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Abstract. Brand is generated when cognitive connection, value evaluation and
emotional engagement are done by customers and introduce the brand into their
personal self-concepts. As the development of social media platforms, customers
interact with brand enterprises, communicate with other customers as well as
release their evaluation of the brands through those platforms, which leads to the
generation of a large amount of user-generated contents (UGC). Previous studies
have proved that customers' interaction and communication on social media
platforms have a positive influence on brand equity. In this paper, the author
collates, analyzes and summarizes previous studies, constructs an integrated
framework based on the constitution of brand equity in an environment with
abundant social media platforms and systematically discusses the structure of
brand identification as well as its influence on brand equity. Using an empirical
research approach, the study shows the mediating effect UGC has on brand equity.
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Introduction

As the popularizing of Web 2.0 and developing of social media, customers now could
influence the marketing result of a brand or enterprise by sharing users’ experience and
suggestions. This reflects the importance of a new concept “User-generated Content
(UGC)”, i.e. the content created by users and shared online with other users. The
impact of UGC on a customer-based brand equity is larger than marketer-generated
contents. An increasing number of scholars agree UGC influence customer-based brand
equity [1][2][3][4]. Bruhn, for example, believes UGC is beneficial to promoting the
brand image [5]. Other issues include brand attitude [6][7], brand relationship [8], etc.

Besides, strong brand equity is achieved when customers have favorable brand
identification [9]. Studies show that brand identification affects brand loyalty [10][11]
and thus has the greatest impact on brand equity [11][12]. Therefore, both brand
identification and UGC affects brand equity.

In this paper, the author try to explore: (1) whether brand identification affects
brand equity directly or through the mediating effect of UGC; (2) which effect has

! Corresponding Author, Mail: lingyu.lin@rhsmith.umd.edu



Y. Liu et al. / Influence on Brand Equity from Brand Identification 539

greater influence if both of them exist simultaneously. The author will collate and
conclude the current literature, construct the integrated framework of customer-based
brand equity in the social media environment, systematically discuss the framework of
brand recognition as well as its impact on brand equity, and, by doing empirical
research, show the intermediate function of UGC’s influence on brand equity.

1. Conceptual development
1.1. User-generated Content

UGC, firstly proposed in 2005, refers generally to text, image, music, video, etc. that
are created and posted in any forms online by users [13]. In this paper, the definition
and features of UGC mainly come from the research of Christodoulides et al. [4],
which defines UGC as content: a) generated in social media platform that are
accessible for the public, e.g. the internet; b) shows certain degree of creativity of the
customers; and ¢) created in ways that are unprofessional and free of charge.

As a newly-occurred and fast-developing concept that could affect brands, UGC
develops in multiple perspectives of different fields, especially marketing. Studies
about the category, features, formative reasons and influence on brands of UGC have
all been done. O’Hern et al. divide UGC into four categories, namely, informing,
pioneering, co-communicating and co-creating [14]. Baxter & Olesen [15] suggest that
five motives drive people to interact with brands on social media platforms and co-
creation, empowerment, brand community and self-recognition will form UGC and
positively impact customers-brand interaction (ibid). Afterwards, scholars constantly
study the practical significance of UGC [7][16][17].

In 2010, Burmann noticed the emergence of Brand-related User-generated Content
(UGB) and introduced UGC as a tool to promote brand [18]. When studying the
relationship between UGC and brand equity, researchers measure UGC for more
specific results with definitions and dimensions of UGB. Hence, this paper will take
research results of UGB as a reference to make research assumptions of UGC. In 2012,
Smith et al. proposed a content framework for user-generated brand comparison [19]. It
consists of six dimensions: self-presentation, brand centrality, interactivity, authenticity,
the reaction to marketing campaign, and brand emotion, which would be used in this
paper to measure UGB.

1.2. Brand Identification

Customers make purchase decisions due to brand identification [20]. So the key to
build customers-brand relationship and create brand value is to gain identification from
customers and produce strong resonance between brand and customers [21]. Aaker
believes brand identification is a status customers approve and support the value,
lifestyles, social status of brand users and brand personalities [22]. Schouten states that
it is easier for customers to resonate with the brand and develop brand identification
when brand personalities are closer to those they admired [23]. In terms of social
ideology theory, brand identification is a psychological status, under which customers
perceive, feel and evaluate their sense of belongings given by the brand.

Scholars study brand identification individually and socially from different
customer self-defined drives. Rio et al. [24] divides brand identification into individual
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brand identification and social brand identification. The former originates from the
perception of the similarity degree between specific brand personalities and customers’
while the latter from the characteristics of the brand that present customers’ social
status or that of a specific group (or the one they admired). Jin finds in an empirical
study both individual and social brand identification significantly impact attitude
loyalty and action loyalty [12]. Hence, the paper will take both kinds of brand
identification into account.

1.3. Customer-based Brand Equity (CBBE)

Brand equity is always regarded as an important factor of marketing success. Aaker
defines brand equity as a group of brand assets and liabilities being related to the name
and sign of a brand [22]. It could increase or reduce the value brought to customers or
companies via products and services. In the field of branding and marketing,
researchers have studied the effect of different issues on brand equity, such as public
relation [25], business social responsibility, advertising [26]. Also, people mainly based
the definition of brand equity on customers. In 1993, Keller [9] formally proposed the
concept of CBBE, defining it as customers' different reactions towards brand marketing
caused by different brand knowledge. CBBE drives the improvement of finance-based
brand equity [27]. Besides, CBBE is a reaction to direct performance of company
marketing activities [28]. Researchers also measure the specific brand equity based on
respects of customers [29]. It could reveal the relevant process of company marketing
actions affecting customers' psychology (ibid).

Plenty of studies have been done on the component dimensions of CBBE and
provided different measurable dimensions. Say, Keller has set up a brand pyramid
model, defining brand equity from four dimensions: brand recognition,brand reflection,
brand connotation as well as brand relationship. The research of Aaker constructed a
model with component dimensions including brand awareness, brand association,
perceived quality and brand loyalty etc.; Yoo et al. brought forward brand equity
models on the basis of Aaker's research. Brand awareness, brand association, brand
loyalty and perceived quality are four dimensions used most frequently in present
brand equity model studies and become four general dimensions accepted by scholars
[30]. Thus, the author chooses three of them (brand association, brand loyalty and
brand perceived quality) to measure brand equity.

1.4. Brand Identification, Brand Equity(CBBE) & UGC

Firstly, brand recognition influence UGC. Individual and social brand identification of
customers will largely influence their brand behavioral loyalty as well as attitude
loyalty in a positive way [12]. In the social media environment, brand loyalty means
active communication around the brand (e.g. public praise) rather than merely
regarding the brand as the first choice when purchasing. Sundaram et al. studies that
customers generate positive and negative information relevant to the brand owing to
different motives [31]. While brand recognition urging customers to have different
motives, it is more likely for customers to generate positive information about the
brand if they are identified with it. For eWOM, defined as “any positive or negative
opinions on the product or company that are produced by previous, existing or potential
customers and accessible for different people or organization”, is relevant to UGC [32].
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Hence it could be inferred from conclusion above that brand identification would
produced positive UGC on social media platforms.

Secondly, brand recognition would influence brand equity. Gaining identification
from customers and realizing the resonance between customers and the brand is crucial
for constructing customers-brand relationship as well as creating brand value [21];
individual and social brand identification would greatly impact customers’ attitude and
actions such as purchasing intention, recommending intention and the willingness to
pay high price [24]; brand recognition would attract customers, generate public praise
and influence the dimensions of brand equity such as brand perceived quality and brand
association [33]; customers identified with a brand would keep a good attitude towards
the brand even if they see negative information about it [34]. Therefore, customers'
identification of a brand would affect their attitude towards the brand and their
behavioral and purchasing intention. In general, as customer-based brand equity
emphasizes not only the brand recognition but the attitude, behavioral intention and
purchasing intention of customers, it could be inferred that brand recognition of
customers greatly and positively impacts brand equity.

Thirdly, UGC is more influential on brand equity than company-created content.
Company-created communication lacks interaction with customers on social media
platforms [2]. Company communication, compared with communication among
customers on social media platforms, could hardly impact any dimension of brand
equity [35]. The influence from customers on brands is decided by customers’
participation degree in brand interaction [36], value co-creation [37] and brand
communication [38]. High interactivity brand information delivering is the key for
business to successfully spread brand in the online brand community [39]. On social
media platforms, customers play a leading role in both ways of communication (among
customers; between customers and brands) and affect brand awareness, brand
association and brand loyalty [2]. Thus, it could be assumed that UGC, as a
communicative way between customers and brands, has an impact on brand equity.

2. Research Methodology
2.1. Research Design

This research uses a quantitative model (Figure 1). From all the conceptual theories the
author get from collating, analyzing and summarizing previous studies, from each issue,
the author mainly come up with an assumption. By doing online questionnaire survey
and SPSS analysis, the author is trying to investigate the following assumptions:

al) brand identification have positive effect on UGC

b1) UGC has effect on brand equity

cl) brand identification has direct effect on brand equity

c2) brand identification affects brand equity via UGC, UGC has the mediating
effect

The testing methodology of this paper follows the test theory raised by Baron et al.
[40], taking brand identification as the independent variable, UGC as the mediating
variable, brand equity as the dependent variable to test if UGC’s mediating effect reach
the high significant level. The test will includes four stages of regression analysis to
test the mediator model: a) brand identification must be a significant predictor of
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dependent variable, i.e., brand identification should be of high significance; b) brand
identification must be a significant predictor of UGC, i.e., brand identification should
be of high significance; ¢) UGC must be a significant predictor of brand equity, i.e.,
UGC should be of high significance; d) taking brand identification and UGC into
account, mediating variable should be of high significance, R2-values should largely
increase. With the precondition that mediating variable is of high significance, if
independent variable is statistically significant, then part of the mediating effect works,
if independent variable lacks significance, then full mediating effect works.

c2
UGC

Self-presentation
Brand centramy
Interactive
Authenticy of brand information
Brand emotion b1

Individual brand Brand perceived quality

> Brand amextation
J L Brand loyality

Figure 1. The model of brand identification, UGC and brand equity.

Brand Identification W ( Brand Equity

2.2. Sampling and data collection

The samples are collected by an online questionnaire including respondents from all
ages without district restriction. The author choose the online questionnaire because the
link of questionnaire can be shared by social media platform, which can be effective to
help author to focus on respondents who use social media often. To get samples, two
screening questions are set to judge whether or not respondents pay attention to specific
brand and UGC in social media platforms. After two weeks, 400 questionnaires are
collected. Excluding invalid ones, there are 265 effective copies. The response rate is
66.25%.

2.3. Measurement

The variables in this paper are mainly obtained on the basis of literature review,
research objectives and mature scales. The items put in the questionnaire all come from
previous studies, having been proved by scholars to be effective on evaluating all the
variables. In line with the brand UGC hypothetical model, this paper firstly defines
brand UGC from six dimensions, which is based on Smith’s research for UGC(2012)
[19]. Since the author chooses three of four most general dimension accepted by
scholars (brand association, brand loyalty and brand perceived quality) to measure
brand equity. Therefore, there are 9 questions in total corresponds to three dimensions:
3 for brand loyalty, 3 for brand association and 3 for brand perceived quality [41]. The
items studying brand recognition are adapted from of Rio’ s research [24]. That is,
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measuring individual brand recognition through the consistency degree of the brand
image perceived by customers with customers’ “self-image, value as well as lifestyle”
and social brand recognition by checking whether the brand individuality image
reflects “social status, respects and distinction among social groups”.

3. Data analysis
3.1. Factor Analysis and Reliability Analysis

The data shows the validity and reliability of the questionnaire (Table 1). The total
variance explained of brand identification, brand equity and UGC are 75.892%,
78.134% and 52.033% respectively, all being over 50%, meeting the standard. The last
column of the table reflects the reliability test result of this paper. The Cronbach’s
alpha of every factor is above 0.8 (that of brand equity is even over 0.9), confirming the
validity and reliability of the questionnaire and the data collected by this method.

3.2. Regression Analysis

With SIG of 0.000 and F-value ranging between 57.551 -73.175, the regression path
shows high significance of all the seven models. The R*-values (0.180-0.330) confirms
the overall effect of the models. The result of the independent variable in parameter test
shows all the B-values are over 1%, reaching the level of high significance. All being
positive numbers, the 3 B-values indicates that the effects of all the factors are positive.
This brings the results that al, bl and c1 are all supported.

Table 1. Regression analysis of brand identification,brand equity, UGC.

Model Path B R Square t F SIG
Brand identification-UGC 0.494** 0.218 8.554 73.175 0.000
Brand identification-Brand equity 0.511** 0.330 11.378 129.456 0.000
UGC-Brand equity 0.356** 0.180 7.586 57.551 0.000

3.3. Meditating Test

The mediator model is about brand identification, UGC and brand equity (Table 2).
The F-values of the 4 models are, respectively, 129.456, 73.175, 57.551 and 73.967, all
being significant at the level of 0.01. So all the 4 models are, overall speaking, effective.
The R2-values range from 0.180 to 0.361, being within the normal range. Observing
the results of the parameter tests of all the models, it could be found that the
independent and the mediating variable reach the significant level, meaning that both
variables are of statistic significance. Therefore, part of the mediating effect is evident
in the model.
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Table 2. Mediating test of brand identification,brand equity and UGC.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Model Brand equity UGC Brand equity Brand equity
Path
B B T B T T
Value T Value Value Value Value Value B Value Value
Predictors
Brand
identifica-  0.511**  11.378**  0.494%*% 8 554%* 0.511%* 11.378%*  (0.494**
tion
Mediator
UGC 0.180**  7.586**
F Value 129.456** 73.175%* 57.551%%* 73.967**
R Square 0.330 0218 0.180 0.361
Value

#4p<0.01...%p<0.05

4. Conclusion and Suggestion

The study finds :1) Brand identification are positively related to brand equity. The
higher brand identification customers have, the higher brand perceived quality and
brand loyalty are and more positive brand associations is; 2) Brand identification
affects UGC in a positive way. Customers identifying the brand are more willing to
produce positive UGC on social media platforms; 3) UGC affects brand equity in terms
of brand association, brand loyalty and brand perceived quality; 4) UGC acts as a
mediator between brand identification and brand equity. Compared with the direct
effect on brand equity from brand identification, the mediating effect of brand
identification on brand equity via UGC has a greater influence.

The study suggests that brand business should integrate UGC into brand
management and brand marketing. First of all, compared to traditional marketing
communication, using UGC is a much effective and less costly way of communication.
It’s necessary to encourage UGC on social media and initiatively interact with
customers for customers will help spread brand information when creating their
comments and content. A good example way is organizing online activities on social
media platform to encourage customers to share their own purchasing experience.
Secondly, brand information delivered by UGC is more convincing and influential
among customers. So company should also build brand communities established on
social media to enhance communication between customers and the brand as well as
that among customers, which could reinforce customers’ brand recognition. During the
process of strengthening the sense of belonging and self-concept, the brand and
customers would be mutually connected and get into a process of co-creation. Thirdly,
integrating UGC into brand management, companies can also improve competitive
edge by embracing a competitive strategy: customer intimacy. Because UGC is an
effective two-way communication tool, for companies, it is useful to collect customers’
attitude towards brands, much easier to know customers’ demands than before, and
help to have greater adaptation of products. For customers, UGC can be used to reflect
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their comments to brands and this also require companies to perfect internal
mechanism like setting up specific department to create highly tailored problem solving
capabilities. What’s more, since customers with brand identification are more
willingness to create positive UGC for companies, for customers, companies should
allocate investment on brand management to set up more unique and valuable products,
brand culture, brand symbols etc.
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