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ABSTRACT

Chinese social media platforms such as WeChat, TikTok (Douyin in Chinese), and Weibo have become
increasingly popular, attracting large amounts of loyal users in and outside of China. Borrowing theories on
brand trust and perceived brand values from Marketing and Management, this study examines how perceived
media values influence trust in Chinese social media brands such as Weibo and WeChat. Utilizing original survey
data collected from Chinese social media users, our study finds that: (1) Chinese users perceive five layers of
values in using social media applications, including information value, entertainment value, social networking
value, social status value, and organizational communication value; (2) these perceived media values have
different effects on trust in social media brands: while entertainment value, social networking value, and social
status value directly affect social media brand trust, information value and organizational communication value
indirectly affect social media brand trust through social status value, social networking value and/or enter-
tainment value. Our study suggests an important explanation for trust in social media and develops a scale of

perceived media values (PMV) that can be used by future researchers.

1. Introduction

The emergence of the Web 2.0 technology has changed the dynamics
of the media system. In China, various social media platforms such as
WecChat, TikTok and Weibo have become increasingly popular, attract-
ing large amounts of users at home and abroad in recent years. For
instance, WeChat alone had 1.24 billion monthly active users as of the
first quarter of 2020 (Igbal, 2021), and TikTok attracted 100 million
monthly active users in the US alone as of August 2020 (Sherman, 2020).
The TikTok user base has become so large that the Trump administration
even saw it as a threat to national security and issued an executive order
to ban the application along with WeChat in the US. It is intriguing how
social media sites such as WeChat and TikTok have attracted such a large
loyal user base within China and around the world. Is there anything
unique about these social media platforms that make their users trust
these brands?

For social media sites themselves, user traffic is directly associated
with their revenue. Popular sites with high user traffic can make a
sizable profit from commercials. For instance, TikTok’s advertisement
revenue topped 27.2 billion dollars in 2020, thanks to its high levels of
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user traffic (Zhu & Yang, 2020). However, in today’s online environ-
ment, it is not uncommon for new or other social media applications to
imitate the functions of existing social media sites in order to attract
users. Due to low levels of cost to access social media sites and nearly no
barriers in transferring between sites, retaining users and promoting
user loyalty and trust has become an important question for social media
companies. Brand trust is important also because it directly influences
users’ decisions to visit the brand site, share information, disclose user
information, make a purchase, and conduct networking activities on the
site, as well as brand equity and brand loyalty (Dwyer, Hiltz, & Passerini,
2007; Ebrahim, 2020; Lumsden & MacKay, 2006; Metzger, 2004; PSRA,
2002; Ulusu, Durmus, & Yurtkoru, 2011). Media trust also predicts
users’ diagnosis of fake news on social media (Chen & Cheng, 2019).
Considering the increasingly popularity of Chinese social media
brands and the growing difficulty for social media brands to retain trust
among users, we set to explore determinants of social media brand trust
by using Chinese social media as an example. Generally speaking, there
is a lack of academic research on trust in social media brands with only a
few exceptions (Dwivedi, Johnson, Wilkie, & De Araujo-Gil, 2019;
Pentina, Zhang, & Basmanova, 2013). Limited existing studies are based
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mostly on western countries and have explored brand trust and its de-
terminants, such as user experience, consumer perception of product or
brand value, brand knowledge, consumer satisfaction, consumer famil-
iarity with brands, consumption habits, and knowledge of alternatives
(Barnes & Bohringer, 2011; Chen & Cheng, 2019; Delgado-Ballester;
Munuera-Aleman, 2005; Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; Gu, Oh, &
Wang, 2009; Laroche, Habibi, Richard, & Sankaranarayanan, 2012; Liu,
Lee, Liu, & Chen, 2018; Park, Kee, & Valenzuela, 2009; Pelling & White,
2009; Pookulangara & Koesler, 2011). Yet, this stream of research on
brand trust has not been extended much into the field of media, espe-
cially trust in social media brands. Our study aims to fill this gap by
explaining trust in social media brands in the context of China.

2. Literature review
2.1. Brand trust and its determinants

Trust is a core element in the study of consumer-brand relationship
(Blackston, 1992; Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; Liu et al., 2018; Morgan
& Hunt, 1994). Brand trust is defined as the willingness of consumers to
trust a brand and expect positive results even in the face of risk (Lau &
Lee, 1999). On the one hand, consumers expect positive results of their
brand selection and believe that the brand can fulfill its brand value
(Chaudhuri, 2001). Delgado-Ballester (2003) contends that while
interacting with a brand, consumers generate a sense of security if they
perceive the brand is reliable and responsible for their interests and
welfare. On the other hand, risk is a key condition for brand trust
(Bhattacharya, Debinney, & Pillutla, 1998) and indicates consumers’
uncertainty in brand choice and perceived sacrifice.

Scholars have long explored sources of brand trust, such as con-
sumers’ brand knowledge, brand use experience and familiarity with the
brand as explanations (Delgado-Ballester & Munuera-Aleman,
2005Delgado-Ballester & Munuera-Aleman, 2005; Garbarino & John-
son, 1999; Laroche et al., 2012). Brand use experience generates con-
sumer brand awareness and brand association. Brand familiarity brings
a better brand-consumer relationship, thereby forming higher levels of
brand trust. Wang, Li, and Yu (2010) argue that consumers’ brand
knowledge and experience are the sources of brand trust and propose
that brand trust comes from three channels: advertising, word-of-mouth
and user experience, with the impact of user experience being the
greatest.

Perceived brand value is also related to brand trust. Zeithaml (1988)
defines perceived brand value as a consumer’s overall assessment of the
utility of a product or service based on perceptions of what is received
and what is given. Perceptions of what is received may include the in-
ternal and external attributes, quality, and other highly abstract features
of the product, and these features influence product perceptions. Per-
ceptions of what is given are mainly reflected through monetary and
non-monetary prices, namely perceived brand value (Kantamneni &
Coulson, 1996; Petrick, 2002; Sheth, Newman, & Gross, 1991; Sweeney
& Soutar, 2001). Most scholars agree that perceived brand values
include functional value (perceived quality and expected performance of
the product), social value (the product’s ability to enhance social
self-concept), personal value (an expression of consumers’
self-fulfillment needs), and emotional value (the utility derived from the
feelings or affective states that a product generates) (Kantamneni &
Coulson, 1996; Keller, 2008; Petrick, 2002; Sweeney & Soutar, 2001).
Evidence shows the driving effect of perceived value on brand trust.
Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) found a significant positive correlation
between perceived value and brand trust. Chi, Yeh and Chiou (2009)
reported perceived brand value was positively related to brand trust in a
survey of female users of cosmetic products, which was replicated by
Zohaib and Muhammad (2014) through an investigation of Hewlett
Packard product consumers. Prameka’s (2016) research demonstrated
that a higher level of perceived value of products and services could lead
to a higher level of brand trust. Moliner (2009) reported the significant
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impact of patients’ perceived value on trust in the health care market.
Harris and Goode (2004) confirmed that consumers’ perception of brand
value had a significant impact on brand trust through a survey of online
ticket purchasers. Ercis’ (2012) research reported that brand value and
quality had a significant effect on brand trust. Ulaga and Eggert (2006)
showed that brand value was a prerequisite for a quality
brand-consumer relationship.

With the development of social media, consumers can easily share
their brand experiences and comments online and are able to interact
with one another through social commerce, i.e., using online forums,
reviews, recommendations and ratings (Chen et al., 2011; Hajli, 2014;
Liu et al., 2018; Ridings & Gefen 2004). Research shows that social
media usage leads to increased brand trust and intention to buy, through
the increased social interactions of consumers (Hajli, 2014). Liu et al.
(2018) reported that trust in consumers on a brand’s social media site
influences brand trust. Chen & Cheng, (2019) found that media trust
influenced consumers’ diagnosis of fake news about a brand on social
media and subsequent brand trust.

Scholars have also discussed the impact of the digital age on brand
trust and brand management. Quinton (2013) argues that a new para-
digm for brand management is needed in the digital era. The new
paradigm should consider a changed power balance between brands and
consumers, acknowledge and respect the online brand community, un-
derstand and embrace content co-creation by consumers, and the need
for new types of knowledge such as broader intake of information to
assist the development of brand management. To enhance brand trust,
companies should consider both online and offline environments to
reflect the new marketplace in the digital age (Kapferer, 2008; Keller,
Aperia, & Georgson, 2008). Furthermore, Steenkamp (2020) argues that
the digital age has posed new challenges for companies to build global
brands because of “the rise of digital global distribution channels,
transparency of a global brand’s activities, global connectivity among
brand consumers, and the Internet of things.” (p. 24). Therefore, brand
trust in the digital age is dependent not only upon consumers’ perceived
brand value based on their personal brand usage but also on their in-
teractions with other consumers in the online and globalized space.

2.2. Media brand trust and its connection to media uses & gratifications
theory

Extending brand trust in marketing to the study of trust in media
brands, there is a fundamental difference in the level of risk associated
with media-consumption, because media audience typically pay none or
a small fee to use social media platforms on which much content is
compensated by third party advertisers. Because risk in media con-
sumption is relatively small, the benefit-expectation dimension of brand
trust will play a more important role in the formation of trust in social
media brands. Therefore, this study defines brand trust in a social media
environment as the audience’s expectation of reliable media products in
a limited risk environment. Trust in social media brands is much more
complex than trust in a brand of tangible products, because it involves
the trustworthiness of information flowing on the site, the security of
financial transactions through the site, who collects user information,
how the information is used, and much more (Pentina et al., 2013).

Research has found that trust in other users, similarity in personality
traits with other users and electronic word-of-mouth (e-WOM) in the
online community might all influence trust in a social media brand
(Hajli, 2014; Liu et al., 2018; Pentina et al., 2013). For example, Liu et al.
(2018) found that trust in other consumers in social media brand com-
munity can transfer into consumers’ brand trust, and that consumers’
engagement in the social media brand community will also promote
their trust in the brand. Pentina et al. (2013) found that similarity in
personality traits between Twitter users could engender users’ trust in
the Twitter platform. Ebrahim (2020) reported that e-WOM among users
on social media has a significant positive effect on brand trust, sug-
gesting that trust in other users’ evaluation of a brand will promote one’s
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own trust in the brand. Seo, Park and Choi (2020) reported that e-WOM
among users had significant effects on brand awareness and trust of
airline social media.

In exploring the determinants of social media brand trust, we take a
utility-based approach and focus on perceived media values among so-
cial media users, because marketing research demonstrates the influence
of brand value on brand trust as mentioned previously. Although
perceived media values can be different from perceived brand values as
the monetary cost of social media platforms is nearly zero and the types
of utility that media bring to consumers could be completely different
from tangible goods and products, there are similarities between
perceived media values and perceived brand values. As previously
noted, perceived brand values include functional, social, personal, and
emotional values (Kantamneni & Coulson, 1996; Keller, 2008; Petrick,
2002; Sweeney & Soutar, 2001), and media use can also fulfill different
needs of users and have different values to media users. Scholars in
communication studies argue that perceived media values are primarily
based on consumers’ needs and motivation of media usage (Chen,
2017). Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch (1973)’s seminal work on media
uses and gratifications identified 35 needs for using media, which were
grouped into 5 categories: cognitive needs to strengthen information,
knowledge, and understanding; affective needs to strengthen pleasur-
able and emotional experience; personal integrative needs to strengthen
credibility, confidence, and status; social integrative needs to strengthen
contact with family, friends, and the world; and needs to escape or to
release tension.

The various needs of using media are parallel with perceived brand
values mentioned previously. For instance, cognitive needs are similar to
functional value of a brand (i.e., the utility derived from the perceived
quality and expected performance of the product) because media are
used for its information utility; social integrative needs is aligned with
social value of a brand (i.e., the utility derived from the product’s ability
to enhance social self-concept) because media are used to enhance a
person’s social integration with others; personal integrative needs
reflect personal value (i.e., an expression of consumers’ self-fulfillment
needs) because media are used for strengthen a person’s confidence,
status, and self-fulfillment; and affective needs and tension-release
needs are in line with emotional value (i.e., the utility derived from
the feelings or affective states that a product generates) because media
are used for pleasure and tension release.

2.3. How social media uses and gratifications affect social media brand
trust

In the social media era, needs for social media use are becoming
more and more diversified because communication between audience
and media has become a two-way street and media audience has become
active contributors of social media content instead of merely passively
receiving messages (Chen et al., 2011; Falco & Kleinhans, 2018, p. pp32;
Hajli, 2014). As a result, social media platforms become a place to reflect
individual users’ personal experience, emotions, social life, world views,
political attitudes and more (Cuello-Garcia, Pérez-Gaxiola, & van
Amelsvoort, 2020; Hunt, Atkin, & Krishnan, 2012; Khan, 2017; Kim &
Kim, 2019; Krause, North, & Heritage, 2014; Lisha, Goh, Yifan, & Rash,
2017; Quan-Haase & Young, 2010; Smock, Ellison, Lampe, & Wohn,
2011). For instance, Khan (2017) proposed that motivations of using
YouTube include seeking information, social interaction, relaxing,
entertainment, giving information and self-status seeking. Hunt et al.
(2012) found that Facebook use was motivated by interpersonal
communication, entertainment and self-expression. Smock et al. (2011)
reported Facebook use was motivated not only by escapism, compan-
ionship, passing time, entertainment, social interaction, and new trend,
but also by expressive information sharing and professional develop-
ment. Quan-Haase and Young (2010) reported six key dimensions for
Facebook use, including pastime, affection, fashion, share problems,
sociability and social information. To summarize, compared to
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traditional media, social media allow users to share information,
self-express, and develop social status.

Researchers from China have reported similar findings (e.g., Gan,
2017). Additional media uses and motivations are also reported (e.g, He
et al., 2020; Wang, 2016), including mobile payment, e-commerce and
communicating with governments. In an interview of social media users
in China, we noticed that people used social media to interact with
others and to communicate with the government and organizations.

Given that various needs for media use and gratifications are parallel
with perceived brand values, and that perceived brand values predict
brand trust, we propose that the multidimensional needs of social media
usage, or perceived media values, predict trust in social media brands.
To the best of our knowledge, no studies have examined the link be-
tween social media uses and gratifications and trust in social media
brands, especially in the context of social media use in China. Dwivedi
et al. (2017) explicitly explored determinants of trust in social media
brands and found that users’ emotional attachment with a social media
brand has an indirect influence on brand credibility. Specifically, if so-
cial media users like a certain social media brand, feel connected to the
platform, and are passionate about it, they tend to have higher levels of
trust in the brand. In addition, because increased social interactions in
online communities through social media platforms can lead to
increased brand trust and purchase intention (Hajli, 2014; Liu et al.,
2018), it is plausible that the formation of and interaction in online
communities may have an impact on social media brand trust as well.
However, there is scant research on social media brand trust and our
research aims to connect social media uses to social media brand trust in
China and propose the following hypotheses:

H1. Using social media for information seeking (i.e., perceived infor-
mation value) is positively related to social media brand trust.

H2. Using social media for entertainment (i.e., perceived entertain-
ment value) is positively related to social media brand trust.

H3. Using social media for social networking (i.e., perceived social
networking value) is positively related to social media brand trust.

H4. Using social media for seeking social status (i.e., perceived social-
status-enhancing value) is positively related to social media brand trust.

H5. Using social media for communicating with government and or-
ganizations (i.e., perceived organizational communication value) is
positively related to social media brand trust.

2.4. Links between various social media uses and their impact on social
media brand trust

We also aim to examine how various social media uses influence one
another and thus affect social media brand trust. Previous studies have
not differentiated lower levels and higher levels of media usage needs
and we propose two levels of needs for using social media. The first level
includes using social media to seek for information and using social media to
communicate with governmental agencies and other organizations, both of
which are information-oriented. Using social media for information can be
defined as “individuals’ understanding of relevant events and conditions
in the world around” and includes “information seeking, information
sharing, obtaining communicatory utility, gaining social information,
surveillance (i.e., knowledge about others), and self-documentation (i.
e., lifelogging)” (Buzeta, De Pelsmacker, & Dens, 2020 , p. 81). Infor-
mation gathered from the media can help individuals surveil their
environment and therefore affects their sense of security and safety
(Dziekan & Kottenhoff, 2007; KhajeNoori & Kaveh, 2013).

When individuals use social media to communicate with govern-
mental agencies, the overall goal is to seek information and further seek
welfare, justice and law and order. Many governmental agencies and
organizations have their official social media accounts, through which
they can disseminate information to their members to keep them
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informed. In the context of China where the political system is top down,
it is essential for citizens to use social media to keep themselves
informed with governmental policies and decisions as they are often
extremely pertinent to their daily life activities as well as to seek for
justice, law and order or protection from the government. Before the
COVID-19 pandemic, neighborhood committees and other grassroot
governments in China had often used the social media application
WecChat to disseminate information to their residents. During COVID-19,
WecChat became an important tool for local governments to deliver
important information on lockdown and quarantine rules at the begin-
ning, and later on grocery dropping off and distribution services. In-
dividuals can also use social media to directly communicate with
organizations to seek more information about their product or service.
For instance, Nio (a Chinese electric vehicle maker) has its own social
media application, called Nio Pilot, to communicate with its customers
to understand their customers’ real needs and feedback of company
products. Nio Pilot has more than 1.6 million registered users and more
than 200,000 daily active users (Zhang, 2021). Wang, Zhang, Luo, and
Wang (2019) found that although the use of social media by Chinese
non-profit organizations was not popular, but they used social media for
various purposes, including communication, image building and
fundraising.

The second level of needs, we argue, include using social media for
entertainment, using social media for social networking and using social
media for social status, which are more emotion-oriented. Using social
media for entertainment is defined as using social media for temporary
emotional relief from daily routines and includes “escaping or being
diverted from problems or routine; emotional release or relief; relaxa-
tion, cultural or aesthetic enjoyment; passing time, having fun, and
playing” (Buzeta et al., 2020, p. 81). When using social media for social
networking, users seek friendship or belongingness to a group, and
affection and love, as using social media for social networking is defined
as “the users’ feeling of connection (to an online community, for
instance) that enables them to increase their knowledge about other
people’s circumstances and augment individuals’ socializing capabil-
ities” and includes “the sense of belonging (e.g., connectedness), the
supportive peer groups (e.g., bandwagon), and the enhanced interper-
sonal connections associated with media usage (e.g., community
building)” (Buzeta et al., 2020, p. 81). When using social media to seek
for social status, users desire for personal dignity and reputation or
respect from others (e.g., status and prestige), because using social
media for social status refers to sharing content and ideas on social
media to gain the reputation and popularity on social media and thus the
feeling of being important and being admired by others (Lee & Ma,
2012). It is evident that using social media for entertainment, social
networking and social status are all emotionally bound.

According to Bartsch and Viehoff (2010) in their study of media
entertainment, “emotions are the results of cognitive appraisal pro-
cesses” (p. 2251) because when people evaluate situations and infor-
mation regarding personal goals, needs, and desires, it often results in
emotional reaction. Pessoa (2008) reviewed research on the relationship
between cognition and emotion and contended that cognition and
emotion are integrated in the brain. Traditionally, an individual’s
cognition is a key determinant of his or her emotion (Schachter & Singer,
1962) and conscious or unconscious appraisal of events and information
involves emotion (Arnold, 1960). Therefore, we argue that
information-oriented social media uses (i.e., using social media for in-
formation and using social media for organizational communication) can
influence a person’s use of social media for entertainment, social
networking and social status. Below we develop our theoretical argu-
ments for each of the possible interconnected relationships, respectively.

First, we argue that when a person uses social media to seek infor-
mation, such information can also be entertaining because certain in-
formation can provide enjoyment, help individuals relax or pass time.
Research suggests that using media for entertainment is often motivated
by users’ desire. For instance, bored individuals tend to seek for arousing
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media content and information, but stressed users tend to seek for
soothing media content and information (Bartsch & Viehoff, 2010).
Users’ cognition and emotions are integrated in the brain, and emotion
is involved in individuals’ evaluation of events and situations (Arnold,
1960; Bartsch and Viehoff, 2010); Pessoa, 2008). Suckfiill’s research
(2004) examined various kinds of involvement in film viewing and
showed that emotional involvement correlated with various types of
involvement in reception, especially when viewers are absorbed in the
fictional world, identify with characters, and relate the film to their own
lives. These research findings suggest that using social media for infor-
mation may be related to using social media for entertainment, which
can subsequently influence social media brand trust. Therefore, we
propose the following hypothesis:

H6. Using social media for information (i.e., perceived information
value) is associated with using social media for entertainment, which
subsequently influences trust in social media brands.

Second, using social media for information is inherently related to
and beneficial for social networking as information exchange and
communication is a necessity for interpersonal connections (Buzeta
et al., 2020). Social networking requires users to gain knowledge about
other members of the group and therefore inormation is a necessary
step. For instance, when people join an online support group for
depression such as 7 cups, they seek for information on the causes,
symptoms, treatment and couseling services for depression. It is also
possible that individuals discover and join such support groups when
they try to seek information about depression online. Therefore, using
social media for information can be beneficial for one’s social
networking on social media. Ztniga, Jung and Valenzuela (2012) re-
ported that seeking information on social media positively influences
social capital, online and offline civic engagement. Based on this prop-
osition, we develop the following hypothesis:

H7. Using social media for information (i.e., perceived information
value) is associated with using social media for social networking, which
subsequently influences trust in social media brands.

Third, it is plausible that using social media for information is related
with using social media for social status. Vogel, Rose, Roberts, and
Eckles (2014) reported that social media information (such as social
network activity level and healthy habits) induced either upward or
downward social comparison, therefore influencing an individual’s
self-evaluation and social status assessment. Specifically, Facebook users
exposed to upward social comparison information on the site most often
had a lower level of self-esteem and self-evaluations . In contrast, after
exposure to downward comparison information, users’ self-evaluations
and self-esteem were higher. Therefore, it is plausible that using social
media for information can be linked to using social media for social
status, because information gathered from social media can be used for a
person’s self-evaluation of his or her social status. Consequently, we
propose the following hypothesis:

H8. Using social media for information (i.e., perceived information
value) is associated with using social media for social status, which
subsequently influences trust in social media brands.

Fourth, we argue that using social media to communicate with
government or other organizations is associated with using social media
for social networking. Using social media for organizational communi-
cation is an interesting yet important function of social media in public
relations (Bordeianu, 2012). Social media have become an important
venue for individual users to connect with various organizations and this
type of social media use is conducive to social networking among an
organization’s customers. For instance, when individuals use WeChat
groups to communicate with governmental agencies, they may come
across with like-mind citizens or citizens in similar situations . It is easy
for them to network with one another based on their shared interests.

Another example is using social media to communicate with other
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organizations such as for-profit corporations. Nio users use Nio Pilot, a
social media platform created by the company, to communicate with
owners of Nio electric vehicles initially, but gradually, the users form a
strong social network among themselves. By using Nio Pilot, customers
formed Nio car owners’ associations across the country, and they even
networked with one another and organized a few annual summits for
Nio (Yang, 2021). When individuals use social media to communicate
with an organization, it will help build a broad social network in which a
homogenous group of people form a community with shared interests
and values. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H9. Using social media for communicating with organizations (i.e.,
perceived organizational communication value) is associated with using
social media for social networking, which subsequently influences trust
in social media brands.

Fifth, we argue that using social media to communicate with orga-
nizations is related to using social media for social status. Boyd and
Ellison (2007) contend that social media sites often facilitate the for-
mation and development of homogenous groups that share some char-
acteristics. Khang, Han, and Ki (2014) reported that social media usage
had a significant relationship with a person’s expected social status
outcome. Engagement with established organizations (governments or
corporations) through social media will give users fulfillment and feel-
ings that they are important, or that their opinions matter, which will in
turn promote the perception of one’s social status. For example, because
Nio car owners and app users tend to be wealthy individuals who care
more about service quality, joining the corporation’s online user com-
munity not only enhances users’ feelings of self-importance and
belongingness but also facilitates the identification of their own social
status and social identity. As a result, we propose the following
hypothesis:

H10. Using social media for communicating with organizations (i.e.,
perceived organizational communication value) is associated with using
social media for social status, which subsequently influences trust in
social media brands.

3. Methods
3.1. Survey procedure and participants

To test the hypotheses, we conducted an original survey through two
channels: paper-and-pencil questionnaires and electronic question-
naires. The paper-and-pencil questionnaires were distributed to a sam-
ple of college students at a university in Guangdong Province, China,
including undergraduate seniors and graduate students. A total of 225
questionnaires were collected, of which 209 were valid.! In order to
increase the diversity of participants, we hired a research organization
(www.wijx.cn) to collect more responses from non-student respondents
outside of Guangdong province. The e-version of the questionnaire had a
screening question, “What is your occupation?” and the survey would
end if the respondent identifies himself/herself as a student. A total of
332 responses with different IP addresses from outside of Guangdong
province were obtained and 318 of them were valid.

Combining the two sources, we were able to obtain 527 responses.
The sample has a similar gender and age composition (Table 1) with the
general social media user community in China based on the latest Chi-
nese social media users survey (Iresearch, 2019).

1 Questionnaires with missing questions or with the same answer throughout
the questionnaire were considered as invalid questionnaires and are excluded
from the sample.
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Table 1
Participants’ demographics (N = 527).

Variable Group Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender Male 289 55%
Female 238 45%
Age 18-24 91 17%
25-30 158 30%
31-40 220 42%
>40 58 11%
Occupation Students 209 40%
Non-Students 318 60%

3.2. Survey questionnaire

3.2.1. Social media uses and gratifications

Adapting from previous research on social media uses and gratifi-
cations (Hunt et al., 2012; Khan, 2017; Kim & Kim, 2019; Krause et al.,
2014; Lisha et al., 2017; Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000; Quan-Haase &
Young, 2010; Smock et al., 2011), we measured various uses and grat-
ifications of social media through 15 items (see Table 2).% Participants
were asked to indicate what social media sites they use most often and
rate their agreement with each statement about why they use social
media on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly
agree).

For the 15 items, we conducted an exploratory principal component
factor analysis that yielded five factors with eigenvalues greater than 1,
including using social media for information, entertainment, social
networking, seeking social status, and communication with government
and organizations. The total variance explained by the five factors was
66.11%. Table 2 shows items used for each dimension of social media
use and corresponding factor loadings. A confirmatory principle
component factor analysis with varimax rotation showed that for each
latent variable, all factor loadings were satisfactory (Table 2). The
composite reliability was greater than 0.8, confirming that the internal
consistency of the constructs (Table 3) (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The
scale’s convergence validity and discriminant validity were satisfactory
(Table 3). All average variance extracted (AVE) values were greater than
0.50, indicating that the scale had a good convergence validity (Chin,
1988; Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The square root of each dimension’s
AVE value was greater than the correlation coefficients between the
dimension and other dimensions (the diagonal line in Table 3), indi-
cating that the scale had a very good discriminant validity (Fornell &
Larcker, 1981).

3.2.2. Social media brand trust

Adapting from Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001)’s brand trust scale
we measured trust in social media brands with three items on a 7-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): “I trust this social
media brand,” “I have confidence in this social media brand,” and “this
social media brand never disappoints me.” The scale’s Cronbach o was
0.714 and the items were averaged to form a composite index of social
media brand trust (M = 5.75, SD = 0.03).

4. Results
4.1. Results of the original SEM model

Before we performed a structural equation modeling analysis, we
used SPSS to perform Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests on the normality of
variables, and results showed that the assumption of normal distribution
was not met. Therefore, we performed a partial least squares structural

2 The 15-item scale was developed based on an exploratory factor analysis of
a 29-item scale with a sample of 302 participants, which produced 5 factors.
More details are available from the authors upon request.
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Table 2
Dimensions of social media uses and gratifications (perceived media values)
based on an exploratory factor analysis using SPSS (N = 527).
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Table 3
Confirmatory factor analysis of social media uses and gratifications (perceived
media values) based on PLS-SEM (N = 527).

Dimension Coding  Item Factor
Loading
Information (perceived INFO1 This social media platform 0.78
information value) can help me pass useful
information.
INFO2  This social media platform 0.78

can help me receive instant
information (such as
breaking news, local news,
life service, health
information, etc.).

INFO 3  This social media platform 0.75
can help me obtain
information on things that
interest me.
Entertainment (Perceived ENT1 This social media platform 0.82

can allow me to kill time
when I am bored.
ENT2 This social media platform 0.81
can share or provide
interesting music and
videos.
ENT3 This social media platform 0.75
can share or provide
interesting leisure and

entertainment value)

entertainment topics.

This social media platform 0.81

has increased the connection

between me and my friends.

SN2 This social media platform 0.79
has increased the connection
between me and my family.

SN3 This social media platform 0.74

has increased my connection

with my colleagues.

This social media platform 0.84

can allow me to impress

others.

SS2 This social media platform 0.80
can help me to be recognized
by others.

SS3 This social media platform 0.76

makes me look cool.

This social media platform 0.79

has increased the connection

between the government

and individuals.

This social media platform 0.73

has increased interaction

between companies within

the industry.

ORG3 This social media platform 0.68
can promote connections
between social
organizations, such as
companies and government

Social Networking SN1
(Perceived social
networking value)

Social Status (perceived SS1
social status value)

Communication with ORG1
Government &
Organizations (Perceived
organizational
communication value) ORG2

organizations.

Note. Factors were extracted by the principal component analysis and rotated
orthogonally using the Kaiser Varimax Rotation Method in SPSS; rotation con-
verges in 6 iterations.

equation modeling (PLS-SEM) analysis by using SmartPLS3.0 (Wang,
Chen & Solheim, 2020) to test our hypotheses H1-H10.

Overall, the explained variance (R?) of each endogenous variable in
the model (i.e., entertainment value, social networking value, social
status value, and social media brand trust) ranged from 0.12 to 0.37,
larger than the threshold value of 0.10 (Falk & Miller, 1992), therefore,
the model specification was satisfactory based on this benchmark (see
Table 4). Moreover, the predictive relevance (QZ) of each of the
endogenous variables ranged from 0.08 to 0.23 (see Table 4) , larger
than the threshold value of 0.02 (Hair, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2013), indi-
cating a satisfactory model overall.

Dimension Factor Loadings Composite Reliability AVE
INFO .793-.840 0.857 0.666
ENT .784-.853 0.854 0.662
SN .772-.831 0.848 0.651
SS .793-.855 0.861 0.674
ORG .738-.796 0.817 0.599
TRS .775-.825 0.839 0.635
Dimension Discriminant Validity

INFO ENT SN SsS ORG TRS
INFO 0.816
ENT 0.413 0.813
SN 0.328 0.157 0.807
SS 0.186 0.14 0.289 0.821
ORG 0.362 0.18 0.283 0.343 0.773
TRS 0.366 0.382 0.436 0.40 0.302 0.797

Notes. The standardized coefficients are all significant; the “lower triangle” of
Discriminant Validity represents the Pearson correlation coefficient between
variables; the diagonal elements are the square root of AVE. INFO = informa-
tion; ENT = entertainment; SN = social networking; SS = social status; ORG =
organizational communication; TRS = trust in social media brands.

After the evaluation of the overall model, we examined the results of
path analyses and mediation effect analyses based on bootstrapping (n
=1000). Results showed that using social media for entertainment ( =
0.25, SD = 0.04, p < 0.001; effect size 2 = 0.08), social networking (p =
0.27, SD = 0.05, p < 0.001; effect size 2 = 0.10), and social status B=
0.25, SD = 0.04, p < 0.001; effect size f* = 0.08) were positively related
to trust in social media brands. In other words, people perceived a higher
level of entertainment value, social networking value, or social-status
value of social media trusted social media brands more. Therefore,
H2, H3 and H4 were supported. However, using social media either for
information (p = 0.11, SD = 0.05, p < 0.05, effect size 2 = 0.01)° or for
communication with government and organizations (p = 0.06, SD =
0.04, p > 0.05; effect size f* = 0.01) was not significantly related to trust
in social media. Therefore, H1 and H5 were not supported.

Regarding the indirect effects of using social media for information
on brand trust through the mediation of using social media for enter-
tainment, social networking and social status (H6, H7, and H8, respec-
tively), results showed that using social media for information was
positively associated with using social media for entertainment (§ =
0.41, SD = 0.05, p < 0.001; effect size 2 = 0.21), which subsequently
was positively related with social media brand trust. The mediation test
showed that the mediation was significant, § = 0.10, SD = 0.02, p <
0.001. Therefore, H6 was supported.

Similarly, results showed that using social media for information was
positively related to using social media for social networking (f = 0.26,
SD = 0.07, p < 0.001; effect size f* = 0.07), which was positively related
to trust in social media brands. The mediation test showed that the
mediation was significant, p = 0.07, SD = 0.02, p < 0.001). Therefore,
H7 was supported.

As for H8, results showed that perceived information value of social
media was not significantly associated with perceived social status value
of social media (fp = 0.07, SD = 0.07, p = 0.16; effect size 2 = 0.01); in
the meantime, the mediation test showed that perceived social status
value of social media did not mediate the effect of perceived information
value on trust in social media brands (f = 0.02, SD = 0.01, p = 0.20).
Therefore, H8 was not supported by the data.

As for H9, results showed that perceived organizational communi-
cation value of social media was significantly related to perceived social
networking value of social media, = 0.19, SD = 0.05, p < 0.001; effect

3 Despite p < 0.05, according to Cohen (1988), an effect size (f2) smaller than
0.02 is not statistically significant.
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Table 4
Paths in the hypothesized model using PLS-SEM (Bootstrapping , N = 1000).
Paths Estimate  S.D. P- 95% CI Effect
Value Size f-
square
H1: Information— 0.11 0.05 0.023 [0.01,0.2] 0.01
Trust
H2: Entertainment— 0.25 0.04 <0.001 [0.17,0.32] 0.08
Trust
H3: Social 0.27 0.05 <0.001 [0.18,0.37] 0.1
networking— Trust
H4: Social status 0.25 0.04  <0.001 [0.16,0.33] 0.08
—Trust
H5: Organizational 0.06 0.04 0.163 [-0.02,0.14] 0.01
communication—
Trust
Information 0.41 0.05 <0.001 [0.33,0.5] 0.21
—Entertainment
Information —Social 0.26 0.05 <0.001 [0.17,0.35] 0.07
networking
Information —Social 0.07 0.05 0.161 [-0.03,0.17] 0.01
status
Organizational 0.19 0.05  0.001 [0.08,0.29] 0.04
communication—
Social networking
Organizational 0.32 0.05  <0.001 [0.22,0.42] 0.10
communication—

Social status

Mediation Effects

Paths Estimate  S.D. P- 95% CI
Value

H6: Information— Entertainment— 0.1 0.02 <0.001 [0.07,0.14]
Trust

H7: Information— Social 0.07 0.02 <0.001 [0.04,0.11]
Networking — Trust

H8: Information —Social status— 0.02 0.01 0.196 [-0.01,0.05]
Trust

HO9: Organizational communication 0.05 0.02 <0.05 [0.02,0.09]
— Social Networking — Trust

H10: Organizational 0.08 0.02 <0.001 [0.05,0.12]
communication— Social status —
Trust

R? (Explained Variance) & Q? (Predictive Relevance) of Latent Variables

Variables R2 Q2

Entertainment value 0.17 0.11
Social status value 0.12 0.08
Social networking value 0.14 0.08
Social media brand trust 0.37 0.23

size f> = 0.04). Meanwhile, perceived social networking value of social
media significantly mediated the effect of perceived organizational
communication value of social media on trust in social media brands (f
= 0.05, SD = 0.02, p < 0.05). Therefore, H9 was supported.

Regarding H10, results showed that perceived organizational
communication value of social media was significantly related to
perceived social-status value of social media (p = 0.32, SD = 0.05, p <
0.001; effect size £ = 0.10), and perceived social status value of social
media mediated the effect of perceived organizational communication
value of social media on trust in social media brands (p = 0.08, SD =
0.02, p < 0.001). Therefore, H10 was supported.

4.2. Model modification

We dropped the non-significant paths to simplify the model,
including the paths associated with H1, H5 and H8. The overall model
indices showed that the R? values were between 0.12 and 0.36 (larger
than the threshold value of 0.10, Falk & Miller, 1992) and the Q2 values
were between 0.08 and 0.22 (larger than the threshold value of 0.02,
Hair et al., 2013), indicating an overall fit model. Fig. 3 shows the final
model.
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Fig. 1. Hypothesized model predicting trust in social media brands.

Fig. 2. Results of the hypothesized model.

Fig. 3. Final model of trust in social media brands.
5. Discussion
5.1. Implications of results

While more and more people use social media daily and spend
tremendous amount of time on social media, a survey of more than
80,000 people in 40 countries before the COVID-19 pandemic revealed
low levels of trust in digital news and rising concern about misinfor-
mation online, despite the efforts made by journalists, editors, politi-
cians, and public health officials to convey truthful messages to the
general public (Newman, Fletcher, Schulz, Andi, & Neilsen, 2020).
Against this backdrop, our study aims to answer an important question:
What influences trust in social media brands? We borrow literature from
both marketing and media to examine how various uses of social media
(i.e., perceived media values) influence trust in social media brands.

First and foremost, we find that perceived social media’s entertain-
ment value, social networking value, and social status value are all
positively related with trust in social media brands. These results echo
the literature that perceived brand values influence brand trust
(Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Chi, Yeh, & Chiou, 2009; Ercis, 2012;
Harris & Goode, 2004; Moliner, 2009; Prameka, Do, & Rofiq, 2016;
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Zohaib & Muhammad, 2014) and demonstrate that social media plat-
forms and brands are similar to regular product brands like MacDonald,
Nike, and Apple because these social media brands can also provide
functional, emotional, social, and personal values and satisfy con-
sumers’ needs at various levels, which can lead to increased trust in
social media brands. To our knowledge, previous studies have not linked
various social media uses to trust in social media brands, and our
research fills this gap. A study found that people trusted news posted on
Facebook more when their real-life friends acted as opinion leaders and
shared the news on social media (Turcotte, York, Irving, Scholl, & Pin-
gree, 2015). Ayaburi and Treku (2020) surveyed Facebook users and
showed that users’ perceptions of the alignment between the social
media brand’s (i.e., Facebook) words in an apology and subsequent
actions impacted users’ trust in Facebook and allied services such as
Instagram. Our research extends this line of research and shows that
trust in social media brands is connected with fundamental values of
social media such as providing entertainment, expanding social network
and boosting social status. These findings imply that social media brands
could optimize their entertainment content, social networking function,
and social-status-enhancing function to increase their users’ trust in
their brands and thus attract more users and increase traffic. The direct
connection between perceived entertainment value of social media and
trust in social media brands may explain why multiple channel networks
that position entertainment as its core content have gained much
development over recent years amid increased heated competition
among social media platforms.

Our study also shows that although perceived social media’s infor-
mation value and organizational communication value do not have
direct effects on trust in social media brands, they have indirect effects
through the mediation of perceived entertainment value and social
networking value. An explanation for this is that information provided
by social media is intertwined with entertainment and provides enter-
tainment to users at the same time. Similarly, information gained from
social media allows people to follow their friends, celebrity figures, and
other favorite social media accounts, thus providing a broad range of
conversation topics and facilitating users’ interactions with others. This
may explain why Chinese social media platforms recruit many opinion
leaders to interact with their users—the blend of interpersonal
communication with information seeking on social media increases so-
cial media brand trust and boosts user attachment to social media
platforms. For example, many bloggers interact with their fans on Weibo
(the Chinese version of Twitter) and the para-social interaction on
Weibo coupled with information gained from these opinion leaders have
attracted more and more users, thus making Weibo a popular social
media brand in China. We also think the indirect effect of perceived
information value on brand trust in part reflects the disconnection be-
tween the increasing dependence on social media and brand trust.
Although social media platforms provide tailored content to their users
based on their algorithm and users spend more and more time on social
media to gain information, users do not necessarily trust social media
brands more.

In China, many local and provincial governments try to better con-
nect with citizens through various social media apps on social media
provide communication channels between ordinary citizens and the
governments. Ordinary citizens often use social media to submit their
complaints about corruption and other issues; therefore, it is plausible
that using social media to communicate with local and provincial gov-
ernments does not directly affect trust in social media brands. Moreover,
using social media to communicate with governments and organizations
helps expand a person’s social network, but this type of ties is weaker
than ties with family, friends, and coworkers on social media, which
does not necessarily directly increase individuals’ trust in social media
brands. Another reason may lie in the fact that in the process of
communicating with governments and other organizations, personal
identification information is required and therefore it is less likely to
find a direct connection between using social media to communicate
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with governments and corporations and trust in social media brands.
However, using social media for organizational communication has in-
direct effects on social media brand trust through the mediation of using
social media for social networking and seeking social status, which is
especially true when individuals use companies’ own social media apps
(e.g., Nio’s own user app). By using a certain brand and its products, the
brand’s customers form a homogenous group that have certain social
identities in various aspects such as age, socioeconomic status and
lifestyles. Then the brand’s customers form an online social network
through the use of the company’s social media app, in which social ties
are more interactive and stronger than the offline social network and the
group’s social status is strengthened and becomes more prominent. Our
study demonstrates that these types of social media uses increase social
media brand trust.

5.2. Limitations and future research

The current research is based on a cross-sectional survey, therefore
the direct and indirect effects of perceived media values on social media
brand trust are only correlational, not causal relationships. Second,
despite the study’s participants were largely consistent with the general
social media user community in China (Iresearch, 2019), the study’s
participants have an average age of 33 and therefore may use social
media more than the general public; as a result, whether the relation-
ships reported in the current research are applicable to other pop-
ulations needs further testing. Another limitation is that when we
measured various uses of social media in Chinese, most of the items were
focused on users’ attitudes toward the platform or potential outcomes of
social media use (e.g., “This social media platform can help me gain
useful information.”) but a few were focused on reported behaviors or
outcomes that have already occurred (e.g., “This social media platform
has increased the connection between me and my friends.”). The
inconsistency in these items was not optimal and future surveys should
use consistently worded questions. Nonetheless, we would like to point
out that despite this subtle difference, each social media use scale has a
high reliability.

Despite the limitations, we believe that the current study has sig-
nificant contributions as it disentangles the relationships between
various perceived media values and social media brand trust and has
important practical implications for the development of social media
platforms and how to increase social media users’ trust in social media.
Future research is needed to test the relationships between perceived
social media values and trust in social media brands in a different
sample, preferably an older sample of participants. Second, the current
study examines the relationships without focusing on specific social
media brands, and future research can be directed to focusing on top
Chinese social media brands, such as WeChat, QQ, Weibo, and others.
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