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Abstract: This study adopts a brand relationship quality (BRQ) perspective to reveal the reason
firms’ investments in social media-based brand communities should increase their social relationship
marketing performances. An empirical analysis with 234 Facebook users who joined brand commu-
nities was conducted to examine the proposed hypotheses, revealing that fan needs fulfillments—
information, entertainment, social interaction, and monetary ones—had positive effects on BRQ.
Further, BRQ was found to have positive effects on fans’ engagement behavioral intentions toward
brands, including willingness to buy, member continuance intention, and electronic word of mouth
intention. This study contributes to existing research that indicates a new mechanism of BRQ im-
provement via the social media-based brand community. Implications corresponding to the research
findings as well as study limitations and future directions are also addressed.

Keywords: social media; brand fan; needs fulfillment; brand relationship quality; fan engagement

1. Introduction

For the past few decades, to build and garner consumer-brand relationships has been
a core principle for marketing practitioners and researchers because the focus of market-
ing has been shifting from a transaction-based to a relationship-centered approach [1–3].
Recently, scholars have developed Marketing 4.0 to call for a shift from simply utilizing
traditional means to more digital approaches to reach customers and develop relationships
with them [4–6]. Social media, as a representative digital tool in Marketing 4.0, plays an
extensive role in our daily lives; consequently, brands across the globe are registered with
social media platforms to foster relationships with consumers primarily via brand com-
munities [7–9]. A brand community enabled by Facebook, Twitter, or Weibo, for example,
is referred to as a social media-based brand community, which is a commonly accessed
virtual community currently [10].

Considering the frequently used social media apps on our smart phones, it is evident
that we often join a few brand communities on them. Among these brand communities,
some act as useful marketing tools that facilitate brands to interact with fans and provide
fans various benefits, which, in turn, encourages them to perform online brand-related
activities like prosumers [11–13]. Loyal customers having brand attachment even become
prosumers who actively create useful contents in their social media-based brand com-
munities, helping other customers for problem solving, ultimately contributing to firm’s
marketing performance [12]. For instance, Nike and Redbull have invested a lot in their
Facebook brand communities and have acquired a considerable number of loyal members
who became important actors participating in value co-creation. On the contrary, some
brand communities exist only in name, where brand fans lose touch with the host brands
and gradually become zombie fans or withdraw from the communities. Undoubtedly,
attracting and acquiring brand fans via social media is just the beginning, and managing
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sustainable relationships with the fans and ensuring they are active by nurturing brand
communities is a task of top priority, which determines the effectiveness of brand com-
munities [14,15]. Previous studies have revealed that a key brand community success
factor is fan (member) engagement (e.g., [14,16–18]). Following Pansari and Kumar [19],
fan engagement could be defined as fans’ different activities in brand communities that
influence a brand’s performance. To promote fan engagement, firms (brands) endeavor
to enhance fan-perceived social presence [11], perceived interactivity [18], and perceived
community benefits [17], as well as to provide various useful posts to fans [14] and improve
the brand community website quality [13]. Meanwhile, the engaged consumers were found
to primarily exhibit high brand loyalty and related behaviors (e.g., [16,17]).

Given the importance of increasing and retaining brand fans, more research efforts
are needed to investigate the mechanism of fan engagement in the context of social media-
based brand community. Although some studies explored consumers’ motivations behind
joining the brand community and engagement with brand (e.g., [14,17]), less attention has
been given to the brand as a member of a community that comprises social interpersonal
relationships [15]. To address this gap in research, this study adopts the concept of brand
relationship quality (BRQ) proposed by Fournier [2] to consider the brand as a “friend”
who wants to develop a “personal” relationship with its fans within the brand community.
The BRQ is a customer-based indicator of the strength and depth of the customer–brand
relationship, which results from brand marketing activities and then results in customer
reciprocal actions [2,3,8,20,21]. Further, according to Nyffenegger et al. [3], a key challenge
in enhancing BRQ is competently fulfilling the brand promise made to customers. However,
limited research exists on investigating what the brand promises are in the social media-
based brand community context. Moreover, research that explores whether the host brand
keeps its promises could lead to BRQ is scant. Therefore, the first goal of this study is to
adopt the needs theory to explore the effects of fan needs fulfillment on BRQ, since the
extent to which the host brand keeps its promises is evaluated by fans whose needs are
well satisfied or not. Then, based on the BRQ theory, this study discusses the relationships
between the BRQ and fan engagement behaviors, which addresses the important mediator
role of BRQ, achieving the second research goal.

This study contributes to the literature via showing empirical evidence that the host
brands who help fans fulfill needs could develop strong and deep interpersonal relation-
ships with fans, which consequently improves the effectiveness of social media-based brand
community strategy via enhancing fan engagement. This paper consists of seven sections.
Section 2 presents literature review regarding the BRQ and customer engagement. Section 3
develops research hypotheses corresponding to the research goals. Sections 4 and 5 present
research method and hypotheses test results. Finally, Sections 6 and 7 discuss research
findings, draws certain theoretical and managerial implications, and recommends future
research directions.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Brand Relationship Quality

Fournier [2] used the metaphor of interpersonal relationships to theoretically construct
a model reflecting the relationships between brands and consumers. The following were
the core statements: (1) a brand can be a partner of consumers, suggesting it could interact
with consumers by completing many brand behaviors; (2) relationships built through
interactions between the brand and consumers are purposive and reciprocal, suggesting
that the brand helping consumers fulfill their needs could elicit consumers’ reciprocal
responses; and (3) relationships that could be developed in many ways are dynamic, in
which the BRQ concept is suggested as a diagnostic instrument to evaluate the relationship
strength and depth. The BRQ construct was developed based on the consensus that rela-
tionship quality is the essence of customer relationship management (CRM) [21] and was
considered as an alternative to brand loyalty, which is one of the most frequently used indi-
cators regarding the measurement of the strength of consumer–brand relationships [2,22].
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Further, Fournier [2] proposed that the BRQ is an integrated multifaceted construct, con-
sisting of love/passion, self-connection, intimacy, interdependence, commitment, and
brand partner quality. Based on Fournier [2], some prior studies conceptualize the BRQ
as a multidimensional construct including passionate attachment, love, self-connection,
nostalgic connection, intimacy, brand partner quality, and personal commitment [20], or
trust, commitment, and satisfaction [23], or the hot BRQ (i.e., commitment, intimacy, and
passion) and cold BRQ (i.e., satisfaction and trust) [3,24], or trust and satisfaction [21].
Meanwhile, the BRQ construct could be also operationalized as a unidimensional construct
(e.g., [8,10,25]).

Based on reviewing the prior studies abovementioned, this study finds that (1) no
consensus exists regarding the dimension and measurement of the BRQ, as Athana-
sopoulou [26] suggested; (2) the BRQ is the foundation of subsequent related constructs
such as brand love [27,28], brand attachment [29,30], brand passion [31], and brand ad-
diction [32]; (3) such similar concepts as brand love, brand attachment, brand passion,
and brand addiction may suffer from a conceptual overlap. The discrepancy in identify-
ing the dimension of the BRQ sometimes leads researchers to be perplexed about how
to operationalize the BRQ. Moreover, Bengtsson [33] proposed that “some of the brand
relationship quality constructs are less capable of representing the way consumers relate to
their brands” (p. 157). To deal with these problems, this study tries to operationalize the
BRQ as a unidimensional construct following Algesheimer et al. [25] and Gómez et al. [29].
Based on Algesheimer et al. [25], this study defines the BRQ as the degree to which brand
fans view the brand as a satisfactory partner in an ongoing relationship. This definition
emphasizes the customer-centric marketing approach which states that a brand should
endeavor to satisfy fans’ needs.

In the social media era, previous research applies the BRQ theory in the brand com-
munity context, revealing the impacts of firms’ investments in customer relationships
on customers’ psychological and behavioral responses. For instance, firms could utilize
the Facebook brand communities to build consumer–brand relationships where experi-
ential and functional benefits could enhance the BRQ, leading to positive word of mouth
(WOM) [8,23]. Further, firms’ brand community activities could enhance the BRQ, which
leads to fans’ citizenship behaviors [34]. Similarly, Hudson et al. [35] adopt the BRQ per-
spective to examine the effects of marketing activities within social media on music festival
fans’ WOM intention toward festival brands. To summarize, the social media is quite
suitable for managing customer relationships where the BRQ governing the relationship
between the brand and its fans within social media-based brand community is becoming a
prerequisite to CRM [23].

2.2. Customer Engagement

The engagement concept has received considerable academic and practitioner interest
currently. Existing literature has studied several engagement concepts, such as consumer
engagement [16], brand engagement [9], customer engagement [19], and customer engage-
ment behaviors [36]. Because the CRM is a key responsibility of marketing function, the
customer engagement construct is used more widely than other constructs [37]. Further,
some research views customer engagement as a multidimensional concept including cogni-
tive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions [38], or comprising emotional, cognitive, and
social dimensions [39]. Some researchers also limit their focus to customer engagement
behaviors. For instance, Van Doorn et al. [36] state that customer engagement is “a cus-
tomer’s behavioral manifestation toward a brand or firm, beyond purchases, resulting
from motivational drivers” (p. 253). Specially, Harmeling et al. [40] suggest that defining
customer engagement behaviorally rather than psychologically could be preferable because
this helps to distinguish customer engagement from some psychological constructs (e.g.,
involvement, brand love, and commitment).

Regarding the essence of customer engagement, Vivek et al. [41] state that customer
engagement comprises all the activities of customers with the firm. Pansari and Kumar [19]
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suggest that customer engagement has positive impacts on a firm and define it as “the
mechanics of a customer’s value addition to the firm, either through direct or/and indirect
contribution” (p. 295). The direct contribution is primarily in the form of customer purchase,
and the indirect contribution is primarily in the form of customer referrals, customer
influence, and customer feedback [19]. Generally, research tends to take an inductive
approach to turn to examples used previously to illustrate customer engagement, for
example, purchasing, WOM, blogging, rating, liking, sharing, commenting, contributing,
creating, etc. [14,40,42].

Recently, brand community research has adopted customer engagement to reveal
the effectiveness of firms’ community marketing activities, in which the customer engage-
ment was utilized as brand community engagement. The brand community engagement
refers to customers’ altruistic behaviors, namely, participating in value co-creation for
themselves, other members, or the community creator [9,13,17,43]. Following these studies,
this research views customer engagement as fan engagement consistent with the social
media-based brand community context. Further, this study takes an inductive approach to
define fan engagement behaviorally via determining the willingness to buy, membership
continuance intention, and electronic word of mouth (eWOM) intention as the fan engage-
ment. Defining fan engagement using these three concrete activities not only reflects the
fans’ direct and indirect contributions to the brands as well as community members but
also establishes the linkage with firm’s short- and long-term marketing performance.

3. Hypotheses Development

Hennig-Thurau and Klee [44] define relationship quality as “the degree of appro-
priateness of a relationship to fulfill the needs of the customer” (p. 751), suggesting that
firms knowing and satisfying their customers’ needs determine the strength of customer
relationships. In this vein, this study first uncovers the needs or motivations behind fan
engaging with social media-based brand communities. Previous research has revealed that
consumers have varying motivations to join a brand community when on social media. For
example, Zhou et al. [45] confirm that the utilitarian, hedonic, and social benefits could de-
termine consumers’ continuance intention toward the social virtual world. Buzeta et al. [12]
and Gao and Feng [46] suggest that individuals using the social media seek information,
entertainment, social interaction, self-expression, and impression management. The brand
community embedded in social media is endowed with the social media characteristics
and therefore is more likely to help members to achieve these goals. Further, Bento et al. [9]
reveal that the information-, promotion-, entertainment-, and conversation-seeking mo-
tivations are key determinants of consumers interacting with brands through Facebook.
Similarly, Bapna et al. [14] propose that consumers seeking opinions, product information,
association with experts, contest and monetary incentives are willing to engage in Facebook
brand communities. Based on these studies, this study proposes that the brand fan who
joins social media-based brand communities intends to earn utilitarian, hedonic, social,
and monetary benefits from the engaging host brand.

To provide these four types of benefits to fans, this study suggests that the brand—
as an excellent and active partner within social media-based brand community—usually
strives to: (1) produce and provide high quality brand content for fans who can be informed
and entertained; (2) encourage fans to participate in value co-creation activities, in which
the fans’ social connections could be enhanced; and (3) provide monetary incentives to
fans who are active within the community. Further, according to the needs theory, when
needs exist, an individual is motivated to take action to remove or fulfill these needs [47].
Consequently, the brand that helps fans fulfill their needs via providing a variety of specific
benefits could lead to pleasant fan experience, which is likely to enhance relationship
quality [21,48,49]. This study addresses the relationships between fans’ needs fulfillments
and BRQ as follows.
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3.1. Brand Content Consumption and BRQ

According to Wu et al. [50], most brand fans engage in brand communities to procure
various information and/or entertaining content. Essentially, brand content entailing
a large assortment of components is more than a form of advertisement. It resembles
“storytelling,” which promotes communication between fans and brands, during which
the useful consumption-related information and entertaining content could be transferred
to fans [51]. Admittedly, fans sometimes access some negative consumer-generated brand
content (story) regarding product-harm crises during brand content consumption, which is
likely to harm the brand [52]. This is one of the reasons the effectiveness of social media
marketing has been suspected. However, as this study focuses on the interactions between
the brand and fan in line with Fournier [2], the drivers of the BRQ are proposed to be related
to the activities of brands rather than consumers. Previous research proposes that the brand
continuously presenting fans with useful brand information as well as entertainment via
propelling well-designed brand content could help to promote brand–fan relationships
(e.g., [13,53]).

Meanwhile, following the advertising value perspective [54], brand content can pro-
vide fans with both utilitarian and hedonic values [42]. Consequently, brand content
that includes informative and entertaining components could directly lead to brand fans
perceiving its value and therefore being satisfied with the host brand. Park and Kim [8]
demonstrate that the experiential and functional benefits obtained from the brand content
are strong drivers of BRQ. Considered in conjunction—as the brand keeps its promises and
enables the fans to fulfill both information and entertainment needs during the content
consumption—this study posits two hypotheses as follows:

Hypotheses 1 (H1). Information needs fulfillment has a positive effect on BRQ.
Hypotheses 2 (H2). Entertainment needs fulfillment has a positive effect on BRQ.

3.2. Social Interaction Needs Fulfillment and BRQ

Self-determination theory (SDT; [55]) identifies three essential needs of humans that
lead to psychological satisfaction and well-being: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
The need for relatedness refers to individuals longing for feeling connected to and un-
derstood by others. Virtual communities provide individuals an environment wherein
they can socialize with others to seek relatedness needs fulfillment [45]. Based on Gao and
Feng [46] and Pai and Arnott [56], this study proposes that brand fans’ social interaction
needs imply brand fans’ tendency to secure social support, maintain existing relationships,
and/or develop new friends to improve their relatedness within a brand community.

Psychological research has confirmed that frequent and pleasant social interactions
between individuals can lead to closeness and interdependence (e.g., [57]). Patrick et al. [58]
utilize the SDT theory to reveal that the relatedness needs fulfillment has the strongest
effect of any of the needs fulfillments on relationship quality including satisfaction and
commitment. Within the social media brand community context, brands not only directly
interact with fans but also facilitate fan interactions with each other to effectively fulfill the
needs of social interaction [39]. For instance, brand fans can comment on and/or share
brand content and directly communicate with other fans in the brand communities, which
contributes to promoting interpersonal relationships [9]. Furthermore, brand fans are
often encouraged to participate in collaborative activities such as user-generated brand
content and brainstorming campaigns where fans with common interests can build close
interpersonal relationships [15,59]. Accordingly, this study supposes that brand fans who
achieve their social interaction aspirations will be satisfied with the brand that keeps the
promise of relatedness. Therefore, this study posits the following hypothesis:

Hypotheses 3 (H3). Social interaction needs fulfillment has a positive effect on BRQ.
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3.3. Monetary Needs Fulfillment and BRQ

Monetary incentives referring to firms providing financial rewards to customers
to increase their financial benefits and economic utilities are usually applied in CRM
(e.g., [60,61]). The use of monetary incentives is a well-known marketing approach that
is effective in enhancing customer relationship by emphasizing customers’ extrinsic mo-
tivation [42,62]. Therefore, marketers usually offer monetary incentives to brand fans to
increase their enthusiasm and nurture the brand community [14,63]. At the same time,
firms providing monetary incentive to customers could make customers perceive their
extra effort and resource investment, which results in consumers’ psychological bond-
ing [64]. Accordingly, a brand can enable its fans to fulfill their monetary needs as it keeps
its promise by offering incentives to them; and then, the monetary needs fulfillment may
result in brand fans being more satisfied with the host brand. Thus, this study proposes
the following hypothesis:

Hypotheses 4 (H4). Monetary needs fulfillment has a positive effect on BRQ.

3.4. BRQ and Fan Engagement

Some researchers suggest that customer engagement (behavior) consists of purchasing
behavior, referral (recommendation) behavior, helping behavior, and co-creation corre-
sponding to the focal object (e.g., [19,36,65,66]). Similarly, observing the frequent fan
behaviors in a social media-based brand community, this study determines the willingness
to buy, membership continuance intention, and eWOM intentions as the fans’ engagement
behavioral intentions. Willingness to buy refers to a brand fan’s intention to purchase prod-
ucts from the brand [19]. Promoting fans’ willingness to purchase products could directly
enhance firms’ financial performances [67]. Membership continuance intention refers to the
fans’ intention to maintain their memberships and ties to the engaging brand community
in the future, which plays a crucial role in long-term community development [25,68].
The eWOM intention refers to brand fans’ intention to recommend the host brand to their
friends via the internet [36,69]. The essence of WOM is sharing an individual’s brand expe-
riences with other consumers [66]. Therefore, positive eWOM is conjectured to promote
potential customers’ brand attitude and further increase purchase intention [70].

Existing literature has explored behavioral brand loyalty such as product purchase,
WOM, and membership continuance as consequences of firms’ investments in customer
relationship (e.g., [66,71]). Similarly, customer engagement occurs depending on interactive
and pleasant customer experiences with a brand or firm [16,37,38]. Fournier [2] emphasizes
that the relationships formed between a brand and its customers are reciprocal. Accordingly,
a brand that keeps its promises to a sufficient degree with regard to supporting fans in
fulfilling their needs could not only enhance the BRQ but also further result in fans’
community engagement behaviors toward the brand. Pansari and Kumar [19] suggest that
when a customer perceives brand relationship is satisfied, this relationship then progresses
to the stage of customer engagement. Moreover, cognitive consistency theory suggests that
individuals tend to keep their behaviors consistent with their cognitive beliefs and feelings
to achieve psychological harmony [72]. Following this theory, Sheth and Parvatiyar [1]
propose that firms’ investments in relationship marketing could promote consumers’
reciprocal behaviors toward the brands. In the same vein, as BRQ reflects brand fans’
positive psychological responses to the brand which suitably keeps its promises, brand
fans are likely to perform engagement behaviors to maintain their cognitive consistency.
Accordingly, the following three hypotheses are proposed:

Hypotheses 5 (H5). BRQ has a positive effect on willingness to buy.
Hypotheses 6 (H6). BRQ has a positive effect on membership continuance intention.
Hypotheses 7 (H7). BRQ has a positive effect on eWOM intention.

This study addresses the effects of the four kinds of brand fan needs fulfillment on
BRQ which elicits fan engagement behavioral intentions toward the brand to reveal how
brand fans evaluate and respond to the brand that keeps promises and interacts with them
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adequately in the context of social media-based brand communities. Figure 1 presents the
research model.

Figure 1. Research Model.

4. Research Method

This study addresses the BRQ working mechanism in the social media-based brand
community context; thus, the unit of analysis is at individual level (i.e., brand fans who
have joined brand communities when using the social media). This study conducts an
empirical study by using an online survey method for data collection and hypotheses test.

4.1. Measurements

This study has eight constructs, of which the measurement items were drawn from
prior studies and slightly modified to ensure the appropriateness for this study. All research
variables were measured using a seven-point Likert scale (i.e., 1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree). Table 1 indicates detailed measurements and related sources.

Table 1. Measurement items for constructs.

Constructs Items Sources

Information Needs
Fulfillment

1. I get relevant information on products from brand content
consumption. (INF1)

Gao and Feng [46];
Ducoffe [54]

2. I get timely information on products from brand content
consumption. (INF2)

3. Brand content tells me about products when I need the
information. (INF3)

4. I collect information for future use from brand content
consumption. (INF4)

5. I learn a lot from brand content consumption. (INF5)

Entertainment Needs
Fulfillment

1. Brand content is entertaining. (ENF1)

Gao and Feng [46];
Ducoffe [54]

2. Brand content is enjoyable. (ENF2)

3. Brand content is pleasing. (ENF3)

4. Brand content is exciting. (ENF4)

Social Interaction Needs
Fulfillment

1. I get information about other members. (SINF1)

Gao and Feng [46]

2. I communicate and interact with other members. (SINF2)

3. I show concern and support to other members. (SINF3)

4. I get opinions and advice from other members. (SINF4)

5. I express my ideas and advice to other members. (SINF5)
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Table 1. Cont.

Constructs Items Sources

Monetary Needs Fulfillment

1. This brand offers incentives, such as bonus points. (MNF1)

Yoo et al. [60]
2. I get rewarded for my use of this brand community. (MNF2)

3. I get discount coupons from the brand when I am in the brand
community. (MNF3)

Brand Relationship Quality

1. I am very loyal to this brand. (BRQ1)

Park and Kim [8];
Huber et al. [22]

2. I would stick to this brand even if it let me down once. (BRQ2)

3. I feel like something is missing when I don’t use the brand for a
while. (BRQ3)

4. This brand plays an important role in my life. (BRQ4)

5. This brand treats me well. (BRQ5)

6. I trust this brand. (BRQ6)

Willingness to Buy

1. The likelihood of purchasing this brand is high. (WTB1)

Yeh and Li [67]
2. The probability that I would consider buying this brand is high.

(WTB2)

3. My willingness to buy this brand is high. (WTB3)

Membership Continuance
Intention

1. It would be very difficult for me to leave this brand community.
(MCI1)

Wang et al. [68]2. I intend to stay on as a brand community member. (MCI2)

3. I am willing to invest more effort to be a member of this brand
community. (MCI3)

eWOM Intention

1. I will say positive things about this brand to other people via the
Internet. (eWOMI1)

Fernandes and Pinto [21];
Eisingerich et al. [69]

2. I will encourage friends and relatives to do business with this
brand via the Internet. (eWOMI2)

3. I will recommend this brand to someone who seeks my advice via
the Internet. (eWOMI3)

4.2. Data Collection

Facebook is one of the most popular social media marketing platforms [9,14]. Accord-
ing to Statista [73], the Facebook is now the biggest social network worldwide, having
nearly 2.8 billion global monthly active users, as of the fourth quarter of 2020. In South Ko-
rea, the Facebook is also widely used as a social media marketing platform [74]. Therefore,
this study selected brand fans from communities facilitated by Facebook for data collection.

This study utilized the Sojump data gathering platform (http://www.sojump.com) to
implement online surveys. A virtual snowball sampling technique was employed to share
and forward the survey links on KaKao Talk, a dominant Korean social networking service,
which can help collect data from a general population in South Korea. Respondents in South
Korea were asked to answer whether they had participated in any of the brand communities
while using Facebook. If the respondents answered “No”, he or she had to terminate the
completion of the questionnaire. The participant who answered “Yes” were then requested
to record one of the brand community names on the opening page of the questionnaire.
Consequently, 234 participants were collected and then analyzed. Meanwhile, the brand
community names were verified, and more than 100 brand communities were included in
this study. The most mentioned, top-three brands among them were Samsung (15), Nike
(12), and Gmarket (7). Others include LG, Lotteria, CJ mall, Starbucks, Adidas, Uniqlo, and
so on. Table 2 presents the demographic summary information of respondents. Specially, in
terms of age and education of the respondents, 65.8 percent of the respondents were aged

http://www.sojump.com
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20–29, and 71.4 percent of respondents were undergraduate, which is nearly consistent
with some statistics showing 87 percent of South Korean people aged between 20 and 29
years old use the social media [75].

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of respondents’ characteristics (n = 234).

Category Item Frequency Percentage

Gender
Male 135 57.7%

Female 99 42.3%

Age

<20 19 8.1%

20–29 154 65.8%

30–39 39 16.7%

>39 22 9.4%

Education

<Undergraduate 4 1.7%

Undergraduate 167 71.4%

Postgraduate 63 26.9%

Occupation
Student 136 58.1%

Nonstudent 98 41.9%

Total - 234 100%

5. Data Analysis and Results
5.1. Reliability and Validity

This study employed Smart PLS 3.0 to perform a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
to investigate reliability and validity. Table 3 indicates the CFA results. The values of Cron-
bach’s α and composite reliability (CR) of the constructs were greater than the value of 0.7,
indicating an acceptable internal consistency and reliability [76]. To verify the convergent
validity of constructs, this study followed Fornell and Larcker [76]. The standardized factor
loadings of indicators for all constructs are significantly higher than 0.7, the CR values are
greater than 0.7, and the average variance extracted (AVE) values for all constructs exceed
the minimum, 0.5, which indicates an acceptable convergent validity level.

Further, following Fornell and Larcker [76], this study compared the square root of
the AVE value for each construct with the inter-construct correlation estimates to examine
the discriminant validity. Table 4 shows the construct correlation estimates and square
roots of the AVE values (the diagonal elements in bold) for constructs. Each square root
of AVE is greater than its corresponding row and column elements, suggesting adequate
discriminant validity. In addition, following Hair et al. [77], this study assessed Heterotrait-
Monotrait Ratio of correlations (HTMT) to establish more rigorous discriminant validity.
All of the HTMT values are significantly different from 1, and the largest HTMT value
is 0.737 that was lower than the cut-off value of 0.90, showing the evidence of adequate
discriminant validity.

5.2. Multicollinearity and Common Method Bias Tests

Because some constructs exhibited more or less high correlations, this study verified
the variable inflation factor (VIF) values for examining the potential multicollinearity, based
on Tabachnick and Fidell [78]. The VIF values of predicting variables did not exceed the
threshold value of 10.0 (between 1.000 and 1.729), indicating no multicollinearity problems.
Furthermore, based on Podsakoff and Organ [79], this study conducted a Harman’s one-
factor test for establishing the common method bias (CMB). The analyses indicated that
there were seven latent factors exceeding 1.0 of the eigenvalues, with the first factor
accounting for less than 50% of the total variance (i.e., 41.4%), suggesting that CMB is not a
significant threat in this study.
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Table 3. Results of reliability and convergent validity tests.

Construct Indicator Standardized
Factor Loading AVE CR Cronbach’s α

Information Needs
Fulfillment

INF1 0.838

0.695 0.919 0.890

INF2 0.834

INF3 0.844

INF4 0.856

INF5 0.796

Entertainment Needs
Fulfillment

ENF1 0.798

0.770 0.930 0.900
ENF2 0.916

ENF3 0.906

ENF4 0.884

Social Interaction Needs
Fulfillment

SINF1 0.776

0.795 0.951 0.934

SINF2 0.934

SINF3 0.922

SINF4 0.894

SINF5 0.922

Monetary Needs
Fulfillment

MNF1 0.936

0.862 0.949 0.920MNF2 0.954

MNF3 0.895

Brand Relationship
Quality

BRQ1 0.836

0.680 0.927 0.906

BRQ2 0.833

BRQ3 0.734

BRQ4 0.844

BRQ5 0.840

BRQ6 0.856

Willingness to Buy

WTB1 0.954

0.900 0.964 0.944WTB2 0.939

WTB3 0.952

Membership
Continuance Intention *

MCI2 0.974
0.943 0.971 0.940

MCI3 0.968

eWOM Intention

eWOMI1 0.945

0.899 0.964 0.944eWOMI2 0.951

eWOMI3 0.948
* The first item of membership continuance intention (MCI1) was deleted during the CFA process.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 6117 11 of 17

Table 4. Construct correlations and discriminant validity.

Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. BRQ 3.726 1.405 0.825

2. MCI 4.295 1.577 0.668 0.971

3. INF 4.686 1.248 0.532 0.562 0.834

4. eWOMI 4.235 1.562 0.689 0.663 0.465 0.948

5. ENF 4.310 1.345 0.495 0.406 0.616 0.412 0.877

6. SINF 3.389 1.688 0.438 0.345 0.338 0.351 0.403 0.892

7. WTB 4.637 1.484 0.635 0.561 0.483 0.587 0.256 0.187 0.949

8. MNF 3.268 1.694 0.389 0.219 0.190 0.238 0.187 0.425 0.222 0.929
BRQ: Brand Relationship Quality, MCI: Membership Continuance Intention, INF: Information Needs Fulfillment,
eWOMI: eWOM Intention, ENF: Entertainment Needs Fulfillment, SINF: Social Interaction Needs Fulfillment,
WTB: Willingness to Buy, MNF: Monetary Needs Fulfillment.

5.3. Hypotheses Tests

To test the presented hypotheses, this study utilized Smart PLS 3.0 to perform a path
analysis. The hypotheses test results are presented in Figure 2. Information, entertainment,
social interaction, and monetary needs fulfillments significantly and positively affected
BRQ (β = 0.316, p < 0.001; β = 0.196, p < 0.01; β = 0.156, p < 0.05; β = 0.226, p < 0.01).
Thus, H1, H2, H3, and H4 are supported. Furthermore, BRQ was confirmed to have a
positive impact on willingness to buy, membership continuance intention as well as eWOM
intention (β = 0.635, p < 0.001; β = 0.668, p < 0.001; β = 0.689, p < 0.001). Therefore, the three
hypotheses of H5, H6, and H7 are all supported.

Figure 2. Hypotheses Test Results.

This study further attempted to understand the role of BRQ in mediating the re-
lationships between fan needs fulfillment and fan engagement behaviors. Following
Hair et al. [77], this study found that both the indirect and direct effects were significant
and in the same direction, suggesting BRQ played a partial mediator role.

6. Discussion and Implications
6.1. Key Findings

Brands worldwide are investing substantial amounts in brand communities on social
media platforms to develop customer–brand relationships [13,18], which calls for more
empirical studies regarding the marketing activities and performance metrics to encourage
a deeper understanding of the effectiveness of social media-based brand communities.
The findings of this study suggest that all of the hypotheses are supported and the BRQ
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partially mediates the effects of fan needs fulfillment on fan engagement behaviors. These
fulfillments of the information, entertainment, social interaction, and monetary needs
could increase the BRQ significantly, which not only corresponds to the previous studies
(e.g., [8,23]) but also provides the apparent evidence that the information, entertainment,
social interaction, and promotion seeking motivations of Facebook brand fans suggested
by Bento et al. [9] and Bapna et al. [14] do exist. Meanwhile, the BRQ could encourage fans’
willingness to buy, membership continuance intention, and eWOM intention, which is
consistent with existing literature such as Hudson et al. [35] and Prentice et al. [66]. Based
on the study findings, theoretical contributions and managerial implications are discussed
in the next subsections.

6.2. Theoretical Contributions

As using social media has become a substantial part of consumer online activities,
firms are keen to integrate their marketing efforts with consumers’ activities on social
media [7,13,61]. This study makes several contributions for better understanding of the
steps taken to make fans engage with the host brands within social media-based brand
communities. First, the BRQ is an alternative to attitudinal brand loyalty and offers a
comparative advantage in highlighting consumer-brand relationship formation [2]. This
research proves that brands, as active objects, help consumers fulfill needs in many ways
through interacting with their fans and building strong relationships with fans, which
adheres to the consensus that the evaluation of BRQ should be based on the experience
provided to consumers [21]. Four forms of needs fulfillment from utilitarian, hedonic, social,
and economic aspects based on fans’ motivations to join brand community were derived.
Although these needs fulfillment can be found in the traditional brand communities,
they can be more dynamic and representative in the context of social media-based brand
community environment, as the social media may greatly enhance the interactions between
fans and brands.

Second, fan engagement is not only an outcome measure of a firm’s CRM
activities [19,41], but it is also associated with subsequent growth of the community [14].
This study confirmed that enhancing BRQ via satisfying fans’ needs could lead to fan
engagement behaviors. Further, this study verified that the BRQ played the partial medi-
ator role between fan needs fulfillment and engagement behaviors, which addresses the
working mechanism of BRQ in social media-based brand communities.

Third, this study contributes to the existing literature pertaining to social media in
business. Brand community is an important component of social media that can be used to
perform relationship marketing [10,71]. This study emphasizes that social media-based
brand communities can play a valuable role as a bridge between the brand and its fans.
This study extended upon Dolan et al.’s [65] study that called for the development of a
theoretical model describing the roles of brand fans within social media by linking brand
fans’ needs fulfillment, BRQ, and fan engagement behaviors.

6.3. Managerial Implications

This research could first help marketers to better understand how to trigger and build
consumer–brand relationships in social media marketing. If the brand fans within social
media-enabled brand communities could fulfill their informational, entertainment, social,
and economic needs, they will demonstrate an elevated level of satisfaction with the engag-
ing brands. Therefore, marketers should react quickly to what brand fans want in social
media-based brand communities [14]. This finding contributes to better understanding
the reason marketers continuously update their fan pages and posts with valuable and/or
interesting content, launch value co-creation campaigns, and offer incentives to brand fans.
For example, Dell endeavors to build its brand community via social media by declaring
this: “Welcome to the community! Join the conversation, collaborate with others, and get
valuable information you won’t find anywhere else”.
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Second, although many marketers obtain some success through Facebook brand fan
membership, most of them continue to struggle to effectively engage the brand fans [80].
This study offers apparent evidence that marketers who intend to combine brand com-
munities with social media could maintain and enhance the fan relationships and thereby
foster marketing performance. It is important to note that there is no shortcut to improve
relationship marketing performances. Acquiring brand fans via social media is just the
beginning; marketers should pay more attention to understanding brand fans’ psycholog-
ical needs more accurately and gradually build long-term dyadic relationships with the
fans [15]. If not, the brand fans will lose touch with the host brands and gradually become
zombie fans, implying the brand is likely to lose key operant resources in value co-creation.

Third, this study suggests that special efforts should be made to indulge brand fans
and create a feeling of being valuable partners whose engagement behaviors are significant
to brands, as fan engagement is assumed to have positive outcomes for brands and their
virtual brand communities [53]. Willingness to buy, membership continuance intention,
and eWOM intention discussed in this study have the potential to increase companies’
business performances. Thus, these study findings contribute to a broader understanding
that increasing the investment in social media marketing is extremely necessary and
essential for a firm.

Finally, regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, most of the B2C firms are struggling to
overcome economic decline, failing to secure customer retention. They seek some effective
marketing strategies, changing the way of business from offline to online. The enhancement
of the fan BRQ is a cost-effective way of sales recovery for firms which step down from sales
with face-to-face communications/interactions with their potential customers not available
by the COVID-19 pandemic. The concept of the BRQ can give a new opportunity of the
sales backup to firms via original online and mobile brand marketing in the COVID-19
pandemic era. Because customer acquisition and retention may become more difficult
in firms by the COVID-19 pandemic, the use of the BRQ needs to be reconsidered. In
particular, during an economic downturn caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, small- and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) investing in social media marketing platforms could
better heighten intimate connections with their customers, which contributes to their firm
survival and performance [81].

7. Conclusions and Research Limitations

This research emphasizes the importance of the BRQ in a social media-based brand
community which can increase firm’s marketing performance, seeking to reveal a new
and effective way to enhance fan engagement via adopting the BRQ perspective. An
empirical analysis with 234 Facebook users found that the brand fan’s core need fulfillments
could affect his or her BRQ, which leads to fan engagement such as willingness to buy,
membership continuance intention, and eWOM intention. All of the hypotheses in the
research model were supported by the statistical analyses, and their interpretations were
provided for the readers. Academic and practical implications of the research findings
were also discussed. However, this study has several limitations that show avenues for
future research.

First, this study tested research hypotheses regarding relationships between fan needs
fulfillment, BRQ, and fan engagement behaviors, where the relationship norms that include
exchange relationship norms and communal relationship norms might play the moderating
role [82,83]. Thus, it is interesting to consider relationship norms as a moderating variable
in the BRQ research. Second, this study selected the Facebook brand community as
research object. However, as the brand fan’s community experiences could vary according
to the different business operating activities as well as technological features of each social
media, future research is recommended to conduct cross-cultural examination regarding
the different social media marketing platforms (e.g., Twitter, Weibo, Instagram, etc.) to
support the generalization of findings, like Buzeta et al. [12] and Hudson et al. [59]. Finally,
this study applied snowball sampling for data collection. It should be noted that this
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technique is likely to cause nonrandom, sampling error, community bias, or lack of control.
Therefore, future research that uses a random sampling approach and gathers larger
samples is recommended.
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