

[image: Cover]



Original Research

Factors explaining user loyalty in a social media-based brand community

Louis M. Potgieter1 and Rennie Naidoo1,*

1Department of Informatics, School of Information Technology, University of Pretoria, South Africa

Abstract

Background: Marketers are interested in taking advantage of the capabilities of social media-based brand communities to develop long-term relationships with their customers. This research investigated the usage of a South African Facebook page to understand user attitudes and attendant pressures on users related to social norms and user loyalty.

Objectives: The research investigated the extent to which perceived value, service quality and social factors influenced the customer’s intention to continue using a global motor vehicle firm’s social media-based online brand community (OBC).

Method: We used an online voluntary survey to collect data from social media-based brand community members. In total, 303 responses were collected over a period of 4 weeks from a population of 3100 members. We analysed the relationship between trust, perceived responsiveness, perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, social norms and the members’ intention to continue using the firm’s OBC. 293 usable observations were subjected to descriptive, correlation and regression analysis.

Results: The age of the respondents varied from 18 to 58 years with a mean age of 32 years. Of these, 60% were men and 40% women. About 86.7% of the respondents reported having at least some form of tertiary education. The results of the multiple regression analysis indicate that service quality factors such as trust (25.5%) and social influence factors such as social norms (12.5%) explain a greater part of the variance in OBC continuance intention compared with utility factors such as perceived usefulness (18.2%). The effects for responsiveness and ease of use were not statistically significant.

Conclusion: Social media-based brand communities are playing an important role in enhancing the overall trust relationship, value offering, sociality, knowledge and information sharing between customers and firms. Practitioners should note that the loyalty of customers using a firm’s social media-based brand community is still associated with customers’ historical trust in the branded goods or services, and real-world relationships with the firm and brand community members.
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Introduction

The popularity of social media platforms provides firms with the opportunity to build social media-based brand communities (McAlexander, Schouten & Koenig 2010). Brand communities provide the firm with access to relationships with customers who admire their brand (Muniz & O’Guinn 2001). Traditional brand communities such as ‘brand fests’ can be beneficial because firms are able to learn about customer perceptions of new product offerings and the possible outcomes of competitive tactics, attract and collaborate closely with loyal customers, influence customer evaluations and actions, disseminate knowledge and establish a ‘holy grail’ of loyal customers (Laroche, Habibi & Richard 2013; McAlexander et al. 2010). In addition, recent innovations in social media-based brand communities provide firms with benefits such as wider customer reach, lower costs and greater communication efficacy (Laroche et al. 2012). However, although there have been a number of studies on offline brand communities, only a few studies have investigated social media-based online brand communities (OBCs).

Social network sites (SNSs) allow people to self-present, to form social networks and to establish and maintain social relationships (Cheung, Chiu & Lee 2011). For example, Facebook.com was originally meant to connect college students. Now it enables the general masses to connect with virtual groups that share common interests (Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe 2007). As of the last quarter of 2015, Facebook – now the world’s leading online social network service (SNS) – had over 1.5 billion monthly active users (Statista 2015). In South Africa, over the same period, Facebook had as many as 12 million monthly active users. Facebook members can now also join virtual groups such as online brand communities (OBCs) (Marchi, Giachetti & De Gennaro 2011). Despite the critical mass of users on Facebook, user loyalty is a key problem plaguing leading online SNS firms such as MySpace and Friendster (Nielsen 2009). Non-SNS firms are also struggling to retain a critical mass of their customers to build sustainable OBCs (Ku, Chen & Zhang 2013). From a practical standpoint, the benefit of user loyalty is appealing to firms who have social media-based OBCs (Hoffman & Fodor 2010; Kietzmann et al. 2011). Because the long-term viability of OBCs depend on their continued use (Wang & Datta 2006; Wang, Xu & Chan 2008), it is critical that firms understand the factors that drive continuance and loyalty (Viljoen, Dube & Murisi 2016). Also referred to as OBC revisit, continuance encapsulates the user’s actual or behavioural intention to continue regular use of a social media-based OBC (Bhattacherjee 2001a).

The theory of reasoned action (TRA) has been successfully used to predict brand loyalty intention from attitudes and subjective norms (Ha 1998), and thus, it is used as the theory base for this study. This research extends concepts in TRA by developing a research model to study psychological factors that influence users’ continuance (loyalty) intention in the context of an OBC. We propose a model in which attitude toward use consists of perceived value (utility) factors including perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use, as well as service quality factors including trust and perceived responsiveness, and subjective norms that include social and interpersonal influence. Using survey data from a single OBC site, we employed regression modelling to assess the model and to test the research hypotheses.

Literature review

Online brand community loyalty

The brand community concept is not a novel one. Boorstin (1974:89) used the term ‘marketplace communities’ to describe consumption communities that shape and maintain what people consume. Muniz and O’Guinn (2001:412) described a brand community as ‘a specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social relationships among users of a brand’. McAlexander et al. (2010) provided a more customer-centric perspective of the brand community. They suggest that brand communities exist and are meaningful to customers because of the overall experience they provide rather than because of the brand experience itself. Because marketers are interested in taking advantage of the capabilities of social media-based brand communities to develop long-term relationships with their customers, the main objective of this study is to examine what firms can do to persuade their customers to repeatedly engage with them. There is growing interest among firms to understand the factors that motivate OBC loyalty, that is, factors that lead customers to continue or discontinue using OBCs (Bhattacherjee 2001a). Continuance provides the critical mass of customers needed by the firm to take advantage of the benefits of OBCs. The theoretical support for emphasising continuance comes from relationship marketing theory. This theory emphasises the need to retain existing customers (Grönroos 1996). Relationship marketing theory argues that it is largely in keeping promises that firms develop and maintain long-term relationships. On the contrary, failure to keep promises may lead to defection or discontinuance. Therefore, relationship marketing theory provides significant support for the continuance concept as a key consequent variable.

Perceived value

Zeithmal (1988:14) defined perceived value as ‘the consumer’s overall assessment of the utility of a product (service) based on a perception of what is received and what is given’. In another words, perceived value represents the difference between perceived benefits and costs. There is a strong support in the marketing literature that future patronage intentions are determined by perceived value (Caruana et al. 2000). Despite the fact that value plays a significant role in determining customers’ choices and their decisions to continue or end a relationship (Ravald & Grönroos 1996), up to now this concept has received less attention by scholars studying how users use OBCs (Kettinger & Hu 2008; Ku et al. 2013). The marketing concept of perceived value is similar to the information systems (IS) concept of perceived usefulness. Perceived usefulness is an instrumental and outcome consideration that has been well established in the management information systems (MIS) literature. The technology acceptance model (TAM) by Davis et al. (1989) defines perceived usefulness as the extent to which a user believes that using an IS will enhance their job performance. Other TAM researchers have also supported the view that users will tend to use or not use an IS to the extent they believe it will help them perform their tasks better (Venkatesh, Thong & Xu 2012). Although the study of perceived usefulness was initially limited to job-related contexts, attributes of perceived usefulness, such as saving time and effort, and providing convenience, have also been applied to the broader online context (Lin & Lu 2011; Moon & Kim 2001). Thus, perceived usefulness can be regarded as a measure of the consumer’s own perceived costs and benefits of using a technology.

Service quality

Poor service experience is generally a key reason why many customers defect (Rigby, Reichheld & Schefter 2002; Zeithaml, Berry & Parasuraman 1996). One of the earliest definitions of service quality alludes to the difference between what customers expect and what they perceive to be receiving from the firm (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry 1988). For nearly three decades, both traditional service and IS disciplines have used Parasuraman et al.’s (1988) multiple-item service quality (SERVQUAL) scale for measuring the user’s assessment of service quality (Pitt, Watson & Kavan 1995). The five SERVQUAL dimensions, namely, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibles, were developed from interpersonal encounters (Parasuraman et al. 1988). Some researchers argue that these dimensions may not always be appropriate for information intensive electronic services (Zeithaml 2002). The IS literature argues that information processing should be the focal point for information intensive electronic services (Pitt et al. 1995). In particular, literature studying social media emphasises related issues such as privacy, security, information sharing (Fogel & Nehmad 2009; Ku et al. 2013) and responsive service support (Adjei, Noble & Noble 2010) among users of social networking platforms. It appears that trust and responsiveness, on the part of consumers, could illuminate much more about OBC continuance.

Social influence

Social influence refers to change in a consumer’s thoughts, feelings, attitudes or behaviours that arise from interacting with another consumer or group of consumers who share similar norms, values and interests (Burnkrant & Cousineau 1975; Cialdini & Trost 1998). Major theoretical models, such as the TAM2 (Venkatesh & Davis 2000) and the Unified theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) (Venkatesh et al. 2003), have attempted to account for the role of social influence in technology adoption. Despite theoretical support (Bagozzi & Lee 2002), empirical findings on the effects of social influence have been inconsistent. Although some recent studies found that social influence has significant effects on an individual’s perceived usefulness and behavioural intention to adopt a technology (Wang & Chou 2014), other studies have been inconclusive (Tsai & Bagozzi 2014). However, researchers have generally studied social influence in compliance-based use contexts (Chan et al. 2010). Therefore, more research needs to account for the role of social influence in socially enriched voluntary use environments (Naidoo 2014), such as OBCs. Social connectedness and the consumer’s needs for belongingness are important for a consumer’s psychological sense of community. Social media-based brand communities, in particular, rely on the active participation and interaction of consumers. For example, marketers found that verbal and face-to-face word of mouth (WOM) can be complemented with e-WOM via online OBCs (Gupta & Harris 2010). The importance of customer experience on OBCs calls for a broader understanding of social relations (Algesheimer, Dholakia & Herrmann 2005; Carlson, Suter & Brown 2008; Ellison et al. 2007). However, the subsequent inclusion of social pressure and other cultural factors in technology use studies has yielded limited insights (Venkatesh et al. 2012). Subjective or social norms refer to consumers’ perception that most people who are important to them think they should or should not perform the behaviour in question (Ajzen 1991). It refers to the perceived social pressure felt by individuals to perform or not to perform the behaviour. Social norms appears to be an important determinant of intention in the OBC context (Algesheimer et al. 2005; Carlson et al. 2008). Customers may choose to continue using an OBC if they believe that important social referents think they should perform the behaviour, and they are sufficiently motivated to comply with their social referents’ behaviour (Venkatesh et al. 2012). The use of OBCs often implies conforming to social norms (Laroche et al. 2012). Further, because of the intimacy shared among members of a brand community, the social pressure to use the OBC can be particularly high. It is possible that customers might comply with a given behaviour because of their inclination to meet the expectations and pressures exerted by influential social referents (Ha 1998). Therefore, this study expects that social norms will influence the loyal use of OBCs.

Research model and hypotheses

The theory of reasoned action

This research aims to identify the most important cognitive beliefs that predict and explain customer loyalty toward a social media-based OBC. The research model in Figure 1 draws upon Ajzen’s TRA from the social psychology literature, where it has been used to study a wide range of individual behaviours (Fishbein & Ajzen 1975). TRA asserts that a person’s behaviour is a conscious reasoned choice influenced by their cognitive thinking and social pressures. The theory postulates that behaviours result from the intention to adopt that behaviour. TRA views intention as a function of the person’s attitude and subjective norm toward that behaviour (Ha 1998). It defines attitude as a person’s overall positive or negative evaluation about performing the behaviour in question and subjective norm as a person’s perception of whether people important to that person expect the person to perform the intended behaviour (Ajzen 1991). These norms come from different referent groups such as friends, family or colleagues at work. Similar to the TRA, which uses intention toward a behaviour as a predictor of the actual behaviour, this study assumes that continuance intention is the best predictor of online loyalty. Therefore, we use continuance intention as a surrogate for OBC loyalty. Bhattacherjee (2001b:352) described continuance as ‘the existence of a post-acceptance stage when ISs use transcends conscious behavior and becomes part of normal routine activity’. Therefore, this study’s model uses continuance intention as the dependent variable (DV).



[image: SAJIM-19-744-F1.jpg]

Hypotheses

The two prominent factors of the TAM that will be used in this research study are perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use (Davis et al. 1989; Venkatesh et al. 2012). Many researchers have found that if an individual perceives that a certain technology will aid in performing tasks better, their attitude toward that technology use will be positive (Moon & Kim 2001; Ramayah & Ignatius 2005; Venkatesh et al. 2012). Some scholars have discovered that users’ perceived usefulness also affects positive intention to use social media (Akar & Mardikyan 2014; Lin & Lu 2011). Using an OBC enables a user to acquire more information about the brand, know more about the people in the brand community, improve user efficiency in sharing knowledge and information and connecting with others, and offers a useful way to interact between brand community members (Akar & Mardikyan 2014). To test if perceived usefulness is a determining factor in relation to social media-based brand communities, the first hypothesis states:


H1: There is a positive association between users’ beliefs about the usefulness of a social media-based online brand community and their continuance intention.



Perceived ease of use is described as the degree to which a person believes that using a particular technology would be free from effort (Davis et al. 1989). During the process of accepting the technology, users assess how easy it is to learn how to use the IS in question. Perceived ease of use is likely to increase technology use (Moon & Kim 2001). Although current literature finds that perceived ease of use is important in the use of social networking sites (Akar & Mardikyan 2014; Lin & Lu 2011), this study seeks to investigate its specific impact on social media-based OBCs. This leads to the second hypothesis:


H2: There is a positive association between users’ beliefs about the ease of use of a social media-based online brand community and their continuance intention.



Firms that are able to convey trust appear to provide greater levels of service quality (Zeithaml et al. 1996) and repeat patronage (Rigby et al. 2002) than their competitors. Trust plays an important role in all forms of commercial exchanges and is more important in exchanges where one party must exhibit complete faith in another or expose themselves to uncertainty or risk (Gefen, Karahanna & Straub 2003; Gefen 2000). In the social networking environment, users are often concerned about security, privacy and fraud issues (Dwyer, Hiltz & Passerini 2007; Laroche et al. 2013; Nyoni & Velempini 2015). This is further exacerbated by the uncertainty of using the somewhat open Internet infrastructure to interact (Gefen 2000). When compared to traditional services, OBCs are faced with a greater set of challenges to develop trust. Therefore, this research posits that users evaluate the trust they have about the OBC before they form an intention to continue visiting. It follows that:


H3: There is a positive association between users’ beliefs about the trust of a social media-based online brand community and their continuance intention.



Responsiveness is defined as the willingness to help customers and provide a prompt service (Parasuraman et al. 1988; Zeithaml 2002). Many researchers have commented on the importance of responsiveness in traditional service firms and other disciplines (Pitt et al. 1995). Previous empirical research also confirms that prompt service is positively associated with purchase intentions, customer preferences and recommendations (Zeithaml 2002). For OBCs, responsiveness also includes post-site service aspects such as issue resolution (Kietzmann et al. 2011; Ramayah & Ignatius 2005). Responsiveness can be viewed as the firm’s ability to respond quickly to the user’s requests for support (Bertot, Jaeger & Grimes 2010) or inquiries on service failures (Mangold & Faulds 2009). It is conceivable that an OBC that offers acceptable online responsiveness creates positive user continuance intentions. Therefore, it follows that:


H4: There is a positive association between users’ beliefs about the responsiveness of a social media-based online brand community and their continuance intention.



Subjective norm is the process where users incorporate a referent’s belief into their belief structure (Venkatesh et al. 2012). This implies if the user’s peers believe the system should be used, the user will also tend to believe the system should be used (Ramayah & Ignatius 2005). For instance, users are concerned about their image, that is, the degree to which the use of the system enhances their status in their social group (Hsu & Chiu 2004). If the user’s peers believe that the user should use the social networking site, the user will accept this system to improve his or her image (Ku et al. 2013; Lin & Lu 2011). In keeping with advances in SNS-based studies, this research study proposes the inclusion of social norms in OBC use. This leads to the fifth and final hypothesis:


H5: There is a positive association between users’ beliefs about the social norms of a social media-based online brand community and their continuance intention.



Research methodology

The target population of this study was users of a global motor vehicle manufacturing ‘Facebook friends’ page in South Africa. We complied with the ethics policies of our institution. For instance, we obtained written ethical approval from the collaborating organisation involved in the research. All the participants also acknowledged that they understood the nature and purpose of the research and that they freely consented to participating in the study. Empirical data for hypothesis testing were collected using a self-administered online survey questionnaire. The questionnaire was pre-tested for content and face validity by four ISs researchers and four marketing practitioners. Only a few minor suggestions were made concerning the wording of a few questions. These suggestions were incorporated into a revised instrument. Prior to the main survey, a pilot test was conducted with a convenience sample of 110 of the firm’s employees who also had experience with the social media platform. The main objective was to investigate if the full spectrum of the scales was utilised. A number of respondents commented about the structure of the questionnaire. The structure of the questionnaire was changed to ensure the number of questions on each page did not overwhelm respondents.

The final questionnaire was divided into two main sections. Section A dealt with the demographic information of the respondents, which included gender, age, profession and highest educational qualification. Section B measured the research model’s six constructs. The measures used were adapted from relevant prior studies. To ensure that the measures were applicable to this study, we modified the questions slightly, changing, for example, the name of the online retailer to ‘Facebook page’. Items were measured by using a 7-point Likert scale which ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). Items for measuring continuance intention were adapted from Bhattacherjee (2001b) and Hsu and Chiu (2004). The construct’s three indicators are as follows:


	I intend to continue using the Facebook page rather than to discontinue its use.

	My intentions are to continue using the Facebook page rather than to use any traditional mediums of communication.

	I will regularly use the Facebook page in the future.

	Items for measuring perceived usefulness were adapted from Davis et al. (1989). The construct’s four indicators are as follows:

	I find the Facebook page useful in finding information.

	The information available is useful.

	The Facebook page is useful.

	My life would be negatively affected if I had no access to the Facebook page.



Items for measuring perceived ease of use were also adapted from Davis et al. (1989). The construct’s four indicators are as follows:


	Learning to use the Facebook page was easy.

	Using the Facebook page is easy.

	I find the Facebook page clear and understandable.

	It was easy for me to become skilful at using the Facebook page.



Items for measuring social norms were adapted from Venkatesh et al. (2012). The construct’s four indicators are as follows:


	People who influence my behaviour think that I should use the Facebook page.

	People who influence my behaviour suggested that I should use the Facebook page.

	People who are important to me suggested that I should use the Facebook page.



Items for measuring trust were adapted from Gefen et al. (2003). The construct’s four indicators are as follows:


	Based on past experience with the Facebook page, I know that the company cares about its customers.

	Based on past experience with the Facebook page, I know that the company is honest.

	Based on past experience with the Facebook page, I know that the company provides good service.

	Based on past experience with the Facebook page, I know that the company is trustworthy.



Items for measuring responsiveness were adapted from Cenfetelli, Benbasat and Sameh (2008). The construct’s three indicators are as follows:


	I believe the Facebook page is responsive to my needs.

	If I had to obtain information, I think the Facebook page would give me prompt service.

	The customer service on the Facebook page will address any concerns that I might have.



The main online survey ran over a 4-week period, starting from 2 April 2012 to 30 April 2012. At the time of the survey, the Facebook page had 5263 subscribed users. Participation via a self-administered electronic questionnaire was voluntary. Users were invited to participate on the Facebook page and were provided with a hyperlink to the online survey. A reminder was posted on the same page twice a week for 4 weeks. The user activity rate during this period was measured at approximately 20% (1032 users). Following a single round of data collection, 303 responses were collected giving a response rate of 29%. Ten of these responses were incomplete and were discarded. The remaining responses were screened to identify any data entry errors as well as for univariate outliers. Of these 293 cases, no cases were found to contain data errors or any outliers. The final data for analysis consisted of 293 usable responses. The number of responses received was considered sufficient based on the number of variables and the techniques that were to be used to test the hypotheses (Hair et al. 1998). The data were analysed using correlation and multiple regression analysis with the aid of Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 15. Standard multiple regression analysis was used to test the hypotheses.

Findings

Table 1 presents the profile of respondents. The age distribution of the respondents varied from 18 to 58 years with a mean age of 32 years. Of these, 59.7% were men and 40.3% women. There was a reasonable spread of male and female respondents. This was not surprising given the broad appeal of this particular motor vehicle brand. The brand positions its range of vehicles in the mid-range and high-end market segments. Respondents’ professions varied from 56 (19.1%) that had a career in the finance, 77 (26.3%) in information technology, 30 (10.2%) in engineering, 26 (8.9%) in education, 29 (9.9%) in manufacturing and 75 (25.6%) in other professions. Although respondents had diverse educational levels (high school to doctoral study), 86.7% of the respondents reported having at least some form of tertiary education.
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Principal component analysis (PCA) with a direct oblimin rotation of the 21 Likert scale items reflecting the variables of the study (perceived usefulness, ease of use, social norms, responsiveness, trust and continuance intention) was conducted. Prior to performing PCA, the suitability of the data for factor analysis was assessed. Inspection of the correlation matrix revealed the presence of many coefficients of 0.3 and above. The Kaiser-Mayer-Olkin value was 0.860. This exceeds the recommended value of 0.60. The Bartlett’s test of sphericity reached statistical significance (p = 0.000), supporting the factorability of the correlation matrix. Initial PCA revealed the presence of seven factors, with eigen values exceeding 1, explaining 68.9% of the variance cumulatively. During multiple iterations of PCA, 1 item required elimination because it failed to meet the minimum criterion of having a primary factor loading of at least 1 and cross-loaded highly on more than one factor. The item PU4, ‘My life would be negatively affected if I had no access to the firm’s Facebook page’ loaded strongly with continuance intention scale items. As a result, this item was dropped. A stable 6-factor and 21-item solution emerged and is shown in Table 2.
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The Cronbach’s alpha test was used to test the internal consistency of the scale items (Hair et al. 1998). Results revealed sufficiently high internal consistency for all scales, ranging from 0.776 to 0.937. Results of the analysis, along with descriptive statistics (item means and standard deviations), are presented in Table 2.

Continuance intention (mean = 5.06, SD = 1.22) scores indicate respondents reacted positively toward using the firm’s Facebook page. Scores for perceived usefulness (mean = 5.36, SD = 1.13) suggest that the firm’s Facebook page generally adds value for the majority of respondents. Perceived ease of use had the highest performance score (mean = 5.54, SD = 1.08). This shows that overall users find the firm’s Facebook page easy to use. Scores for social norms (mean = 4.27, SD = 1.52) seem to suggest that users’ interaction with the firm’s Facebook page is not very strongly influenced by their peers. However, this score did show the most amount of variability in responses. Responsiveness scores (mean = 5.22, SD = 1.05) show that overall users find that the firm responds to their queries. Scores for trust (mean = 5.47, SD = 1.03) performed highly. This indicates that the users perceived the firm as being honest, trustworthy and caring.

Table 3 shows that the scales were tested for independence using Pearson’s product-moment correlation. All correlations were significant at p < 0.01 levels. The relationship between ease of use and usefulness showed a strong, positive correlation between the two variables (r = 0.605, n = 293, p < 0.01). This suggests that users’ perception of the value of the firm’s Facebook page may be influenced by their perception of how easy it is to use the page. Responsiveness appears to have a slightly greater influence on continuance intention (r = 0.424, n = 293, p < 0.01) than usefulness (r = 0.411, n = 293, p < 0.01). The correlations between trust and continuance intention (r = 0.444, n = 293, p < 0.01) and social norms and continuance intention (r = 0.364, n = 293, p < 0.01) are both moderate. The correlation analysis of responsiveness and ease of use suggests possible mediation relationships with perceived usefulness. Preliminary analyses were performed to ensure no violation of the assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedasticity (Hair et al. 1998). Intercorrelations among scales did not exceed 0.70, and therefore, the independence of the scales was considered adequate for this study.
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Multiple regression analysis was used to test if the five independent variables significantly predicted the dependent continuance intention variable. The results of the multiple regression analysis in Table 4 reveal that H5: trust (25.5%), H2: perceived usefulness (18.2%) and H4: social norms (12.5%) jointly explain 40.4% of the variance in social media continuance intention. The technology factor (H3: perceived ease of use) and service quality factor (H1: responsiveness) offered no significant relationship with continuance above that was explained by trust, perceived usefulness and social norms.
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Discussion of the findings

This research examined the effect of the interrelationships between responsiveness, perceived usefulness, ease of use, social norms and trust on the users’ continuance intention. The results from the empirical study of the 293 users of a motor manufacturer’s Facebook page found support for hypotheses 1, 3 and 5 (Figure 2).
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Comparing the above results with prior studies on the loyal use of online technologies, some interesting patterns emerge. Firstly, in this OBC study, social factors such as trust and social norms were stronger predictors of continuance intention when compared with utility factors such as perceived usefulness. This study attests to the growing importance of social factors in the social media context, such as OBCs (Algesheimer et al. 2005; Ellison et al. 2007). Interacting with unknown individuals in an online environment can be unpredictable and present users with overwhelming complexity. Studies have shown that the lack of trust and the absence of social norms in complex online social environments can inhibit a person’s intentions to perform many behaviours (Gefen 2000; Laroche et al. 2012; Nyoni & Velempini 2015). Therefore, trust and social norms can also play an important role in risk and complexity reduction in the social media-based OBC context.

Secondly, users place substantial value of the potential benefits of being a member of an OBC. Using an OBC enables a user to acquire more information about the brand, know more about the people in the brand community, improve user efficiency in sharing information and connecting with others, and offers a useful way to interact between brand community members (Akar & Mardikyan 2014). These findings attest and confirm the importance of utility factors such as perceived usefulness in OBC use contexts (Akar & Mardikyan 2014; Lin & Lu 2011; Ravald & Grönroos 1996).

The direct relationship between perceived ease of use, responsiveness and continuance intention has little or no consequence in social media-based contexts such as OBCs. Past studies have shown that ease of use has an indirect effect on use through the usefulness of technologies (Ramayah & Ignatius 2005). The findings also suggest that perceived ease of use and responsiveness needs are not that elusive in the social media context. Users may have also gained sufficient experience in using Facebook as well as other social networking sites. Although responsiveness and ease of use may play a less substantial role in this context, it is still important in the users’ overall evaluation of whether the OBC is useful.

Our findings are valuable for practitioners. A firm may experience declining usage rates or even complete discontinuance of their OBCs if they fail to take advantage of factors such as trust and perceived usefulness. The first observation in our study is the importance of the level of trust placed in the firm by users. We believe that trust is not only important in enticing the user to join the OBC because of brand familiarity but also crucial in persuading the user to participate continually (Gefen et al. 2003). Our findings also suggest that in interacting via the use of OBCs, management needs to affirm the notion that the firm is honest, that it provides a good service and that it cares about its customers, that is, they should leverage on the trust in their established brands. At the same time, an OBC could strengthen the trust and overall loyalty with the brand on the part of consumers.

Secondly, we believe that management should continually enhance the perceived usefulness of the OBC. In other words, these benefits should not be primarily ad hoc product offers (discounted apparel) but also ongoing communication of rituals (such as regular regional and national brand fests) (Algesheimer et al. 2005).

Thirdly, to stimulate continued use, we believe that managers need to understand how social media is transforming interactions in spaces such as OBCs. The findings suggest that customers that share similar social norms about the brand are more likely to interact with each other in these spaces. Managers need to take advantage of these insights by stimulating interactions between OBC members and the firm.

The research study has a few limitations. Firstly, this study focused on one motor manufacturing firm’s brand. Although the choice of a single firm controlled for the potential effects of macro-level firm factors (e.g., type of customer segment), we suggest that future studies that incorporate a cross-section of brands should provide a more holistic insight into user continuance. Secondly, this study also suffered from non-response biases inherent in voluntary survey-based research. In this survey, responses were skewed toward those members who were willing to continue using the firm’s OBC platform. However, sample demographics (age, gender and education) were comparable with the firm’s ‘typical’ customers. Nevertheless, future studies can also focus on those respondents who discontinued using the OBC platform. Thirdly, although cognitive beliefs were the focal point of this study, affective factors such as satisfaction which were not considered in this study can sometimes be more important in the user’s post-evaluation of a technology (Bhattacherjee 2001b). Future studies can integrate the cognitive factors established here with affective factors, to provide a more holistic understanding of OBC loyalty.

Conclusion

Our study provides evidence that TRA is appropriate to measure different cognitive dimensions that users evaluate when deciding whether to continue using a social media-based OBC. Data collected from a field survey of 293 social media users of a motor manufacturer’s OBC provided partial empirical support for the proposed model. The results supported hypotheses relating to the positive influence of trust, perceived usefulness and social norms on user continuance intentions. The major contribution of this study is that socially related factors such as trust and social norms are two dominant predictors of continuance in the OBC context. Firms intending to provide a social media-based OBC are encouraged to prioritise requirements that emphasise the social needs of the users to promote continued use and to enhance overall brand loyalty.
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TABLE 2: Mean, standard deviation and construct reliabilities.

Constructs Items Mean Standard deviation  Cronbach’s alpha
Usefulness 3 5.36 113 0.907
Ease of use 4 554 1.08 0.828
Social norms 4 4.27 1.52 0.937
Responsiveness 3 5.22 1.05 0.820
Trust 4 5.47 1.03 0.894
Continuance intention 3 5.06 1.22 0.776

Note: All loading were greater than 0.60. 7-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree.
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FIGURE 1: Proposed online brand community loyalty model based on the theory
of reasoned action.
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FIGURE 2: Regression model results.
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TABLE 1: Profile of the participants (/N = 293).

Participants Number %
Gender
Male 175 5587
Female 118 40.3
Age group
18-29 109 37.2
30-39 147 50.2
40-49 29 9.9
50-59 8 2.7
Profession
Finance 56 19.1
T 77 26.3
Engineering 30 10.2
Education 26 8.9
Manufacturing 29 9.9
Other 75 25.6
Highest level of education
Pre-matric 1 03
Matric 38 13.0
Diploma 69 235
Degree 103 35.2
Post-degree 74 253

Other 8 2.7






