time
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by some decision-making unit with respect to one or more alternative brands out of a set of brands
and is a function of psychological processes” (Jacoby 1971, p. 25).

Several works show that customer satisfaction improves brand loyalty (Gronholdt et al. 2000;
Lee et al. 2009; Nam et al. 2011; Sahin et al. 2011). According to Han et al. (2018), the correlation
between satisfaction and brand loyalty is mediated by the relationship commitment. Committed
customers feel an emotional attachment towards a brand and they have behaviors like repurchasing,
positive recommendations, and disinterest towards competitors” offerings (Evanschitzky et al. 2006);
all of these dimensions can be related to the behavioral brand loyalty (Saleem and Raja 2014).

Brand loyalty also depends on the ability of firms to build a strong brand identity through
corporate communication strategies, because, as highlighted by Melewar et al. (2017), the more
favorable the brand identity is perceived by consumers, the more favorable the attitude consumers
have towards the brand strategy.

In last years, in the context of social media, the concept of (online) brand community emerged as
the “specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social relationships
among admirers of a brand” (Muniz and O’guinn 2001, p. 412). The commitment to a brand community
characterizes customers with a strong brand identification, self-identification, and satisfaction with
the brand (Park et al. 2007), who purchase the same brand consistently (Algesheimer et al. 2005).
Moreover, the committed participation and interactions with other members improves consumers’
brand experience and value, leading to enhance their brand commitment (Jang et al. 2008; Kim et
al. 2008a) and brand loyalty (Zhou et al. 2012). According to several authors, brand communities
also boost the brand engagement (Sprott et al. 2009; Mollen and Wilson 2010; Vivek et al. 2012;
Hollebeek et al. 2014), defined by Hollebeek (2011, p. 6) as “the level of a customer’s motivational,
brand-related, and context-dependent state of mind characterized by specific levels of cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral activity in brand interactions.”

The commitment to a brand community also has positive effects on brand equity, defined as “the
differential effect that brand knowledge has on consumer response to the marketing of that brand”
(Keller 1993, p. 8). Several contributions have shown that brand equity includes perceived quality,
brand image, and brand loyalty (Dioko and So 2012; Horng et al. 2012; Hsu et al. 2012; Kimpakorn and
Tocquer 2010; Manthiou et al. 2014; Nam et al. 2011; Oh and Hsu 2014; Serié et al. 2014; Xu and Chan
2010). Brand image is a set of perceptions of a consumer that identifies the representation of the brand
in his/her mind (Dobni and Zinkhan 1990). Some studies indicate that brand image influences brand
loyalty through perceived quality (Chen and Myagmarsuren 2010; Sean Hyun and Kim 2011; Im et al.
2012; Kladou and Kehagias 2014). Perceived quality can be understood as the comparison between
firm’s performance and customer’s expectations (Parasuraman et al. 1988); when the disconfirmation
is negative, dissatisfaction is created, when it is positive, customer satisfaction is generated, thus
increasing customer loyalty. The concept of perceived quality is strongly related to that of perceived
value, which is defined as the consumer’s overall evaluation of the benefits that are attained from
a product or service in return of the perceived cost, in terms of monetary and non-monetary price
(Monroe 2002). The perceived value, in addition to increase customer satisfaction, encourages the
consumers’ repurchases (Han et al. 2011), promotes re-patronage intentions, and discourages switching
behaviors (Wathne et al. 2001), thus improving customer loyalty (Nguyen et al. 2018).

Therefore, from this study, it emerges that also in the case of brand management there are many
variables and dimensions related to the brand that are able to affect customer loyalty. The study of
these variables and their relationships is fundamental for understanding how to manage the brand
in order to increase customer loyalty. The various variables and dimensions of the brand studied by
scholars in relation to the customer loyalty are shown in Table 4, reporting the most relevant works for
each of them.
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Table 4. Brand variables and dimensions affecting customer loyalty.

Variables and Dimensions

Affecting Customer Loyalty Most Relevant Works

Brand loyalty (Yi and Jeon 2003; Nam et al. 2011; Han et al. 2018)

Brand engagement (Mollen and Wilson 2010; Vivek et al. 2012; Hollebeek et al. 2014)
Brand community (Jang et al. 2008; McAlexander et al. 2002; Muniz and O’guinn 2001)
Brand commitment (Park et al. 2007; Jang et al. 2008; Kim et al. 2008a)

Brand equity (Torres and Trib6 2011; Hsu et al. 2012; Manthiou et al. 2014)

Brand image (Cretu and Brodie 2007; Han et al. 2008; Kladou and Kehagias 2014)
Brand experience (Huang 2017; Iglesias et al. 2011; Sahin et al. 2011)

5. Conclusions

The research on customer loyalty has produced interesting results in terms of clarification of its
dimensions. As attitudinal dimensions, scholars have identified the involvement and attachment to
a firm or brand and the price tolerance, while as behavioral dimensions, the repurchasing behavior,
positive recommendations, and word-of-mouth. However, it emerges that more studies are needed for
measuring the combined effects of the two class of dimensions on loyalty.

Customer satisfaction, commitment, trust, and engagement have been detected as the principal
variables that are related to loyalty. Relationships between these variables have been investigated
through the definition of empirical models and quantitative analyses, which show positive correlations
between them. All of the variables exert positive effects on customer loyalty, and at the same time,
loyalty has a positive influence on all them. These results suggest overcoming the distinction between
loyalty antecedents and consequences in favor of a consideration of the different variables in a positive
circle in which the improvement of one variable triggers a chain reaction of improvements. All of the
psychological processes comprise cognitive and emotional aspects and both enhance the behavioral
loyalty. Hence, companies must pay more attention to the emotional content in the relationships.

Brand management becomes more and more important for the loyalty improvements. In fact,
new concepts have been introduced, like brand loyalty, brand engagement, brand equity, and brand
communities. Brand is recognized as the principal factor that is able to create commitment and engage
customers. Particular attention is devoted to the online brand communities as environments where
new forms of consumers-to-consumers communication emerge, allowing for new forms of brand
identification and brand experiences that enhance the brand value and the consumers’ attachment to the
brand. Brand communities thus become the most important tool for CRM strategies. The participation
of companies in brand communities allow them to acquire the necessary information, share and
emphasize contents, target the consumers, and increase the brand equity. According to the results of
Zhou et al. (2012), companies should support brand community providing resources (e.g., funds, staff,
and place), cultivating a cohesive brand community and providing not only material assistance, but
also care and rewards to the brand community. Moreover, companies should propose some activities
for the members of the community according to the style, personality, feeling, and values of the brand.

Generally, all social media are indicated as places where the relationships with customers are
managed, as they provide more opportunities of interaction and information sharing allowing the
customer engagement and activating value co-creation paths with them. Through social media,
firms can facilitate the social interactions of customers for branding co-creation, knowledge sharing,
and customer empowerment (Andersen 2005; Ramaswamy 2009).

From these considerations, useful suggestions for future research emerge. First, despite the
variables influencing customer loyalty have been well identified by previous works, there is a need for
further empirical research on the relationships between them. A confusion about how these variables
influence each other before exerting their effect on customer loyalty is still detected. New studies
should be carried out in the social media that offer a large amount of information and evidences
about the attitudes and behaviors of consumers that could be studied, for example, with sentiment
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and content analyses. Second, to keep up with the latest advancements in marketing, future research
should focus on those variables that allow for studying the role of consumers as active co-creators of a
higher value in a perspective of mutual benefit with the firm. Topics, such as customer engagement
and value co-creation, should therefore acquire a dominant position in future studies.
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