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Abstract

While insight into consumer brand engagement, experience, and identification is rap-
idly developing, little remains known regarding the association of these, and related,
concepts, as therefore explored in this article. Drawing on social identity theory and
service-dominant-logic, this study develops and tests a model that explores the effect
of customers' brand credibility, -value congruence, and -experience on their brand
identification, and its subsequent effect on their brand advocacy, -attachment, and
-loyalty. We also examine the potentially moderating role of consumers' engagement
in affecting these relationships. To explore these issues, we collected tourist-based
survey data. To analyze the data, we used confirmatory factor analysis, followed by
structural equation modeling. The findings reveal that brand value congruence, credi-
bility, and experience exercise significant positive effects on customers' brand identi-
fication, which, in turn, impact their brand advocacy, attachment, and loyalty.
Further, brand engagement is shown to moderate the association of these factors.
We conclude by outlining key theoretical/practical implications that arise from this

research.

(Aziz & Long, 2021; Molinillo et al., 2022). Therefore, adept management

of the customer/brand relationship has never been more critical than

Brands play a critical role in developing customer/firm relationships, in
turn contributing to business performance (Keller, 2012). For example, by
developing a unique set of customer associations with a brand and by
offering a clear identity, successful brands are able to differentiate their
offerings from those of competitors and build customer loyalty to their
brands (e.g., Aaker, 2012; Yoshida et al., 2021). However, at the same
time, published research shows rising customer skepticism toward brands,
as gaged by plummeting confidence in brands or brand-related communi-

cations (Tuskej et al., 2013), which may be exacerbated at times of crisis

today (Beverland, 2021).

However, despite this recognition, little remains known regarding
the drivers and outcomes of customers' brand identification (Appiah
et al.,, 2019; Krishna & Kim, 2021), particularly during the pandemic,
which is expected to see unique dynamics (vs. regular market condi-
tions; Hollebeek et al., 2021). For example, while Elbedweihy et al.
(2016) argue that brand attractiveness is conducive to yielding cus-
tomer/brand identification, concerned customers during the pandemic

may be primarily driven by safety concerns (Kitz et al., 2021). As
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another example, Blyiikdag and Kitapci (2021) identify the role of
brand self-congruity in driving customers' identification with a brand,
which—during a crisis (e.g., the pandemic)—may be complemented or
superseded by factors including the brand's perceived care, protec-
tion, or security. In other words, during crises such as COVID-19, con-
sumer behavior is expected to display unique or different dynamics
(e.g., by exhibiting elevated perceived risk/fear; Rather, 2021a;
Ramkissoon, 2020), thus likely challenging some of the insight pro-
fessed in the literature under regular market conditions and requiring
further investigation.

In response to this gap, we explore the drivers, dynamics, and out-
comes of customers' identification with a brand during the pandemic.
Extending prior research (e.g, Blyikdag & Kitapci, 2021; Hultman
et al, 2016; Stokburger-Sauer et al, 2012), we envisage customer-
perceived brand credibility, value congruence, and brand experience to
drive their brand identification, which we—in turn—expect to impact their
brand advocacy, attachment, and loyalty during COVID-19. For example,
customer-perceived value congruence, defined as a patron's perceived
similarity of his/her personal values and those of the brand (Elbedweihy
et al., 2016), is expected to be paramount during (vs. pre)-the pandemic,
given customers' typically elevated safety concerns. Relatedly, customers'
brand experience, or their response evoked by brand-related stimuli
(Brakus et al., 2009), is also expected to differ during (vs. pre-) the pan-
demic. For example, while customers may traditionally aim to optimize
their (e.g., hedonic) brand experience, during the pandemic their focus is
likely to shift (e.g., by focusing on keeping themselves safe; Itani &
Hollebeek, 2021). Therefore, by exploring the drivers, dynamics, and con-
sequences of customers' brand identification during the pandemic, we
expect our analyzes to offer important, novel insight.

Customer engagement has been defined as a customer's resource
investment in his/her brand interactions (Kumar et al., 2019), revealing its
inherently interactive nature (Behnam et al., 2021; Munaro et al., 2021).
During the pandemic, customer/brand interactions have been severely
impacted (e.g,, through lockdowns/social distancing; Aziz & Long, 2021),
thus impacting customers' brand engagement (vs. pre-the pandemic),
which—however—remains scant (Hollebeek et al., 2021), revealing an
important gap. We, therefore, explore customer engagement's moderat-
ing role in the association of customer-perceived brand credibility, value
congruence, and experience on the one hand, and brand advocacy,
attachment, and loyalty on the other. We expect engagement to exert a
moderating (vs. mediating) role, as the strength of the association of cus-
tomer/brand identification and its respective drivers/outcomes is antici-
pated to differ for customers displaying high (vs. low) brand engagement.
For example, the association of brand credibility and -identification is
expected to be stronger for highly (vs. low) engaged customers, who typi-
cally spend more time/effort on their brand interactions (Hollebeek
et al., 2014; Kumar & Pansari, 2016), strengthening their bond with the
brand (Bowlby, 1977).

Based on this rationale, this article's contributions to the
branding- and consumer behavior literature are as follows. First, we
develop and test a framework that examines the effects of customer-
perceived brand credibility, value congruence, and experience on their

brand identification, which we posit to subsequently affect customers'

brand advocacy, attachment, and loyalty, as outlined. As noted, while
existing studies have addressed these variables, little remains known
regarding their conceptual association during (vs. pre-) the pandemic,
thus warranting further research. Specifically, these analyzes are of
value, as the more marketers are able to foster customer identification
with their brands during the pandemic, the higher their expected
sales, contributing to the firm's pandemic recovery, survival, and per-
formance (Krishna & Kim, 2021; Molinillo et al., 2022). During the
pandemic, the brand's ability to foster the development of customer/
brand identification is of particular importance, as at times of crisis,
customers are especially likely to patronize those brands that align
with their values and give them hope (e.g., for a return to pre-
pandemic life; Hollebeek et al., 2021).

Second, we explore customer engagement's moderating role in
the proposed associations. While most empirical research views
engagement as a driver or mediator affecting particular hypothesized
relationships (e.g., Algharabat et al., 2020; Harrigan et al., 2018;
Naeem & Ozuem, 2021), we posit that the strength of the explored
associations will vary across customers displaying different engage-
ment levels. For example, for a low (vs. highly) engaged customer, we
expect to see a weaker (stronger) association of customer-perceived
value congruence and brand identification, as the former (vs. latter)
invests less into his/her brand relationship. We, therefore, expect that
the more customers are willing to put into their interactions, the stron-
ger the hypothesized relationships will be. Our empirical findings,
indeed, confirm engagement's moderating role in these associations,
raising important (e.g., managerial) implications. For example, though
customers may report an excellent brand experience, their behavioral
(repurchase) intent may remain modest, if their brand engagement
remains below par (Khan, Hollebeek, & Islam, 2020).

The paper unfolds as follows. We review important literature and
develop a conceptual framework and set of hypotheses in Section 2,
followed by an overview of the methodology in Section 3. Section 4
reports on our main findings, after which we outline the major impli-

cations that arise from this research in Section 5.

2 | LITERATURE REVIEW AND
CONCEPTUAL DEVELOPMENT

We next review key literature, from which we develop a set of
hypotheses, as summarized in Figure 1.

21 | Social identity theory

Social identity theory (SIT) offers an important theoretical foundation for
(e.g, brand) identification in marketing and organizational research
(Ahearne et al., 2005; Raza et al., 2020). SIT posits that people develop or
maintain their self-identity based on their affiliation with or membership
to specific groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1985). In organizational research,
(employee) identification has received in-depth attention (Bhattacharya &

Sen, 2003) and has emerged as a critical driver of employee- and



RATHER ET AL. WI LEY 3
Customer Engagement
H7a-c H8a-c
Brand Credibility A Brand Advocacy
HI1 H4
H2 H5
Brand Value Y 5 Brand Identification — » Brand Attachment
Congruence
H3 H6
\/
Brand Experience Brand Loyalty

FIGURE 1 Proposed framework

organizational performance (Lam et al., 2013). Likewise, in marketing, cus-
tomers' brand identification, or the degree to which customers identify
with a brand, has been shown to yield enhanced customer outcomes
(e.g., higher loyalty) (Buiyiikdag & Kitapci, 2021).

In this article, we primarily examine customers' identification with a
brand, or the degree to which a patron identifies with a brand based on
its (e.g, relational/symbolic) characteristics. Existing research has also
examined the impact of customer-perceived brand identification on spe-
cific consumer behavior outcomes, including (re)purchase intent (Tuskej
et al., 2013), positive word-of-mouth (Hultman et al., 2016), and in/extra-
role behavior (Ahearne et al., 2005). Extending this insight, we explore
customers' brand identification vis-a-vis brand credibility, value congru-
ence, experience, engagement, advocacy, attachment, and loyalty, as
outlined.

2.2 | Customer engagement

Interest in customer engagement (CE) has rapidly surged in the last decade
(Brodie et al., 2011; Hollebeek et al., 2021). Various engagement-related
terms have been proposed, including consumer-, customer-, and brand
engagement and so forth (Alexander et al., 2018; Brodie et al., 2013),
exposing the concept's growing significance.

First, CE has been defined as “a psychological state, which
occurs by virtue of interactive customer experiences with a focal
object,” (Brodie et al., 2011, p. 258). Extending this viewpoint, Hol-
lebeek et al. (2019, p. 171) conceptualize CE as “a customer's moti-
vationally driven, volitional investment of focal operant resources
(including cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and social knowledge/

skills), and operand resources (e.g., equipment) in brand

interactions.” Relatedly, Vivek et al. (2012, p. 133) conceptualize
CE as “the intensity of an individual's participation in and connec-
tion with an organization's offerings and/or organizational activi-
ties, which either the customer or the organization initiates,” as
adopted in this study. The specific objects with which a customer
may engage include branded products, services, frontline
employees, and firms, to name a few (Taheri et al., 2014), revealing
its interactive nature (Naeem & Ozuem, 2021).

Second, most authors view CE as a multidimensional concept that
comprises emotional, cognitive, and behavioral facets (Hollebeek
et al., 2014; Kumar & Pansari, 2016; Vivek et al., 2014). While cogni-
tive CE refers to a customer's level of mental elaboration in his/her
interactions with a brand, emotional CE denotes the extend of the
individual's affect committed to his/her brand interaction (Rather &
Hollebeek, 2020; Rather & Hollebeek, 2021).

Third, several authors have explored CE's conceptual associations.
For example, Harrigan et al. (2018) and Khan, Hollebeek, Fatma, et al.
(2020) examine its direct effect on brand experience/loyalty in the
social media/online community contexts. Moreover, Rather et al.,
(2018) and So et al. (2021) explore the CE/loyalty interface for hotel/
airline brands. However, as outlined, scholarly acumen of CE's poten-
tially moderating effect remains limited (Prebensen et al., 2015;

Thakur, 2019), as, therefore, explored in this study.

2.3 | Brand credibility/identification interface

Credibility is a crucial success factor for brands. Based on signaling theory,
Erdem and Swait (1998, p. 192) define brand credibility as a customer's
level of trust in a brand based on his/her perceived believability of its
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information, promises, and actions (Erdem & Swait, 2004; Molinillo
et al., 2022).

When a brand has built a positive social identity, its propensity
for customer/brand identification rises (Kumar & Kaushik, 2018).
That is, customers are expected to identify more with brands they
perceive as trustworthy (vs. non-trustworthy; Hollebeek &
Macky, 2019), thus contributing to their self-definition (Raza
et al., 2020; Tuskej et al., 2013). Therefore, by instilling brand con-
fidence, customer-perceived brand credibility is expected to drive
the individual's brand identification (Ahearne et al, 2005;
Becerra & Badrinarayanan, 2013). Consequently, as customer-
perceived brand credibility grows, we expect their brand identifi-
cation to rise in parallel. We posit:

H1: Customer-perceived brand credibility positively

affects customer brand identification.

24 |
interface

Brand value congruence/identification

Consumer/brand value congruence denotes the degree of match
between a customer's personal values and his/her perceived brand
values (Edwards & Cable, 2009), as rooted in self-congruity theory
(Sirgy et al., 1991). For example, a brand user may assess to what
extent it matches his/her values, from which the individual is likely to
decide whether to continue using the brand (Tuskej et al., 2013).
Through this psychological comparison, the customer will tend to use
those brands that exhibit a higher (vs. lower) match with his/her per-
sonal values (Elbedweihy et al., 2016; Hu et al., 2019). Thus, value
congruence is likely to positively affect customer-perceived brand
identification (Rather & Camilleri, 2019; Tuskej et al., 2013), yielding
self-brand congruity a key precursor of customer/brand identification
(Ahearne et al, 2005; Tuskej et al., 2013). Bhattacharya and
Sen (2003, p. 77) illustrate: In the identification process, “a state of
self-categorization into organizationally defined categories” aids con-
match-up their features/characteristics

sumers to personal

(e.g., values) with those of the focal object/brand. Thus,

H2: Customer-perceived brand value congruence posi-

tively affects customer-perceived brand identification.

2.5 | Brand experience/identification interface
Early brand experience research emerged in the mid-1990's (Brakus
et al., 2009; Schmitt & Zarantonello, 2013), which recognized the
inherently experiential (i.e., value-in-use) nature of offerings, beyond
mere value-in-exchange. Existing studies typically focus on particular
brand experience facets, such as a brand's utilitarian, esthetic, or intel-
lectual experience and their respective effect on customers' behav-
ioral outcomes (e.g., purchase; Zarantonello & Schmitt, 2010;
Jaziri, 2019; Rather, 2020).

However, most customers are affected by a range of experiential
factors (Jaziri, 2019; Vo-Thanh et al., 2021), through which they iden-
tify with their chosen brands. In this vein, Brakus et al. (2009, p. 53)
conceptualize brand experience as the customer's “sensations, feelings,
cognitions, and behavioral responses evoked by brand-related stimuli
that are part of a brand design and identity, packaging, communica-
tions, and environments.” Brand experience covers consumer's entire
purchase journey, including all of his/her brand touch-points
(Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Schmitt & Zarantonello, 2013). Under rising
competition, marketers are advised to differentiate their brands by
providing a distinctive customer experience, which is conducive to
building customer/brand identification (Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012;
Vo-Thanh & Kirova, 2018). We propose:

H3: Customer brand experience positively impacts cus-

tomer/brand identification.

2.6 | Brand identification/advocacy interface
Brand advocacy denotes a customer's supporting (e.g., referral/recom-
mendation) behavior for a brand (Xie et al., 2019), thus offering an
important success factor for brands, including by stimulating sales
growth (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003), as surmised in the Net Promoter
Score (Reichheld & Sasser, 1990). Brand advocacy may occur socially
and/or physically. While social advocacy denotes a customer's recom-
mendation of a brand to others or his/her defense of a brand when it
is attacked (Clark et al., 2020; Ramkissoon et al., 2018), physical advo-
cacy reflects a customer's brand purchase/consumption (Stokburger-
Sauer et al., 2012).

Ahearne et al. (2005) suggest the existence of a strong, posi-
tive relationship between customer/brand identification and extra-
role behaviors. Likewise, brand advocacy has been shown an
important outcome of customer/brand identification (Stokburger-
Sauer et al., 2012). Studies also report a positive, significant asso-
ciation of customer/brand identification and positive brand-related
word-of-mouth (e.g., Tuskej et al., 2013). Consequently, based on
social identity theory, customers who have a strong bond with a
brand and who identify with the brand will be more inclined to
promote the brand to others (Hultman et al., 2016). Thus,

H4: Customer/brand identification positively affects

customer brand advocacy.

27 |
interface

Brand identification/brand attachment

While related, brand identification and -attachment are rooted in dis-
tinct theoretical foundations. First, brand identification reflects the
degree to which a customer identifies with a brand (e.g., through a
perceived match of his/her personal, and the brand's, values). In social

identity theory, brand identification is viewed as a customer's
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affiliation with a brand based on its perceived fulfillment of the indi-
vidual's social identity needs. That is, customers utilize brands to
describe their social identity, as derived from the symbolic value of
their brands they use (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Hollebeek & Rather,
2019). Therefore, customers articulate their social identity to a social
group based on their identification with particular brands (Molinillo
et al., 2022).

Second, brand attachment, as conceptualized in attachment the-
ory (Bowlby, 1977), reflects a customer's emotional connection with a
brand, characterized by a fear of loss (Thomson et al., 2005). Based on
attachment theory, brand attachment reveals an individual's positive
beliefs about, and emotional connection to, a brand, where particular
brand aspects are self-defining and/or self-referential (Schmalz &
Orth, 2012). Taking an attachment theory-informed perspective sug-
gests that the higher one's brand attachment, the greater one's con-
nection to the brand (Huang et al., 2017; Thomson et al., 2005).
Elevated brand attachment sees stronger emotions, including passion,
affect, and separation distress (Bowlby, 1977). That is, customers feel
safe when consuming those brand(s) to which they are emotionally
attached (Molinillo et al., 2022). We, thus, propose that they will form

an attachment to a brand if they are bonded with it. Therefore,

H5: Customer-perceived brand identification positively
impacts customer brand attachment.

2.8 | Brand identification/brand loyalty interface
Oliver (1999) defines brand loyalty as a customer's deeply held intent
to re-patronize or repurchase a preferred brand. Based on social iden-
tity theory, customers displaying high (vs. low) brand identification are
more likely to continue engaging with a brand, and thus, remain loyal
to it (Tajfel & Turner, 1985; Yoshida et al., 2021). Brand loyalty com-
prises two components: (a) Attitudinal loyalty, exhibited by offering
positive brand-related word-of-mouth, recommending/referring the
brand, and (b) Behavioral loyalty, or by repurchasing the brand
(Haumann et al., 2016). Drawing on customer/brand identification
research (e.g., Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Tuskej et al., 2013), cus-
tomers are particularly likely to develop a connection with favorably
perceived brands. Therefore, strong brand identification is key in
developing enduring customer/brand relationships and loyalty
(Villagra et al., 2021). We hypothesize:

Hé: Customer/brand identification positively affects

customer brand loyalty.

2.9 | Moderating role of customer engagement

As noted, debate surrounds CE's conceptualization. For example,
while authors like Taheri et al. (2014) and Vivek et al. (2012, 2014)
define it as an individual's connection to and participation in an orga-

nization's activities or offerings, Hollebeek et al. (2014) refer to the

concept as a consumer's positively-valenced cognitive, emotional and
behavioral activity during or related to [travel-related] brand interac-
tions. Moreover, Hollebeek et al. (2019) define CE as a customer's
resource investment in his/her brand interactions. Therefore, the
greater a customer's cognitive, emotional and behavioral investment
in a destination brand (e.g., by learning about, discussing, or recom-
mending the brand to others), the higher his/her brand engagement
(Kumar & Pansari, 2016; So et al, 2021). In turn, the individual's
engagement has been shown to yield important effects on consumers'
(e.g., repurchase) behavior (e.g., Kumar et al, 2019; Munaro
et al,, 2021; Naeem & Ozuem, 2021).

While CE is oft-cited as a driver or mediator of the customer experi-
ence, brand identification, and/or loyalty (Khan et al., 2020, b), its poten-
tially moderating role remains tenuous, though it has gained some
attention (Prebensen et al., 2015; Saleem et al., 2020). For example, Tha-
kur (2019) examines engagement's moderating role in the relationship of
customer satisfaction/loyalty in the mobile app-based shopping context.
The author suggests that highly (vs. low) engaged consumers tend to
shop more often, revealing the concept's moderating role, akin to Cogut
et al. (2020), who corroborate engagement's moderating role in the asso-
ciation of consumers' sustainability awareness and behavior. Relatedly,
while Saleem et al. (2020) establish CE's moderating role in the associa-
tion of customers' brand attitude and their environmentally responsible
(sustainable) consumption behaviors, CE has also been shown to moder-
ate the association of customer cocreation and their intent to recom-
mend the brand (Rather et al., 2022).

However, despite this extant insight, little remains known
about CE's potentially moderating role in impacting the association
of brand credibility, value congruence, experience, attachment,
advocacy, and loyalty, as therefore explored in this study. That is,
as high (vs. low) engaged customers have been demonstrated to
display differing behaviors (e.g., Hollebeek et al., 2014), further
exploration of these associations is warranted. Specifically, we
expect customer brand experience, brand credibility, and brand
value congruity to exert a stronger effect on customer/brand iden-
tification for highly (vs. low) engaged customers. For example, the
effect of a customer's brand experience on his/her brand identifica-
tion is anticipated to be stronger for high (vs. less) engaged individ-
uals, given his/her elevated engagement's stimulating or augmenting
effect on this association (e.g., Rather & Hollebeek, 2021). Corre-
spondingly, we posit:

H7a: Customer brand experience exerts a stronger
effect on customer/brand identification for highly

(vs. low) engaged customers.

H7b: Customer-perceived brand credibility exerts a
stronger effect on brand identification for highly
(vs. low) engaged customers.

H7c: Customer-perceived brand value congruity exerts
a stronger effect on brand identification for highly

(vs. low) engaged customers.
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Likewise, we anticipate customer/brand identification to have a
stronger impact on customers' brand attachment, advocacy, and loy-
alty for highly (vs. low) engaged customers. For example, buyers' high
identification with a brand should yield their higher brand attachment
(Sen et al., 2015), with a stronger association between these variables
anticipated for highly (vs. low) engaged customers. That is, the more a
customer engages with a brand, the more of his/her personal
resources (s)he commits to his/her interactions with it (Hollebeek
et al, 2019), in turn facilitating or strengthening the association of
their brand identification on the one hand, and brand attachment

(or advocacy, loyalty) on the other. We postulate:

H8a: Customer/brand identification exerts a stronger
effect on brand attachment for highly (vs. low) engaged

customers.

H8b: Customer/brand identification exerts a stronger
effect on brand advocacy for highly (vs. low) engaged

customers.

H8c: Customer/brand identification exerts a stronger

effect on brand loyalty for highly (vs. low) engaged

customers.
3 | METHODOLOGY
3.1 | Surveyinstrument

A questionnaire was employed to gauge the modeled constructs
(Figure 1) using extant measures. Customer engagement was adopted
from Rather et al. (2019), which is based on Vivek et al.’s (2014)
three-dimensional (emotional, cognitive, behavioral) scale. A sample
item reads: “I am passionate about this brand.” Brand identification was
gaged by utilizing Stokburger-Sauer et al.’s (2012) five-item scale,
with a sample item “I identify strongly with this brand.” Brand experi-
ence scale was modified from Kumar and Kaushik's (2018) 12-item
scale, which is based on Brakus et al.’s (2009) multidimensional instru-
ment. A measurement item entails: “This brand induces feelings and
sentiments.”

We adopted brand value congruence by Hu et al.’s (2019) four-
item scale, with a sample item stating “My personal values match the
values of this brand” (see Elbedweihy et al., 2016). We measured brand
credibility by deploying Erdem and Swait's (2004) six-item scale, with a
sample item stating: “This brand has the ability to deliver what it prom-
ises.” Brand attachment was modified by applying Huang et al.’s
(2017) measurement item scale. A sample item reads: “I am attached
to this brand.” Brand advocacy was measured by utilizing Stokburger-
Sauer et al.’s (2012) three-item measure, with a sample item stating:
“| would recommend visiting this brand to others.” Finally, we measured
brand loyalty with Kumar and Kaushik's (2017) instrument, with a sam-
ple measurement item reading: ““I will visit this brand the next time |

plan a travel”.

TABLE 1 Respondents' demographic/travel characteristics
Variables Categories % Respondents
Gender Male 54% 227

Female 46% 193
Age (years) 20-30 30% 126
31-40 21% 89
41-50 26% 110
Above 51 23% 94
Reason for traveling Leisure 41% 172
Adventure 31% 131
Religious 17% 71
Business 11% 46

3.2 | Sampling and data collection

Prior to administrating the main study, we pilot tested the question-
naire with 40 scholars to assess the quality of the instrument and
resolve any concerns, as needed. The lead author invited these
scholars to comment on the questionnaire's clarity and readability,
which revealed no issues. In the main study, participants were asked
to rate each measurement item on 7-point Likert scales ranging from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).

To administer the main survey, we deployed a non-probability
convenience sampling approach in January 2021 in the tourism
context. Specifically, five well-known Indian tourism destination
brands (i.e., Varinag, Srinagar, Kokernag, Gulmarg, and Phalgam)
were used to collect the data, which offer a range of religious,
adventure, leisure, and recreation activities (IBEF, 2020). The tar-
get population included domestic/foreign tourists aged 20 years
and above, who had visited at least one of the outlined destination
brands.

To obtain high-quality data, the lead researcher and two well-
trained research assistants randomly approached customers leaving
the destination brand at different exit points. To diminish coverage
error, the research purpose was unveiled to the respondents
(Molinillo et al., 2022). After circulating 500 surveys, 425 completed
questionnaires were received, revealing an 85% response rate. After
removing invalid questionnaires (e.g., those with missing data),
420 usable questionnaires were retained for the analysis. A minimum
of 80 participants were used from each of the destination brands.
Descriptive statistics (see Tables 1 and 2) show that 54% of respon-
dents were male (46% female), and 72% visited the destination brand
for leisure/adventure reasons, followed by 17% (religious reasons),

and 11% for business purposes.

3.3 | Common method variance

We next evaluated the potential existence of common method variance

(CMV) by using two methods. First, we executed Harman's single-factor



RATHER ET AL. WI LEY 7

TABLE 2 Psychometric properties—measurement items and descriptive statistics

Constructs and items SL M SD
Customer Engagement (CE)

Enthused Participation

| spend plenty of my time in this brand 0.93 5.23 1.45

| am passionate about this brand 0.91 5.65 1.32

My days will not be the same without visiting 0.90 5.24 1.27
this brand

Conscious Attention

I love to learn more about this brand 0.94 5.52 1.21

| pay plenty of attention to anything about this 0.91 5.76 1.14
brand

Anything linked to this brand captures my 0.93 5.74 1.12
attention

Social Connection

I love to visit this brand with my friends 0.90 5.68 1.76

| enjoy this brand most when | am with others 0.93 5.87 1.68
Brand Experience (BX)

Sensory Brand Experience

| find this brand interesting in a sensory way 0.91 5.87 1.01
This brand builds a strong impression on my 0.96 5.46 1.02
senses, visually and in other ways
This brand does not appeal to my senses (r) 0.97 5.42 1.04
Affective Brand Experience
This brand is an emotional area 0.92 5.48 1.94
This brand induces feelings and sentiments 0.86 4.82 1.11
| do not have strong emotions for brand (r) 0.87 3.98 1.42
Behavioral Brand Experience
This brand gives me bodily experiences 0.82 3.09 1.46
| involve in physical activities-, behaviors while 0.91 418 1.32
visiting this brand
This brand is not activity oriented (r) 0.93 4.95 1.22
Intellectual Brand Experience
This brand encourages my curiosity and 0.88 4.64 1.33
problem-solving
| think a lot, when | visit this brand 0.91 5.09 1.19
This brand does not make me think (r) 0.96 4.99 1.13
Brand Identification (Bl)
| identify strongly with this brand 0.88 4.80 1.22
| feel a strong sense of belonging with this brand 0.95 4.99 1.30
This brand embodies what | believe in 0.93 4.87 1.32
This brand has a great deal of personal meaning 0.92 4.23 1.04
for me
This brand is like a part of me 0.95 4.90 1.22
Brand Value Congruence (BVC)
What this brand stands for, is important to me 0.94 4.59 1.25
This brand's culture and values fits well with the 0.95 4.62 1.28
things, which | value in life
My personal values matches with values of this 0.92 4.74 1.25
brand

(Continues)
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TABLE 2 (Continued)
Constructs and items SL M SD
Things, which | value in life are similar, that this 0.82 4.76 1.09
brand values
Brand Credibility (BC)
This brand has the capability to deliver what it 0.94 4.84 1.27
promises
This brand's product/service claims are believable 0.95 478 1.01
This brand reminds me of somebody who is 0.87 478 1.01
competent and identifies what she/he is doing
This brand offers what it promises 0.93 5.15 1.14
This brand has a name, which you can trust 0.95 4.66 1.08
Eventually, my experience with the brand n leads 0.85 5.30 1.20
me to expect it to maintain its promises
Brand Loyalty (BL)
| will visit this brand the next time | plan a travel 0.87 515 1.26
| intend to keep visiting this brand 0.90 5.35 1.13
Brand Advocacy (BAD)
| would recommend visiting this brand to others 0.92 5.13 1.25
I love to talk about the good points of this brand 0.89 5.21 1.31
to people | know
| have managed to convince other people to visit 0.91 5.22 1.21
this brand
Brand Attachment (BAT)
| am delighted about this brand 0.91 4.52 1.31
| am attached with this brand 0.85 4.89 1.20
| am connected to this brand 0.81 471 1.10
| am captivated by this brand 0.83 431 1.26
| feel love toward this brand 0.91 4.55 1.24
| feel peaceful when visiting this brand 0.89 4,99 1.26
| feel affection toward this brand 0.94 4.56 1.23
| am friendly toward this brand 0.88 5.64 1.11

Construct
BX

BC

BVC

BAT

BAD

BI

BL

CE

o
.94
.93
.92
.93
.88
.95
.92
91

CR
.84
91
.86
.83
.87
.85
.87
.82

AVE
.63
.64
.65
.58
.59
.58
.61
.58

BX
.83
.52
.61
.62

.60
.61
.53
.52

BC

.82
.62
.53

.59
.62
.59
51

BVC

.84
.63

.58
.61
.62
.60

BAT

.85
.59
.65
.58
.55

BAD

.80

.54
.62
.61

Bl BL CE

.83
.63 .82
.61 .57 .84

Notes: AVE, average variance extracted; CR, composite reliability; o, Cronbach's alpha. Bold figures

indicate square root of AVE. Off-diagonal are correlations among factors.

test to confirm that no single factor accounted for 50% or more of the
observed variance (Podsakoff et al, 2003). The results suggested that
the first factor accounted for a mere 28.3% of the variance observed in

TABLE 3 Inter-construct correlations

and square root of AVE

the data, suggesting that CMV is not an issue in the data. Second, the cor-

relation matrix (Table 3) shows that none of the correlations exceeded .9,

corroborating that the data is unaffected by common method bias.
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4 | ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

4.1 | Confirmatory factor analysis

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to conduct confirmatory
factor analysis (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). A two-stage structural equation
modeling technique was adopted to test the research hypotheses by
employing AMOS software (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988).

Customer engagement (CE) was adopted as a multidimensional,
second-order construct. We ran a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
for CE as a three-dimensional factor. The results reveal acceptable
model fit: ¥? = 98.46, df = 43, ¥/df (2.28); NFI (.95); CFI (.95); GFI
(.91); RMSEA (.054) (Byrne, 2013), validating CE's three-dimensional
operationalization (Hollebeek et al., 2014; Vivek et al., 2014). We next
conducted a CFA on the measurement model comprising the full set
of our latent constructs (48 items), revealing reasonable measurement
model fit: x> = 851.523, ¥2/df (2.41); CFI (0.95); NFI (0.93); GFI (0.91);
RMSEA (0.063) (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012; Hair et al., 2010).

TABLE 4  Structural model results
Relationship R? p t-value Result
H1 BC — BI 0.61 0.54" 10.55 Supported
H2 BVC— BI 0.61 047" 6.14 Supported
H3 BX — BI 0.61 0.58" 12.54 Supported
H4  BI—BAD 058 055" 9.95 Supported
H5 Bl — BAT 0.57 048" 7.32 Supported
Hé Bl — BL 060 062" 14.73 Supported

Note: ~Significant at p <.001.

4.2 | Reliability and validity assessment

Satisfactory scale reliability was attained, as indicated by the respec-
tive scales' Cronbach's alpha values, which exceeded the value of .70
(Hair et al., 2010). To evaluate convergent validity (CV), we examined
the measurement item loadings and average variance extracted (AVE).
First, the measurement item loadings for each of the variables
exceeded the value of 0.50, suggesting CV (Hair et al., 2010; see Table
2). Second, we verified composite reliability (CR) scores for each of
the modeled constructs (i.e., > 0.60; Fornell & Larcker, 1981). More-
over, we used discriminant validity (DV) testing based on Fornell and
Larcker (1981). Table 3 indicates that the AVEs of all factors exceed
their individual squared correlations, thus verifying DV of the modeled
constructs.

4.3 | Structural equation model results

Next, we tested the overall model (Figure 1), which generated the fol-
lowing fit indices: ¥2 = 954.289, y2/df = (2.69), CFl = (0.93),
NFI = (0.93), GFl = (0.90) and RMSEA = (0.067), thus reflecting

acceptable model fit.

44 | Hypothesis testing results

The SEM results suggest that brand credibility (BC) affects brand iden-
tification (Bl), exerting a strong effect (8 = .54, t = 10.55, p <.001),
thus supporting H1. Second, the results indicate that brand value con-
gruence (BVC) exercises a significant, moderate positive impact on Bl

Customer Engagement

e e R2=58
Brand Advocacy
Brand Credibility
54** R2=61 55%% R2=57
Brand Value Brand Brand

Congruence

Brand Experience

FIGURE 2

Structural model

Identification

Attachment

Brand Loyalty
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TABLE 5 Path comparison results

High engagement Low engagement )
across high/low engagement

Hypotheses p t-value p t-value Result

H7a BX — BI 0.42 8.63* 0.34 6.14* Supported
H7b BC — BI 0.41 7.58* 0.32 4.36* Supported
H7c BVC— BI 0.39 6.32* 0.30 4,10 Supported
H8a Bl — BAT 0.37 5.42* 0.33 6.65* Supported
H8b Bl — BAD 0.36 4.63* 0.31 4.59* Supported
H8c Bl — BL 0.45 9.23* 0.37 8.29* Supported

Note: *p < .05.

(B = 47, t = 6.14, p < .001), supporting H2. Third, brand experience
(BX) exerts a strong, favorable effect on Bl (3 = .58, t = 12.54,
p < .001), supporting H3. All three predictors collectively explained
61% of the observed variance in BI.

Fourth, as proposed in H4, Bl favorably and strongly affects brand
advocacy (BAD) (8 = .55, t = 9.95). Fifth, as suggested in H5, Bl posi-
tively influences brand attachment (BAT), exerting a moderate effect
(p = .48, t = 9.95). Finally, the impact of Bl on brand loyalty (BL) is
extremely high (8 = .62, t = 14.73), thus supporting H6. Bl explained
58%, 57%, and 60% of observed variance in BAD, BAT, and BL,
respectively (see Table 4/Figure 2).

4.5 | Moderating effect of customer engagement
To test H7a-H8c (i.e., engagement's moderating effect), we divided
the sample into two sub-groups: Highly (n = 201) and low-engaged
(n = 219) customers. We used SEM-based multi-group analysis to
match the variances in the coefficients of the structural pathways for
the two sub-samples (Prebensen et al, 2015; Thakur, 2019). The
model (with engagement) revealed acceptable fit: y2 = (358.86);
df = (123); y2/df = (2.91); CFI: (0.92); NFI: (0.93); CFl: (0.94); and
RMSEA: (0.064). In Table 5, we report a greater effect of BX on Bl for
highly (3 = 0.42; t = 8.63; p <.05) vs. low-engaged customers
(p = .34, t = 6.14; p <.05), supporting H7a. We also observe a
stronger effect of BC on Bl for highly (3 = 0.41, t = 7.58; p <.05)
vs. low-engaged customers (8 = .32, t = 4.36; p < .05), supporting
H7b. Likewise, the impact of BVC on Bl is greater for highly (8 = .39;
t = 6.32; p <.05) vs. low-engaged customers (8 = .30; t = 4.10;
p < .05), confirming H7c.

We also observed a stronger effect of Bl on BAT for highly-
(p = 0.37, t = 5.42; p <.05) vs. low-engaged customers (f = .33,
t = 6.65; p < .05), supporting H8a. Similarly, the impact of Bl on BAD
was stronger for highly (8 = .36; t = 4.63; p < .05) vs. low-engaged
customers (8 = .31; t = 4.59; p <.05), confirming H8b. Finally, the
influence of Bl on BL is greater for customers exhibiting high (8 = .45;
t = 9.23; p < .05) vs. low engagement (8 = .37; t = 8.29; p < .05), sup-
porting H8c. We also examined the Chi-square distributions, which
showed a significant difference between the path coefficients for the
high (y2 = 4.529, df = 1, p <.05) vs. low-engaged sub-samples
(y2=15.643,df =1,p < .05).

5 | DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

5.1 | Theoretical implications

Broadly, this research adds to the branding- and consumer behavior litera-
ture by examining the drivers, dynamics, and outcomes of customers'
brand identification during the pandemic, which remains nebulous to
date. In particular, given the pandemic's capacity to significantly alter cus-
tomers' engagement and purchase behavior (e.g., Hollebeek et al., 2021),
it is important to attain further insight into these dynamics. In other
words, this study offers an early exploration of the effects of customer-
perceived brand credibility, value congruence, and experience on their
brand identification, in turn impacting customer brand advocacy, attach-
ment, and loyalty during the pandemic. The results supplement existing
brand identification research, by linking the concept to brand credibility,
vale congruence, and experience, thus extending authors including
Blylikdag and Kitapci (2021), Hultman et al. (2016), and Stokburger-
Sauer et al. (2012).

Second, we investigated CE's moderating role in the modeled
associations. As most empirical studies focus on brand engagement's
mediating role or main effects-based associations (e.g., Harrigan
et al., 2018; Khan, Hollebeek, Fatma, et al., 2020), scholarly acumen of
its potentially moderating role remains limited, as noted. In particular,
we envisage the existence of distinct brand identification-related
dynamics for highly (vs. low-) engaged customers, as supported by the
attained empirical results. The attained empirical findings confirm CE's
moderating role in the proposed associations. That is, customers exhi-
biting elevated brand engagement see a stronger effect of their brand
credibility, value congruence, and experience in driving their brand
identification. Based on our findings, CE, therefore, plays a critical role
in cultivating desirable consumer behaviors.

Likewise, customer/brand identification exerts a greater effect on
brand advocacy, attachment, and loyalty for highly (vs. low)-engaged
customers. Therefore, while customers may (for instance) highly rate
their brand experience, their repurchase intent may nevertheless fall
short if their engagement remains low, thus offering important insight
for managers. That is, the findings suggest that managers should focus
on nurturing their customers' brand engagement, which—in turn—wiill
stimulate their brand identification, advocacy, attachment, and loyalty.
These contributions also raise further research opportunities (see
Section 5.3).
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5.2 | Managerial implications

It is imperative for marketing/brand managers to understand the
dynamics characterizing customer-perceived brand performance indi-
cators (e.g., Keller, 2012). Recognizing the importance of these issues,
we explored the roles of brand credibility, value congruence, and
experience in the development of customer/brand identification,
which was found to—in turn—impact brand advocacy, attachment,
and loyalty, yielding substantive managerial implications.

First, for H1-2, we found that brand credibility and value con-
gruence are critical in developing customer/brand identification. To
optimize customer-perceived brand credibility, cultivating brand
engagement is important (Molinillo et al., 2022), which centers on
customers' value-laden brand interactions. In turn, these interac-
tions will translate into valued customer relationships with their
brands. Moreover, establishing perceived congruence among the
customer's and the brand's values is also important, which can be
communicated through a range of brand-related artifacts (e.g., logo)
or activities (e.g., service provision/recovery, brand-related gamifi-
cation/VR applications; Buyilkdag & Kitapci, 2021;
et al., 2020).

Second, H3 stipulated that customers' brand experience contrib-

Leclercq

utes to their brand identification, which consecutively contributes to
brand advocacy (H4), attachment (H5), and loyalty (H5). The findings,
therefore, reveal the utmost strategic importance of brand experience,
which we recommend brand managers to focus on, not only in devel-
oping their offerings, but also in their market research. Given the mul-
tifaceted nature of brand experience (Brakus et al., 2009), managers
have a choice of which specific brand experiences they wish to foster
in their customers (e.g., sensory/intellectual), depending on the nature
of their offerings. Relatedly, we recommend the strategic adoption of
experiential marketing, which highlights the key role of the customer's
experience (e.g., though (educational) site visits, make-your-own
[product]; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).

The results for H4-Hé6 advocate brand identification's significant, posi-
tive effect on customers' brand advocacy, attachment-, and loyalty. Thus,
the more a customer identifies with a brand, the higher his/her expected
brand advocacy, attachment, and loyalty. In turn, managers are advised to
make the development of customers' brand identification a strategic prior-
ity. For example, by adding personalized features to their brand
(e.g., through online platforms/mobile apps), customers' perceived brand
identification and trust are expected to rise (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019).

Finally, we established CE as a moderator in the relationship of
the studied variables. We empirically show that CE affects the
strength of the association of their perceived brand credibility, value
congruence, and experience on the one hand, and brand identifica-
tion on the other, with stronger effects observed for highly
(vs. low)-engaged customers. We, therefore, recommend managers
to focus on developing (a) highly (vs. low)-engaged customers,
whose favorable brand experiences make a greater contribution to
their brand attachment, advocacy, and loyalty. Highly-engaged cus-
tomers thus provide a greater return on the marketer's investment,
not only through more frequent

repurchase, but also by

recommending the brand to others. Next, (b) given engagement's
dynamic (vs. static) nature, we recommend managers to focus on
elevating their currently low-engaged customers' engagement. If
these customers' engagement levels are lifted, their repurchase and
referral value will rise in parallel (Kumar et al., 2010), boosting their
(lifetime) value to the firm. As the cost of retaining a customer is far
less than that of attracting a new one (Rather, 2021b; Reichheld &
Sasser, 1990), this approach should yield significant strategic benefit,

contributing to firm performance.

5.3 | Limitations and future research

Despite its contribution, this study is subject to several limitations,
opening up further research opportunities. First, as the proposed
framework was developed in the tourism context, the attained results
may not generalize to other contexts. We, therefore, recommend test-
ing the model across different contexts/sectors, aiding its validation.
Relatedly, researchers may wish to incorporate alternate brand-related
constructs in the model (e.g., brand love/commitment/trust) to yield
further insight (Rather, 2018a, 2018b; Rather & Hollebeek, 2019;
Villagra et al., 2021).

Second, we used a cross-sectional survey for data collection pur-
poses. However, given its snapshot-based nature, researchers may
wish to employ longitudinal research to explore the proposed model
and its evolution over time, thereby offering enhanced insight into the
interplay of these concepts and their respective development over
time. We, therefore, expect this study's future replication through a
longitudinal design to offer further insight.

Third, while we used CE as a moderating variable, other con-
structs may also moderate these associations (e.g., customer age/cul-
ture; Hollebeek, 2018). Therefore, further research may incorporate
additional/alternate moderators, yielding further insight. Finally, given
the current COVID-19 pandemic, scholars may wish to replicate our

research post-the pandemic.
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