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Abstract: This article draws on the stimulus–organism–response (SOR) model to understand the role
of negative emotions in the anti-brand behaviors of online users who consume snow sports brands.
To this end, both the online social influence and the mediating effect of symbolic incongruence
(stimulus) on the generation of negative emotions (anger, stress, frustration, fear, boredom and
sadness) (organism), and how these influence the formation of negative customer brand engagement
(nCBE) (response), are analyzed. The study also analyses the moderating effects of “level of expertise”,
this makes it possible to capture differences in behaviors based on the profile of the users in each of the
proposed relationships. Questionnaire responses of 400 ski and snowboard users over 18 years of age
were analyzed using a quantitative methodology. The results obtained have important theoretical and
practical implications, since they confirm that online social influences have both a direct and indirect
(mediating) effect on negative emotions, which positively affects the nCBE of online users of snow
sports brands. Significant differences in behavior based on experience level (moderation effect) were
also found. The study proposes useful practical recommendations applicable in online environments
that the extreme sports industry could use to neutralize/avoid highly detrimental consequences.

Keywords: negative emotions; symbolic incongruence; extreme sports; online social influence;
negative customer brand engagement; level of expertise; SOR model

1. Introduction

Emotions have been regarded in the marketing literature as key due to their great
implications for consumer behaviors [1,2] and catalytic role in human acts/decisions [2].
Two types are differentiated, positive and negative [2]. Negative emotions, such as anger,
fear and stress, have received less scientific attention despite their important implications
for consumer behaviors [3–5]. These emotions remain longer in consumers’ memories,
negatively affecting their relationships with brands [1,6] and, therefore, harming the brands
in economic and social terms.

This study examines extreme sports. An investigation is undertaken into the impli-
cations of negative emotions felt by ski and snowboard users influenced by comments
made by other users on social media. The analysis of this context is of great interest for
three reasons: first, the extreme sports sector is experiencing great growth in terms of the
number of participants [7,8], with consequent, important social and economic impacts [8];
second, extreme sports followers are considered highly affective due to the physical and
mental challenges involved in the activities [9,10] so extending knowledge in terms of
the behaviors they exhibit toward brands is of great scientific interest; third, e-commerce
involving sports products has grown more than 300% in recent years [11]. There is, thus, a
need to understand the attitudes and behaviors of these users in online environments.

Social influences, specifically interpersonal influences, have been widely studied in
the literature due to their impact on consumer behaviors [12–15]. There is significant
academic interest in extending the understanding of these influences to other environments,
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such as social media [14,16,17]. Online environments are useful sources of information
for consumers because, in addition to allowing them to make their purchases agilely and
quickly (user experience) [16,17], they provide data (e.g., social networks, reviews, websites,
forums) posted by other consumers that permits them to know, with greater confidence,
things about brands that companies do not transmit on their official channels [11,18,19].
Previous studies, such as by Zhu and Zhang [20], assessed the increase in video game
sales based on previous positive ratings. Later, Moe and Trusou [21] indicated that the
number of co-commentaries made by reviewers increased if the product rating was nega-
tive. Likewise, Sridhar and Srinivasan [22] proved that the influence of leaders’ opinions
directly influenced the rating of the products based on the valence of the opinions. Con-
sumers’ online experiences, and the information they obtain online, can influence their
emotions [19,23,24] through emotional contagion [13], which can ultimately affect how
they behave toward brands.

The present study aims to achieve the following four main objectives: (1) to analyze
the effects of online social influence on negative emotions (stress, frustration, fear, anger,
sadness and boredom); (2) to analyze the mediating role of symbolic incongruence between
online social influence and negative emotions; (3) to understand the effect of negative
emotions on the generation of negative brand customer engagement; and (4) to assess
whether the experience level of extreme sports users has a moderating effect on negative
brand behaviors in online environments.

These analyses make six important contributions to the literature: First, the understand-
ing of emotional contagion theory is expanded by assessing the role of negative emotions
(frustration, stress, fear, boredom, anger and sadness) on consumer behaviors [4]. Second,
knowledge of the concept of social influences and their effects on extreme sports users in a
digital environment is extended [16,25]. Third, the mediating role of symbolic incongru-
ence is evaluated, extending knowledge of reference group theory [26] and self-congruence
theory [27]. Fourth, a further exploration of negative customer brand engagement, one of
the main negative reactions to brands in online environments, is undertaken [28–31]. Fifth,
the moderating effects of the level of expertise on the proposed relationships is assessed,
thus extending understanding of moderating effects on negative brand–consumer relation-
ships [32]. Sixth, the results of the study can help the extreme sports industry understand
the affective role of negative emotions felt by their target audience and to develop strategies
to address the negative effects of online social influence [33].

2. Literature Review
2.1. Stimulus–Organism–Response (SOR) Model

The SOR model [34] was developed in the psychological domain; it is widely used
to explain complex consumer behaviors based on the influence of social interactions [35].
The SOR model has been particularly used in the digital domain [36–39]. Its use has
essentially been based on how external stimuli (S) create an emotional or cognitive state
in the consumer (O) that generates responses that directly affect consumer behaviors
(R) [36,37,40].

The present study is among the few to utilize the SOR model through a negative
prism [37]. In the framework of the model, both online social influence and symbolic
incongruence (S) are stimuli that induce negative emotional states in ski and snowboard
users (O). These states, in turn, generate negative customer brand engagement response (R)
behaviors toward ski/snowboard brands. The proposed model is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Research model. Source: own design. 
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Figure 1. Research model. Source: own design.

2.2. Organism: Negative Emotions

The study of negative emotions has intensified in recent years following important
contributions from Mehrabian and Russell [34], Plutchik [41] and Lazarus [42]. Nonetheless,
there is a need to expand knowledge about them due to their complexity [43,44] and because
of their important implications for consumer behaviors [2,44].

Negative emotions are strongly linked to individuals’ organic appraisals of their envi-
ronment [43,45]. It is commonly accepted that negative emotions are evoked in consumers
when they perceive/experience unpleasant situations [2,43], and that these emotions can
trigger consumer behaviors that can significantly damage brands [46]. Among the most
brand-damaging behaviors are brand avoidance [47], negative word of mouth [48], brand
switching [49] and negative engagement [50].

Investigations into the negative emotions evoked in consumers in digital environments
(e.g., consumer reviews, online communities, websites or social networks) [19,23,43,50,51]
have found that emotions do not only arise from subjective perceptions. Negative emotions
have a social component motivated by social interactions; that is, the individual can feel
other people’s emotions, even without being aware they are doing so [13].

The present study draws on emotional contagion theory [52] to explain the rela-
tionship between online social influences and negative emotions. The theory, which has
been adapted to online environments [13], explains how consumers can be emotionally
influenced by other people through the attitudes they express [13,52].

Responding to calls for a deeper understanding of negative emotions in digital environ-
ments [43], this study examines the emotions frustration, stress, fear, boredom, anger and
sadness. This examination takes place because: (i) stress, fear, anger and sadness [2,19,53]
are emotions with a large representation in the analysis of emotions in online environments;
(ii) frustration, fear, anger and sadness are emotions strongly implicated in the anti-brand
behaviors exhibited by consumers [31,43,54]; and (iii) previous studies have shown that
frustration, stress, boredom, sadness and fear are among the most common emotions felt
by extreme sports users [7,9,55–57].

2.3. Stimulus
2.3.1. Online Social Influence

The relevant literature [15,58,59] suggests that social influences make the individual
conform, in terms of behaviors, attitudes and beliefs, with other members of social groups.
Two types of social influence are recognized in the literature, depending on setting [15,59].
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Offline social influence [12] occurs when influence is exerted through social interactions in
a physical environment. It is manifested when the individual seeks approval from a social
group (normative) or when they consult people they consider to be referents, such as friends,
relatives or people considered experts (informational). Online social influence [16,60] is
manifested when the influence is exerted through an interaction between the individual
and digital information sources. Among these are reviews, the opinions of influencers
and online communities and the experiential navigation of websites, chatbots, blogs and
discussion forums. Online social influence has been said to have three dimensions [16],
evidential, confirmational and experiential. The first two dimensions measure the quantity
and quality of opinions generated in online environments about products and brands.
Experiential online influence is related to past online experiences that influence users’
decision-making.

Given the high involvement of social influences in consumer behaviors [15,16], particu-
larly in online environments [61,62], the present study seeks to expand knowledge about the
effects that these influences can exert on consumers’ emotional states. Ruiz-Mafé et al. [63]
analyzed these relationships, confirming that social influence significantly impacted on
consumers’ positive emotions. In turn, these emotions were shown to directly affect brand
loyalty. Meng et al. [13] confirmed that social influences affected positive emotions in
an online environment, specifically focusing on the influence produced by online celebri-
ties. In the same line, but from a negative valence, Joshi and Yadav [64] were pioneers
in confirming the effect of social influence on negative emotions, specifically on brand
hate. This study aims to expand the knowledge of social influences on emotions from an
innovative perspective by analyzing online social influence [16] and its impact on negative
emotions (frustration, stress, fear, boredom, anger and sadness) in skiing and snowboarding
users. To explain this relationship the study draws on emotional contagion theory [52],
which suggests that social influences impact on individuals’ emotional states and behaviors.
Meng et al. [13] and Ozuem et al. [60], examining influencers, found that social influences
positively affected emotions in an online context. Therefore, in this study, the following
hypothesis is proposed:

H1. Online social influence positively impacts on the negative emotions users feel toward skiing
and snowboarding brands.

2.3.2. Symbolic Incongruence as a Mediator between Online Social Influence and
Negative Emotions

Bearden et al. [12] (p. 474) argued that social influence reflects “the need to identify
or enhance one’s own image before significant others through the acquisition and use
of products and brands, the willingness to confirm others’ expectations regarding pur-
chase decisions, and/or the tendency to learn about products and services by observing
others and/or seeking information from others.” In this definition, the component of self-
expression is very important; this is even more accentuated when the brand is visible
(e.g., clothing) to other people [15].

Ski and snowboard users are considered to be a very specific profile, both because
of the highly emotional states they can endure [9,10] and because they are characterized
by their motivation to want to be part of social groups that they regard as having the
advanced knowledge and sophistication they aspire to [8,9]. This motivation, to be part of
these social groups, possibly has utilitarian/functional and symbolic drivers, related to the
sportsperson’s self-concept [8,15]. The present study draws on group reference theory [26]
to explain the relationships proposed in the model between online social influence and
symbolic incongruence. Group reference theory suggests that people’s behaviors and
attitudes can be altered based on reference groups, which can even influence their values
and group norms [16].

Similarly, individuals can be linked to different social groups based not only on the
brands they consume, but also on those they do not consume. This is because they do not
identify with them [65,66], a form of self-expression [66]. When a brand´s personality or
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image does not match the consumer’s personality, symbolic incongruence arises [47,67].
This incongruence can elicit negative emotions in the individual, culminating in anti-brand
behaviors [47,65,68]. To explain the relationship between symbolic incongruence and
negative emotions, the study draws on self-congruence theory [27]. Self-congruence theory
proposes that individuals seek fit in their cognitions (e.g., values or beliefs) as mismatches
generate incoherence that can provoke negative emotional states. The theory is applied to
analyze the fit relationship between consumer self-concept and brand image; this analysis
has indicated that this relationship directly affects consumer behaviors [27,69].

Therefore, the present study examines the mediating effect of symbolic incongruence
to test whether the symbolic or self-expressive component in ski and snowboard users
should be taken into account in the generation of the negative emotions they express toward
brands. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H2. Symbolic incongruence has a mediating effect on online social influence and negative emotions;
that is:

H2a. Online social influence has a positive impact on symbolic incongruence.

H2b. Symbolic incongruence has a positive impact on negative emotions.

2.4. Response
Negative Customer Brand Engagement

Engagement, because it is regarded as being of great importance in digital environ-
ments and can positively and negatively impact brands, has attracted great interest in the
consumer behavior literature [68,70,71]. Previous studies have shown that emotions play
a predictive role in consumer engagement [43,50,68,70,72], showing that the valence of
emotions can directly influence the valence of the engagement itself [50].

Customer brand engagement was defined by Hollebeek [73] (p. 565) as “the level of a
customer’s cognitive, emotional and behavioral investment in specific brand interaction”.
Later, Juric et al. [74] (p. 285) defined it, looking at negative valence, as “a series of mental
states and an iterative psychological process, which is catalyzed by perceived threats (or a
perceived or reconstructed threat) to oneself”.

The present study considers negative customer brand engagement to be the main
reaction by consumers toward brands in an online environment. This is because it repre-
sents one of the most active anti-brand behaviors that consumers can develop [73–75] and
can affect them negatively at the level of prestige and affinity, and economically [74]. To
explain the relationship (described in the model) between negative emotions and negative
customer brand engagement, this study draws on engagement theory [76]. Engagement
theory proposes that the affective state of the individual, generated by his/her relationship
with the brand, will cause him/her to engage in customer engagement behaviors toward
brands. Therefore, taking the negative perspective, if the individual’s affective state is
negative, they will exhibit negative customer engagement behaviors toward the brand.
Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H3. Negative emotions positively influence the generation, in online contexts, of negative customer
brand engagement in ski/snowboard users.

2.5. The Effects of Level of Expertise as a Situational Moderator

The expertise concept is understood as a cognitive competence [77]. In the present
study, two groups are differentiated based on their level of competence, experts and
novices [77]. Experts are individuals who stand out for their knowledge about a domain
or, in the case of this study, about a brand [78]. They are more efficient than individuals
considered novices [77], who are differentiated by their reduced control in the domain,
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based on their lack of knowledge and/or on their lack of motivation or enthusiasm to
improve their skills [57,77].

Despite its important implications for consumer decision-making, studies into the
effects of expertise as a moderator are very scarce [77,78]. Thus, in this study, one aim is
to expand knowledge about this phenomenon in the context of negative brand-consumer
relationships [32]. Evanschitzky and Wunderlich [79] argued that the consumer´s level
of expertise has the capacity to alter his/her consumption behaviors due to his/her expe-
rience of, and cognitive reasoning related to, the brand. In the context of extreme sports,
Pikkemaat et al. [80] found that the expertise effect is highly important in ski and snow-
board users as it influences them in their decisions to travel to one ski resort or another.
Similarly, Woodman et al. [81] and Monasterio et al. [57] argued that the emotional involve-
ment of experts and novices can differ. For example, an expert user may interpret fear as
“necessary” when they practice an extreme sport, giving it a positive valence, despite the
emotion being negative in nature [82].

As to the relationships proposed in the present study, Fernandes et al. [16] and
Racherla et al. [83] argued that, in online environments, novice consumers are more influ-
enced than are experts, when making a purchase decision, by the quantity and valence
of reviews about brands (RQ1a). Similarly, novice users are more influenced by symbolic
aspects than by functional aspects [78] because they want to link their self-image with
groups they perceive to be sophisticated (reference group theory) (RQ1b and RQ1c). In
addition, Mirehie and Gibson [9] found that expertise level directly influenced snowboard
users’ engagement with the sport. Yildiz-Durak et al. [84] found the user’s level of expertise
had a positive influence on their engagement with videos in online environments (RQ1d).
Therefore, in this study it is proposed that level of expertise can have important moderating
effects on the relationships described in the model. Thus, the following research questions
are posed:

RQ1a. Does the ski and snowboard user´s level of expertise moderate the relationship between
online social influence and negative emotions?

RQ1b. Does the ski and snowboard user´s level of expertise moderate the relationship between
online social influence and symbolic incongruence?

RQ1c. Does the ski and snowboard user´s level of expertise moderate the relationship between
symbolic incongruence and negative emotions?

RQ1d. Does the ski and snowboard user´s level of expertise moderate the relationship between
negative emotions and the generation of negative customer brand engagement?

3. Methodology

A quantitative methodology was used, with structural equation modeling (SEM),
to address the hypotheses/questions. A digital, structured questionnaire, based on the
Google Form tool, attracted 400 responses from Spain-based ski and snowboard users
over 18 years of age during the summer and fall of 2023. A non-probabilistic conve-
nience sampling method (“snowballing”) was used because it offers great ease of access
and/distribution to individuals with similar characteristics [17]; in this case, ski and snow-
board users. A pre-test (n = 10) was performed with ski/snowboard users to detect any
problems in the questionnaire. Adjustments were subsequently made to ensure the scales
were understandable.

As to the sample’s demographic characteristics, 62% were men and 38% women;
40.9% were aged between 18 and 30 years, 44.4% were aged between 31 and 45 years,
13.7% were aged between 46 and 64 years and 1.7% were over 65 years of age; 80% of the
sample said they were working, 12% were students, 5.2% were unemployed and 2.5% were
retired. As to their levels of experience in the sports, two main groups are distinguished:
“Experts”, with more than 10 years of experience in skiing and/or snowboarding (63%);
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and “Novices”, with less than 10 years of experience in skiing and/or snowboarding (37%).
Table 1 presents the data.

Table 1. Sample statistics (N = 400).

Indicator Category %

Age 18–30 years 40.9
31–45 years 44.4
46–64 years 13.7
>65 years 1.7

Gender Male 62
Female 38

Current status Worker 80
Student 12
Unemployed 5.2
Retired 2.5

Level of expertise Experts in skiing and/or snowboarding 63
Novices in skiing and/or snowboarding 37

The questionnaire used 32 items (4 variables), measured on 5-point Likert scales, with
1 being “totally disagree” and 5 “totally agree”. Online social influence, a scale extracted
from Fernandes et al. [16], was the only variable considered in the present model as forma-
tive second-order. It is composed of the dimensions of evidential online influence (5 items),
confirmational online influence (3 items) and experiential online influence (3 items). The
remaining variables, considered as first-order reflective factors, are: symbolic incongruence
(5 items), measured using the scale developed by Hegner et al. [47]; negative emotions
(frustration, stress, fear, boredom, anger and sadness) were measured using a single item,
following Ruiz-Mafé et al. [63] and Haj-Salem and Chebat [46]; NCBE (10 items) was
measured using the scale developed by Hollebeek et al. [85]. All the items were slightly
adapted to match the study context. A detailed description of the items used in the study
can be seen in Table 2.

Table 2. Measurement scales. Reliability and convergent validity.

Constructs Indicators Stand.
Loading

Stand.
Weights VIF

Online social
influence (OS) (f)

OSD1. Evidential online influence 0.848 0.130 3.012
OS1. My intention to buy a snowboard/ski brand increases with
their reviews. 0.829

OS2. Even a few bad reviews may lead to a negative perception of
the purchase of the ski/snowboard brand. 0.763

OS3. I certainly look for very good reviews before buying
skis/snowboards online. 0.898

OS4. I usually compare positive and negative online reviews before
buying skis/snowboards. 0.851

OS5. The brand rating is important to me when buying
skis/snowboards. 0.875

OSD2. Confirmational online influence 0.850 0.228 2.702
OS6. I certainly look for online blogs/social networking sites to
find more information about the ski/snowboard brand. 0.854

OS7. I find the information about skis/snowboards on the brand’s
official website useful for making decisions. 0.657

OS8. The quality of the feedback reduces uncertainty about the
quality of the ski/snowboard brand and helps me make my
decisions.

0.859
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Table 2. Cont.

Constructs Indicators Stand.
Loading

Stand.
Weights VIF

OSD3. Experiential online influence 0.979 0.711 2.838
OS9. I trust reviews as my purchase decisions based on reviews
have helped me in the past. 0.871

OS10. The user experience expressed on the official website of the
ski/snowboard brand helped me make decisions 0.833

OS11. I wrote a review when I purchased the ski/snowboard brand. 0.594

Symbolic
incongruence (SI)

SI1. The products of [ski/snowboard brand] do not reflect who I am. 0.872
SI2. [Ski/snowboard brand] products do not suit my personality. 0.897

α = 0.932 SI3. I do not want to be seen with [ski/snowboard brand]. 0.876
CR = 0.943 SI4. [Ski/snowboard brand] does not represent what I am. 0.917

AVE = 0.785 SI5. [Ski/snowboard brand] symbolizes the kind of person I would
never want to be. 0.866

Negative emotions
(NE)

When I use or think of [ski/snowboard brand] for
skiing/snowboarding, I feel. . .
NE1. Frustrated 0.815
NE2. Stressed 0.892

α = 0.920 NE3. Fearful 0.808
CR = 0.922 NE4. Bored 0.811

AVE = 0.716 NE5. Anger 0.876
NE6. Sadness 0.870

Negative customer
brand engagement

(NCBE)

NCBE1. Using this brand does not make me think about the brand 0.830
NCBE2. I don’t think much about this brand when I‘m using it 0.766
NCBE3. Using this brand does not stimulate my interest to learn more
about this brand 0.867

NCBE4. I feel very negative when I use this brand 0.842
NCBE5. Using this brand makes me unhappy 0.816
NCBE6. I feel bad when I use this brand 0.846

α = 0.893 NCBE7. I am ashamed to use this brand 0.518

CR = 0.887 NCBE8. I don’t spend time using this brand, compared to other
ski/snowboard brands 0.541

AVE = 0.585 * NCBE9. When I use a ski/snowboard brand, I would usually never
use this brand. -

* NCBE10. This brand is one I would never use. -

Note: *: item deleted; (f): 2nd-order formative construct; α: Cronbach’s alpha; CR: composite reliability; AVE: average
variance extracted.

3.1. Data Analysis and Results

Two main tools were used to examine the theoretical causal relationships in the
model. First, RStudio was used to evaluate the model’s fit indexes. Second, SmartPLS
(version 4.1.03) was used to evaluate the indicators and variables proposed in the model and
the relationships between the variables that allow acceptance or rejection of the hypotheses.

First, the fit indexes were analyzed through a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to
ensure that the model had no fit problems. For this, the following indexes were used:
(i) χ2 = 1639, df = 561, p < 0.001, χ2/df = 2.9; (Tucker–Lewis index) TLI = 0.944; (compar-
ative fit index) CFI = 0.957; (root mean square error of approximation) RMSEA = 0.078;
(standardized root mean square residual) SRMR = 0.071; (goodness-of-fit index) GFI = 0.958.
Therefore, following the recommendations of Kline [86] and Hair et al. [87], it can be stated
that the model has good fit.

Second, the reliability and convergent validity of all the factors were tested using
Cronbach’s alpha (α), composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE);
the values were all within acceptable parameters [87] (see Table 2). Two items had to be
eliminated from the negative customer brand engagement variable due to low loadings and
convergent validity issues (AVE > 0.5) [87]. Similarly, the above metrics did not analyze the
online social influence construct, given that it is formative [88].
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The third step was to evaluate discriminant validity through the Fornell–Larcker
criterion (see Table 3). This requires that all AVE values be greater than their inter-construct
correlations [89]. This step is essential to verify that a variable is empirically different from
other estimated variables in the proposed model [87].

Table 3. Discriminant validity. Square correlation matrix of latent variables.

Construct NCBE NE OSD1 OSD2 OSD3 SI

Negative customer brand
engagement (NCBE) 0.765

Negative emotions (NEs) 0.468 0.846
Evidential online influence
(OSD1) 0.544 0.298 0.845

Confirmational online
influence (OSD2) 0.433 0.303 0.755 0.795

Experiential online
influence (OSD3) 0.463 0.347 0.768 0.737 0.776

Symbolic incongruence (SI) 0.522 0.521 0.221 0.215 0.250 0.886

The hypotheses were all tested and accepted (see Table 4). Online social influence
was found to positively influence negative emotions (beta = 0.236 ***; t-Stat = 5.162). The
relationship between online social influence and symbolic incongruence was supported
(beta = 0.256 ***; t-Stat = 5.010), thus, H2a is accepted. Similarly, H2b was also accepted
as symbolic incongruence had a positive influence on negative emotions (beta = 0.460 ***;
t-Stat = 11.114). Negative emotions were found to have a positive influence on negative
customer brand engagement (beta = 0.468 ***; t-Stat = 12.281), so H3 is accepted.

Table 4. Tests of the hypotheses.

Hypotheses Tests ß T Value

H1 Online Social Influence—> Negative Emotions 0.236 *** 5.162 Supported
H2 Online Social Influence—> Symbolic Incongruence 0.256 *** 5.010 Supported
H3 Symbolic Incongruence—> Negative Emotions 0.460 *** 11.114 Supported
H4 Negative Emotions—> Negative Customer Brand Engagement 0.468 *** 12.281 Supported

*** p < 0.01.

3.2. Mediation Analysis

To estimate the mediating effects of symbolic incongruence between online social
influence and negative emotions (H2), we followed Hair et al. [87]. First, the indirect effect
between online social influence and negative emotions through symbolic incongruence
was found to be significant. Second, the direct effect between online social influence and
negative emotions was also found to be significant. Finally, the direction of the relationships
was found to be all positive, and the VAF (variance accounted for) value was found to be
34% [90]. This suggests there is complementary partial mediation [87,91]. Therefore, H2 is
supported (see Table 5).

Table 5. Mediation analysis.

Type of
Effect Effect Path

Coefficient T Stats p Value Conclusion

Total effect OS—> NE 0.360 7.489 0.000 Significant total effect
Indirect effect OS—> SI—> NE 0.121 4.530 0.000 Significant indirect effect
Direct effect OS—> NE 0.262 5.01 0.000 Significant direct effect

VAF 34%
Note: OS: online social influence; NE: negative emotions; SI: symbolic incongruence; VAF: variance accounted for.
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3.3. Multigroup Analysis: Moderation of Level of Expertise

To identify any differences in the relationships proposed in the model between the
“high-expertise” (>10 years of experience in snowboard/ski) and “low-expertise” (<10 years
of experience in snowboarding/skiing) groups, a bootstrap-based multigroup analysis
(PLS-MGA) was undertaken; this also sought to answer the research questions posed above.
Table 6 confirms the reliability, validity and discriminant validity of the “high-expertise”
and “low-expertise” groups. Table 7 shows that all the relationships proposed in the model
are significantly positive for both groups. In addition, this table shows the results of the
multigroup analysis; the following conclusions are highlighted:

Table 6. Reliability, validity, correlations and the square roots of AVEs (high expertise vs. low expertise).

High Expertise Fornell–Larcker Criterion
α CR AVE NCBE EN SI

NCBE 0.887 0.880 0.545 0.739
NE 0.904 0.908 0.678 0.412 0.824
SI 0.931 0.944 0.783 0.541 0.501 0.885

Low Expertise Fornell–Larcker Criterion
α CR AVE NCBE EN SI

NCBE 0.906 0.907 0.609 0.780
NE 0.936 0.938 0.758 0.549 0.871
SI 0.930 0.936 0.780 0.485 0.518 0.883

Note: α: Cronbach’s alpha; CR: composite reliability; AVE: average variance extracted; NCBE: negative customer
brand engagement; NE: negative emotions; SI: symbolic incongruence.

Table 7. Multigroup analysis.

Constructs High Expertise Low Expertise PLS-MGA

R-square R-square

OS - -
SI 0.029 0.135

NE 0.276 0.347
NCBE 0.170 0.302

Paths ß T Value ß T Value
Path

Coefficient
Difference

Parametric
Test

Welch-
Satterthwait

Test
Validation

OS—> NE 0.163 ** 2.633 0.302 *** 3.894 −0.139 0.168 0.163 No
OS—> SI 0.170 ** 2.480 0.368 *** 5.106 −0.198 0.061 0.047 Yes
SI—> NE 0.473 *** 9.203 0.406 *** 5.142 0.066 0.462 0.481 No

NE—>
NCBE 0.412 *** 9.440 0.549 *** 9.044 −0.137 0.063 0.068 Yes

Note: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05; OS: online social influence; SI: symbolic incongruence; NE: negative emotions; NCBE:
negative customer brand engagement.

There is no significant difference between the groups (high vs. low) in the relationship
between online social influence and negative emotions (diff = −0.139; p = 0.138) (RQ1a).

There is a significant difference between the groups (high vs. low) in the relationship
between online social influence and symbolic incongruence (diff = −0.198; p = 0.059) (RQ1b).

There is no significant difference between the groups (high vs. low) in the relationship
between symbolic incongruence and negative emotions (diff = 0.066; p = 0.430) (RQ1c).

A significant difference was found between the groups (high vs. low) in the relation-
ship between negative emotions and negative customer brand engagement (diff = −0.137;
p = 0.087) (RQ1d).

4. Discussion and Conclusions

The present study contributes to the consumer behavior literature by providing further
insights into the negative relationships established between brands and consumers in
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an online environment. The SOR model was used to explain the structure and global
relationships of the model, confirming its good fit in online environments, in line with
previous studies [36–39]. Furthermore, it was shown that online social influence and
symbolic incongruence are the key stimuli (S) in the generation of the emotions frustration,
stress, fear, boredom, anger and sadness, as negative organic responses (O) that create, in
online contexts, negative customer brand engagement in ski and snowboard users (R).

It was shown that online social influence is a determining factor in negative brand-
consumer relationships; that is, it has a positive effect on the generation of negative
emotions in ski and snowboard users. These results are supported by emotional contagion
theory [52] and by the results of Joshi and Yadav [64], and reaffirm that online social
influence underlies negative consumer behaviors toward brands. Going deeper into the
online social influence construct, the experiential online influence dimension (beta = 0.979;
p < 0.01) was seen to be more important than evidential online influence (beta = 0.848;
p < 0.01) and confirmational online influence (beta = 0.850; p ≤ 0.01), indicating that the
influence of the user’s browsing experience is more determinant in ski/snowboard users
in terms of generating negative responses. These results are consistent with the results
obtained by Ozuem et al. [60], who concluded that negative interactions with digital
technical elements (e.g., chatbot failures, ambiguous websites) related to brands generate
negative experiences that evoke intense negative emotions toward the brands.

As to mediation, it was shown that symbolic incongruence had a mediating effect
between online social influence and negative emotions, by confirming a complementary
partial mediation; that is, 34% (VAF) of the relationship between online social influence
and negative emotions is explained by symbolic incongruence. This contribution is of great
scientific interest because the relationship between online social influence and symbolic
incongruence had not, until now, been directly examined. It was shown that ski/snowboard
users disassociate themselves from brands to improve their self-concept, which allows
them to feel more acceptable to their reference groups. This conclusion is supported by both
reference group theory [26] and self-congruence theory [27], confirming the singular profile
of ski/snowboard users [9,10] and their attraction to the symbolic value of brands [15],
which directly affects negative emotional attitudes felt toward brands [47,67].

The knowledge of negative emotions (frustration, stress, fear, boredom, anger and
sadness) is expanded in terms of their significant impact on ski and snowboard users in
digital environments [19,23,43]. Stress stands out from the other emotions, which is in line
with previous studies [57,92] which examined online environments, in that it is a key factor
in generating negative engagement.

The main negative reaction identified in the model, negative customer brand en-
gagement, was seen to be influenced by negative emotions. This result is consistent with
engagement theory [76] from a negative perspective, and with the results of previous
studies that argued that emotions are antecedents of negative engagement in digital envi-
ronments [31,50,72].

Finally, the answers to the research questions expand the knowledge of the moderating
effect of level of expertise on consumer behaviors [77–80], and confirm that it is a variable
that brands should consider when developing their affinity strategies and approaches to
users in online environments. Similarly, the singular profile of the ski and snowboard
user [10,57] was examined, and it was confirmed that this profile can alter decision-making
processes regarding the consumption of, and affinity for, a brand.

Therefore, the results of the study showed two significant differences from the rela-
tionships proposed in the model. First, in line with Sohail and Awal [78], Burke et al. [93]
and reference group theory [26], it was confirmed that level of expertise has a moderating
effect on the relationship between online social influence and symbolic incongruence; that
is, online social influence has a significantly greater impact on symbolic incongruence
for the “low-expertise” group due to their the lack of knowledge of the field. This lack
makes novices more susceptible to the recommendations of groups they consider references
and increases their motivation to belong to “experts” groups, which would help them
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improve their level of skill and their self-image. Second, in line with Mireie and Gibson [9],
Burke et al. [93] and Yildiz-Durak et al. [84], an important difference was found between
negative emotions and negative customer brand engagement; that is, the group considered
“low-expertise” was more affected by this relationship than was the “high-expertise” group;
this is because “novices” have a lower “locus of control”; that is, they are more impulsive
on an emotional level.

5. Implications
5.1. Theoretical Implications

The present study offers interesting contributions to the consumer behavior literature.
Specifically, it examines, in depth, the negative role of social influences exerted by online
information sources on the emotional state of ski/snowboard users; that is, they evoke
negative behaviors toward brands. This theoretical approach is supported by the SOR
model which, despite its important implications for consumer behaviors [3,4,30], has rarely
been examined in the literature from a negative perspective in online environments [37,67].

At the level of social influence, to the best of the authors´ knowledge, this study
may be the first to apply the construct proposed by Fernandes et al. [16], which brings
together, in a single variable, the most important factors that can influence users in online
environments. In addition, this study is one of the few [60,64] to examine the social
influences on consumers’ negative emotions as a predictor of their negative behaviors
toward brands. In doing so, it confirms the good fit of emotional contagion theory in
this relationship. This result is consistent with the findings of Joshi and Yadav [64], who
found that past experience strongly influenced e-WOM behaviors; that is, active anti-brand
behaviors in online environments. Another important contribution is the finding about
the mediation of symbolic incongruence between online social influence and negative
emotions; this confirms that social influences can create negative emotional states, in the
consumer, that can affect brands. This is supported by both reference group theory [26]
and self-congruence theory [27].

In addition, the negative emotions analyzed in the present study contribute to a
broader understanding [4,43,94] of frustration, stress, fear, boredom, anger and sadness
and their effects on ski/snowboard users in an online environment. The results confirm
their involvement in negative consumer effects, with the emotion of stress being the most
important of the six emotions assessed, in line with other studies such as Siu et al. [92] and
Monasterio et al. [57] or Iranzo-Barreira et al. [94].

Regarding the main reaction identified in this study, negative customer brand engage-
ment is postulated to be a negative response in online environments, which is predicted
by the emotions frustration, stress, fear, anger and sadness [28,50,72,89,92] (boredom is a
complementary emotion that should also be taken into account). Thus, the study results
support engagement theory [76]. In addition, this relationship confirms that ski/snowboard
users, negatively influenced by online information sources, act against brands by posting
negative comments, reviews or reactions [38,64]. This represents a high economic and
reputational risk for companies.

Finally, an important contribution relates to the results obtained for the moderating
effects of level of expertise: (i) knowledge of the moderating effects of expertise on consumer
behaviors is extended [32], confirming that the consumer´s profile alters his/her attitudes
and behaviors toward brands; (ii) there is no moderating influence between online social
influence and symbolic incongruence and negative emotions; (iii) the “low-expertise” group
is more influenced by online social influences and their emotional states are more predictive
of negative customer brand engagement behaviors.

5.2. Managerial Implications

This study makes important recommendations for the extreme sports industry that
should be considered in the design of their online environment strategies.
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Brands should seek to neutralize the stimuli that produce, in their consumers, bad
experiences and negative perceptions, due to the social influences present in online environ-
ments. It is essential that brands consider the browsing experience of users as they explore
websites and social networks. Their websites and mobile apps should have a clear design
and appear congruent with their consumers’ symbolic values. In terms of web experience, it
is recommended that the consumer´s product search can be performed with as few clicks as
possible, and that they can obtain all the product information they want in a clear, reliable
and uninterrupted manner. Similarly, in terms of symbolic value, brands should seek to
emphasize the values that increase their customers’ self-concepts, especially for those with
little experience in sports. This will mean avoiding sponsorships that may conflict with
their values (e.g., if the brand identifies with environmental values). If the brand identifies
with environmental values, it should associate itself with companies with strong envi-
ronmental positioning, try to use elements in online environments (e.g., websites/social
networks) that help the consumer feel identified with the brand (e.g., use professional and
creative language and high-quality images/videos) and carry out corporate actions that
show affinity with the target audience (e.g., arrange free meetings with elite skiing and
snowboarding athletes).

In addition, the study demonstrates the importance of negative emotions in gener-
ating negative customer brand engagement. For this reason, it is essential that brands
invest in detailed, regular monitoring of the main negative emotions that are expressed in
information sources, using specialized software. It is recommended that brands use this
information to contact, in a personalized way, those users who have expressed the most
damaging emotions (especially stress and anger) and seek to alleviate their affective dissat-
isfaction. The study results suggest that brands should place more importance on those
users considered “newbies”, given that they are more susceptible to negative emotions and,
therefore, will have a greater predisposition to act against the brand.

Another recommendation is that brands should stimulate positive comments in the
sources of information that express most opposition to the brand. This may have a contagion
effect. To this end, they might carry out promotional activities that encourage engagement,
for example, by giving gifts to the brand’s most loyal customers in exchange for reviews
or reactions to the brand. It is important that company managers undertake actions to
stimulate positive engagement in an organic way, to ensure that users will not see their
promotions as artificial, which would generate distrust and boost negative emotions against
the brand.

6. Limitations and Future Lines of Research

This study has some limitations that open avenues for future research. A convenience
sample was used, so the results should not be generalized. It would be interesting, in future
studies, to apply an experimental methodology to compare online versus offline influence.
The study considered only level of expertise as a moderator. It would be interesting to
consider other moderators, such as age, gender and economic level, and to examine a
third group in the multigroup analysis (e.g., (a) no experience, (b) beginner experience,
(c) advanced experience). The study focused exclusively on the sports sector, so it would
be interesting to extend the approach to other contexts, to contrast its conclusions (e.g., gas-
tronomy, tourist destinations, fashion). The work considered only symbolic incongruence
as a mediator in the model, so an interesting future line of research would be to include
functional incongruence to assess which of the two aspects is more important for online
consumers in their anti-brand actions. Although the work examines important negative
emotions, its scope could be broadened; thus, future studies might include intense emo-
tions, such as shame and hate, in their models, to explore their implications for consumer
behaviors in online environments. Finally, future studies could explore new influences
on consumers; for example, it would be interesting to examine the influence of AI on the
emotions of online users, both from a positive and negative perspective.
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