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Abstract

Virtual networks are an exciting new channel thanbls should use for promoting a
more participatory and proactive context with iatgive users. The goal is threefold, in
response to a consumer perspective: (i) measunmegfficiency, in social networks of

the constructs selected, (i) measuring the infteenf network’s attitude in brand’s

attitude in terms of advertising effectiveness acial networks, and (iii) proving the

influence between exchange of experiences eC2Cti(@hc consumer to consumer),
brand’s attitude, purchase’s attitude, and eWOMcdtebnic word of mouth). A study

with 345 social networkers was carried out. Thailltesconfirm a significant influence

relationship between networks attitude and bratitbdé and also brand attitude with
the brand purchase and recommendation.

Keywords social networks, integrated models, transactiBg€, attitude towards the
network, brand attitude
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1. Introduction

Virtual social networks have offered new channelsbiranding. The main advantage of
virtual social networks is the possibility for matkrs to choose among different
options for presenting the brand to specific cugi@nThis channel gives the option of
two-way communication. The tasks of the marketertarseparate their brand from the
competitors, to gain purchases and to maintain rangt relationship with their
consumers. One of the most important aspects imeitranding is to make a good
impression on the consumer, since consumers make fast decisions on social
networks, compared to a real store (NeelotpaulOROIhe average customers use 30
seconds browsing a social site to analyze if thi®ofi interest, and if they are not
convinced within this period, they move on to tlextrbrand (Young, 2010).
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Companies, aware of the rise of social networks lamdraging the tools that they
offer them, have started to integrate them intarthearketing strategies. Therefore,
virtual social networks are configured as one & thost suitable tools for those
business strategies focused on customer orientatibmey concerned about
personalizing their message, the interaction Wwithuser, and the maintenance of multi-
directional communication with customers in ordewin their loyalty (Castell6, 2010).

Nowadays, firms need to know how to deal with aruseen more elusive and
restrictive, that bases many of his purchasing si@ts on the eC2C (electronic
Consumer to Consumer) exchange of experiencesratiteacontent generated through
networks User Generated ConterlitlGC) (Royo and Casamassima, 2011). This change
in communication between businesses and consunayrsahpositive impact on the
consumer's favorable attitude towards the brand igdntention to purchase its
products (Alexa, 2010; Vila and Kuster, 2011). Amécisely this research is focused
on this last point, circumscribing the study to S@anish context. The main objective
of this paper is to analyze the determinant factarsattitude and intent of social
networks users, and to measure the effectivenesbrasid impact on purchasing
intention and on eWOM (electronic word of mouth).

2. Brand impact on purchasing intention. An approab to virtual social networks
channel

Burt (1980) defined social network as a set ofvittlials who are united by the social
relations among them. However, when transferrirgdbncept of social networking to
an interactive virtual context, we cannot find pa¢sent, a concept absolutely accepted
by the literature. In any case, social networkscwsely linked to the concept of Web
2.0, a new way of web collaboration, a platformlearnessing collective intelligence"
(O'Reillly, 2005). Since the content is producedusgrs themselves (user generated
content, UGC), the social net has become the hubefeciprocity of views among
consumers (Hernandez et al., 2012).

Facing the emergence of these new media or vipiagflorms (Huh et al., 2009; Lee
et al., 2008), firms are using marketing strategi@sed on the analysis of the interaction
or "digital sociability". The aim is to know consens’ needs and to estimate the brand
potential to achieve a sustainable competitive athge in time and to defend against
competition in the social networking (Wang and W,a@L0).

To study brand impact on purchase intention, weetdasigned a model adapted to
the reality studied and composed by various models theories that have gained
widespread support in the literature. The jointsideration of diverse models is in
itself a contribution to the field of adoption oéw technologies and an approach in
social networks channel (Harris and Rae, 2009;elaatal., 2009). In subsequent lines,
we will analyze the relationships between differgatiables. In this sense, we will
summarize the main contributions and research dorkis line, which reinforce the
model defined here.

2.1. Relationship among perceived usefulness, pedesase of use, attitude towards
the virtual social network and the intention to us&ual social networks

Several studies provide theoretical justification fas well as empirical evidence of the
direct links between perceived usefulness and tioterto use. Specifically, Willis et al
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(2008) obtained a positive and significant effeetween the two constructs within
virtual social networks. Therefore, we proposefttlewing hypothesis:

H1: Perceived usefulness of virtual social netwaaksa channel for B2C transactions,
affects directly and positively the intention te tise virtual social network.

In this context, where this research is focused, thimate goal of using a social
network as a shopping channel, is to increase ooassatisfaction by facilitating the
necessary interaction (Lu et al., 2009); not onithwther members of the network, but
also with the company through its social networkfipg, leading to a perceived
usefulness and, therefore, a proactive and posdiesumer attitude (Curras et al.,
2011). This implies the following hypothesis:

H2: Perceived usefulness of virtual social netwaaksa channel for B2C transactions,
affects direct and positive attitudes towards tiual social networks

Recent empirical studies have found that perceeas# of use affects positively and
significantly on the attitude of use, understoodheswill to use (Ramayah, 2006). The
easier it is to interact with technology, the geeathould be the user's sense of efficacy
and, therefore, the more willingness to use (Lalet2009). Reasoning-based on the
assumption, we propose the following hypothesis:

H3: Perceived ease of use of virtual social netwag& a channel for B2C transactions,
affects directly and positively the attitude to tlse virtual social network.

According to Mufioz (2008), perceived ease of use &adouble impact on the
perceived usefulness, due to the self-efficacy iasttumentality that the subject can
get. The effectiveness is one of the intrinsic ratiton factors of the person. Therefore,
the effect of perceived ease of use is directlptesl to perceived usefulness. Also,
perceived ease of use may also be instrumentatrilooiing to increased performance,
benefit or interest (Mufioz, 2008). This increas#ttiency saves effort, thanks to the
ease of use, allowing achieving more satisfactioith whe same effort. This
instrumental effect occurs through perceived useld, as postulated by TAM model
(Muiioz, 2008). Therefore, the following hypothasiposed:

H4: Perceived ease of use of virtual social netwa& a channel for B2C transactions,
affects directly and positively the perceived usefss when using the virtual social
networks

2.2. Relationship between gratifications in useviofual social network and attitude
towards the virtual social networks

Virtual social networks are either a tool of soaatlion as an expression of identity or
entertainment. So nowadays, the gratifications tmedrs get in the use of social
networking are invaluable because they can shaneophexperiences, comments, and
express or project their desired image. Users wdmtigipate in social networks can

develop emotional links with other participants Kand Yen, 2009), which, in turn,

affect their attitude towards the social networkit Bbove all, besides all benefits or
gratifications, previous studies (Bigné et al., @0lshow that the perceived

entertainment affects positively in the attitudevaods social networks and this

happens, especially, in the so-called "net germra(digital natives generation). So, in

the context of use of virtual social networks, thkowing hypothesis is proposed:
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HS5. Gratifications (sociability, fashion / statumnd entertainment) in the use of virtual
social networks, affect directly and positively @titude towards this virtual social
network.

2.3. Relationship among subjective norm, percewnsefulness, perceived control and
intention to use the virtual social network

In the context of study, subjective norm would refe the user’s beliefs or
perceptions related to the opinion of people whituégmce their behaviors (family,
friends, colleagues, etc.); independently if therusses social networks and perceives
usefulness in doing so. The result arises frome#periences the individual has lived or
from the beliefs assumed, induced or imposed througits life related to the behavior
and results in terms of usefulness. Therefore, arwbrding to the context of this
research, we can relate, on the one hand, perceiseftiiness in using virtual social
networks (Madhavaram and Appan, 2010) and, on therdand, the favorable or
unfavorable predisposition towards the use of airtsocial networks (Bigné et al.,
2010). This allows us to state two new hypotheses:

H6: Subjective norm affects directly and positivedrceived usefulness in the use of
virtual social networks

H7: Subjective norm affects directly and positiviblg intention to use the virtual social
networks

Perceived control on behavior reflects the indigitu beliefs related to the
possibility of access to resources and opportumnitiecessary to use the virtual social
networking services. The Theory of Planned Behagansiders conduct intention or
use as the best predictor of behavior, since itesges the effort that individuals are
willing to make to carry a specific action. Thushhvioral intention, meaning the
intention of using the social network, is a funatiof perceived control (Bigné et al.,
2010). According to the literature, the followingpothesis can arise:

H8: Perceived control affects directly and posilyéhe intention to use the virtual
social networks

2.4. Relationship between attitude towards virg@dial networks and intention to use
them

The relationship between attitude towards the aystgood or service and the
intention to use is essential for behavioral madelsddition, several researchers have
analyzed and proved this relationship in variousitexts, mainly, in the virtual
community (Royo and Casamassima, 2011). Thereitocan be stated that the attitude
has a positive effect on the intention to use, iadlows us to point out the following
hypothesis:

H9: Attitude towards virtual social network affectsectly and positively the intention
to use the virtual social networks.

2.5. The influence both to attitude towards virtisalcial network and the eC2C
exchange of experiences in brand attitude and él¢OM" or brand recommendation
intention

Nobody can deny the importance of virtual platforresch as social networks, to
disseminate information about products and braoased on previous eC2C experience
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of online shopping, thanks to the dynamism andasanteractivity that characterizes
them (Neelotpaul, 2010). Consumers, who use thegaal social networks and

participate in this eC2C exchange, can affect theudes of other potential customers
by creating, modifying or developing emotional knkith that brand (Madhavaram and
Appan, 2010) since the information provided is pared as more reliable. From the
above, the following hypothesis can arise:

H10: The eC2C exchange of experiences between userstual social networks
affects directly and positively the attitude towsatte brand

The importance of attitude’s studies (understoothis research as attitude towards
social networks) represents the beginning of exgitany models; by analogy, between
this attitude and brand attitude. Indeed, theditee has shown that when a stimulus
produces higher processing levels, both to the udtisn (online games, advertising,
sweepstakes, etc.) and for the products, genaraies favorable attitudes and a greater
degree of brand memory (Alwi, 2009). At this pointt, must be noticed that the
objective of this research is to analyze the bramplact on purchase intention using
social networks as a channel. In this sense, itldvba known if the attitude of social
network users is related to brand attitude locatethe network. It tries to justify this
relationship by considering the social network spas advertising space where brands
unveil their products and may even sell those @&usat al., 2011). That is why, it is
appropriate to use the Dual Mediation Model tottryexplain the relationship between
attitude towards the network and brand attitudehis regard, it has taken into account
the core of the model that establishes a relatiprestmong attitude towards advertising,
brand attitude and brand purchasing intentionlldte to state that a transfer from the
virtual social network attitude towards the bramiikwde occurs in this field of study.
So, the following hypothesis can be underline:

H11: Attitude towards virtual social networks, aschannel for B2C transactions,
affects directly and positively brand attitude

On the other hand, eWOM can be defined as anyip@sit negative statement made
by consumers to other potential customers aboubdupt or a brand that, due to the
characteristics of universality and interactivitly smcial networks, this information is
made available to a connected crowd using the samgal network (Mdller and
Eisend, 2010). This new type of communication ochexge of information, content
(UGC) and eC2C experiences, has become the neuradmter of the opinions
reciprocity among consumers (Hernandez et al., ROI2ese opinions have a strong
impact on the judgments or attitudes of customensotential customers to the brand,
who recommend (eWOM) brands to friends, family éheo users using the same
virtual platforms. This leads to formulate anothgpothesis:

H12: Users of virtual social networks attitude taows the brand affects directly and
positively eWOM or brand recommendation intention

Finally, the purchasing intention has been considleas one of the most relevant
behavioral variables. This variable received a ifigant and positive influence from
attitude towards the brand (Saadeghvaziri and S$ayadain, 2011). In this sense, it is
noteworthy that, precisely because of the influeotenteractivity, the attitude of the
social networks consumer is more active at thepteme of information, and this leads
the formation of a particular brand attitude andcpase intention towards the brand
(Garcia and Nufiez, 2009). So, and according tolitbeature review, the following
hypothesis can be stated:
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H13: Virtual social networks users’ attitude towardhe brand affects directly and
positively brand purchasing intention

All relationships established in the hypothesesevipusly proposed, can be
summarized in Figure 1.

3. Methodology

To meet the research objectives and contrast thethgses, we developed an empirical
study of a causal nature, through a personal ierwith structured questionnaire.
Data collection was developed using non-probabdégnple of convenience, eventually
collecting 345 valid questionnaires. The study pafen consisted of individuals aged
14 years resident in Spain who claimed to partteifo be discharged or be users) of at
least one virtual social network. Of the total séen®8.6% were women and 41.4%
men. A large percentage of respondents have coeapletiversity studies or are about
to do so (69.3%), age 25 years (59.1%), and aainmtome level or above the mean
(20.3% and 38.8 % respectively). The achieved sarppbfile not differs from the
profile of the population. The favorite social netlw was Facebook with 80.6% of
users, followed by MySpace and Twitter with 15.9%.

To measure the variables under study, Likert-5{ganales have been used from the
literature. They have been adapted to the charsintsr of virtual social networks.
Following the literature recommendations, we havendocted (with EQS) a
confirmatory factor analysis to measure the psyatamproperties of scales, using the
robust maximum likelihood method to avoid problem#h the data. We have
calculated the indicators of goodness of modebfitl the indicators that confirm its
psychometric properties (X2: 2703.44 (df=979); N&B; CFI: 0.9; IFIl: 0.9; RMSEA:
0.06) according with Teo et al. (2008). This canBirthe reliability of the scales used.
All loads are significant on their predicted factdihe model has not problems of
discriminant validity.

4. Results

Once the psychometric properties of the measuremstrument were evaluated, we
proceeded to estimate, also by EQS, a structuralemoontained in Figure 1 that
summarizes the hypotheses. Figure 1 shows thesvaluthe standardized coefficients
of the structural relationships and the respedgvels of significance of their associated
t-statistic.

Figure 1 shows graphically the final model accep#esl we can observe, the most
robust relationships occur between brand attitudkpurchasing intention and between
brand attitude and brand recommendation intentid@2( H13); followed by the
relationship between attitude towards the virtwaial networks and the brand attitude
(H11) and the relationship between subjective namth perceived usefulness (H6), the
relationship between gratifications in social netkvand attitude towards the network
(H5) and the relationship between attitude towadhdssocial network and intention to

1 We have omitted the tables that show the psychdammptoperties of the estimated model, due to
limitations space (in number of words). These talél be sent to interested readers upon request.
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use (H9). We also see that H4, H7 and H10, althahgi have a direct influence, it is
not significant.

Figure 1. Final accepted model
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5. Conclusions and implications

Internet and its last stage, the digital econonmpugh virtual social networks, have
contributed to a radical transformation of markgtpractices. Sanz et al., (2012) argue
that, considering the fact that Web 2.0 has allosugustantial increases in the power of
customers, the use of the Web as a marketing $alagical choice of business model.
There are indications that the impact of socialvoeks is indeed very significant in
several areas of economic activity and, in paréiculthe areas of marketing
communication and product innovation (Wang and Wa&440). The interest of this
research has focused on advancing the knowledgetedeto the study that the use of
virtual social networks has on the brands laidramnt.

Despite the recent significant developments, socetivorks have not yet been
sufficiently analyzed from the point of view of thatitude of users towards the
behavioral intention, both to use the net and txlpase the brand, and the influence
that the exchange of experiences may have on #tiavior (Hernandez et al., 2012).
Neither, it has been sufficiently investigated ithiduence of users' attitudes towards the
brand and intention to recommend (eWOM) througlse¢hartual media. These aspects
are particularly relevant, since social networkgenhecome the most popular media,
maintaining and creating ongoing links among uéshsn, 2010).

Thus, companies are using marketing strategiegdbas analysis of interactivity or
"digital sociability" (Wang and Wang, 2010) thaeks to understand consumer needs

‘oEBL ;



A. Hernandez and I. Kister Brand impact on purehiagention...

and to estimate the potential of the company biandisiting the company's virtual
social networks. The aim is that companies use theual social networks as part of
their communication strategies, and they becomestothe net as supplemental sales
channel.

In terms of managerial implications, we can adwsempanies that should be
incorporated elements of participation (games, esist sweepstakes, etc.), blogs and
virtual communities into their profiles on sociatworking. The individual's interaction
with these tools allow companies to gather infororatibout tastes, preferences, trends,
concerns and other personal and collective datzelp them redefine and adapt their
virtual social network profile and thus to imprave supply of its products / services. It
is also important that users can, from their owtuai social network, recommend it to
friends.

As any academic research, our paper has sometlonga The findings should be
contrasted with other demographic groups that alee attending at different factors
as culture, type of job, gender, etc.

Finally, and regarding future research, althougls tesearch has used a sample of
individuals with extensive experience in virtuatsb networks (Bigné et al., 2010), we
believe that it would be interesting to includestiy, the analysis of the moderating
effect of experience on the model considered, sihcan change the results obtained.
And secondly, it could be interesting to apply pineposed model to a sample of virtual
social networks users via mobile, or IPAD 2.
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