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Abstract

:

Existing research reveals the significance of understanding consumer interactions as an increasingly important determinant of sports consumption behaviors; yet, few studies have focused on the virtual communities of sporting goods brands, particularly for the Chinese marketplace that is becoming the largest globally. This study aimed to examine the relationships among consumer interaction, brand-community relationship, and consumer value co-creation willingness in the sports virtual brand communities of China. Research participants (n = 445) were consumers participating in online community activities of two leading sporting goods brands in China, Li-NING and Anta Sports. A questionnaire survey study was conducted. Regression analyses revealed that three out of four consumer interaction factors—cultural identity behavior, experiential communication behavior, and community maintenance behavior—exert a significant and positive impact on consumer value co-creation willingness. The strength of community relationship played a mediating role in these relationships. The other one, member screening interaction, did not find support. This study extends knowledge of sports brand marketing and management of virtual brand communities and recognizes the effectiveness of consumer value co-creation aspirations by highlighting the importance and reliance of customer-to-customer interaction and the strength of brand-community relationships.
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1. Introduction


Traditionally, sports brand development followed commodity-leading logic, meaning the manufacturing end outputs products to end-consumer consumption to obtain exchange value. In this process, the value of sports products was determined by the manufacturing end. The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically changed the needs of consumers [1] Feelings of anxiety and insecurity have escalated users’ discontent to be passive recipients of the product value and their desires for more control. It would be beneficial for sports products to be produced with the help of the consumer [2].



At the same time, driven by emerging network technology and social media, virtual brand community has become an important platform for consumers to participate in the creation of sports products or services [3] and for brands to enhance innovation ability, cultivate consumer brand loyalty, and establish competitive advantages [4,5]. The community economy is a decentralized, multilateral, and boundless new economic business model. It establishes emotional trust and value feedback between producers and user communities through the Internet [6], forming a “self-organization and reproduction” economy of scope [7]. The system is an important part of the modern economic system, having influenced the way sport organizations market their products and engage with their fans [8,9]. With this type of relationship, consumers have realized the change in their role through active participation in virtual brand community interaction [10]. The consumer situation has changed from information scarcity to perfection, identity isolation to network connection, passive acceptance to active participation [11], and sports consumption to production. This has formed new consumption styles and influenced consumer preferences, attitudes, and behaviors. As an important channel for consumer–consumer and consumer–enterprise communication, the virtual brand community provides convenience for consumers to participate in product design, production, consumption, and circulation [12]. In this new decentralized business model, community members are partners in product production. Sport organizations and consumers can accomplish diversified cooperation, based on their resource attributes and needs. These communities represent a strong industrial driving force that can create significant commercial value [13] and present a new economic industrial chain [14].



In recent years, the marketing strategies that brands utilize to create value through virtual brand communities have attracted academic attention. Previous studies in this area call for future research to build on and clarify the specific relationship between consumer interaction, community relationship strength, and value co-creation willingness [15,16,17,18]. Fuller [19] emphasized that a virtual brand community is an important platform, and interaction is a behavioral path for value co-creation. Online communities provide more interactive opportunities than offline communities. Interactions of virtual brand communities mainly occur between consumers and brands and among consumers. Of these, interaction among consumers is also a typical form of value co-creation, which can improve consumers’ service experience and affect their satisfaction and brand loyalty [20,21]. The driving factors of consumer interaction mainly include income, entertainment, utilitarian, and social [22]; while the main forms of consumer interaction are interpersonal, product, and cognitive [23]. Simultaneously, timeliness, frequency, and duration of interaction also impact consumer attitudes and behaviors [10]. Understanding the influence of consumer interaction on product innovation behavior in a virtual brand community enables enterprises to obtain brand value and co-create related information, share problem solutions, and positively affect consumer community satisfaction [24]. The development of digital economy has promoted the innovation of value creation mode; connectivity under social network technology has brought new value realization methods to sports enterprises [25]. When consumers enter the virtual brand community and form a strong community connection through interactions, they will further form brand loyalty and increase involvement and co-creation behavior [25,26]. Under the continuous impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, virtual communities, as the media for effective communication and coordination among stakeholders, play an increasingly important role in creating and managing ecosystems [27]. With the help of virtual communities as interactive media, sports consumers are included in the process of value service development to promote the cooperation between sports enterprises and consumers, forming a dynamic and two-way value creation model. The community economy is an experience economy based on emotion and values. Sports brands can create sustainable economic value if they have loyal and highly emotional user groups [28]. An increasing number of sports enterprises have taken the initiative to build their brand community and platforms for consumer activities, strengthening the relationship between brands and consumers.



However, most current research focuses on specific forms of consumer interaction, and less on the essence and characteristics of the virtual brand community. Consumer interaction in a virtual brand community is a concept with rich connotations and multi-dimensional value. The timeliness, frequency, and duration of interaction are only some of the dimensions, and do not fully encapsulate the value connotations of the virtual brand community [29]. Value co-creation of consumers in virtual brand communities is complex, and research on consumer interaction is still lacking. The process and the influencing variables—derived from consumers’ interaction with other consumers in the virtual brand community, leading to participation in value co-creation—are still a “black box.”



At present, the number of middle class consumers in China has reached 225 million, and China’s consumption elevation is quietly underway [30]. China accounts for 65% of the world’s sports goods production share and has, more importantly, become one of the world’s major sports goods consumption markets [31] However, the outbreak of COVID-19 in early 2020 put significant pressure on the Chinese economy and sport industry [32]. The Chinese economy was hit especially hard in the early days of the pandemic and, as a result, logistics and supply chains were suspended, stores were closed, and sport stadiums were empty. For sport consumers, the scope of consumer interaction in fan communities (i.e., Nike+, Anta, and Li-NING fan communities) had shifted from offline to online, and for sport brands, the importance of virtual community spaces increased rapidly [16]. Therefore, based on the new era background, it is of great practical significance to explore the consumer interaction of China’s sports brand virtual community to promote the transformation and upgrading of China’s sports manufacturing industry, improve the quality and efficiency of its sports service industry, and promote the high-quality development of its sports industry.



We propose the following questions in the context of virtual sports brand community: (a) What is the direct impact on the willingness of customer to co-create value? and (b) Does community relationship strength mediate the impact of consumer interaction on consumer willingness to participate in value co-creation? This study takes the virtual brand community as the research perspective, the value co-creation theory as the theoretical basis, the members of the virtual community of Chinese sports brands as the research object, the interactive way of brand community members as the operating variable, and the strength of community relationship as the intermediary variable, to explore the formation mechanism of consumers’ willingness to co-create value in the virtual community of sports brands. It is hoped that the research conclusions can promote research on the interaction between customers in the virtual community of sports brands, and provide certain support on the research tools. At the same time, it can also provide some useful enlightenment for sports enterprises to understand, manage, guide, and make reasonable use of the interaction between customers.




2. Review of Literature


2.1. Virtual Brand Community


Boorstin [33] was the first to associate community with consumer behavior, and believed that a consumer community is a consumption collective composed of consumption patterns and consumer products. The concept of a brand community originates from the idea of consumer community. When a consumer community cluster gathers around a certain brand, a brand community is formed [34]. Due to the rise of the Internet and online social networking, virtual brand communities have begun to appear, becoming a new form of brand community. A virtual brand community comprises the characteristics of the brand and of virtual communities [35]. It not only reflects the characteristics of a virtual community but is also a relationship group composed of brand fans. Schau [36] emphasizes that the virtual brand community is a place where members of the community gather, and users can create value for the organization through personal and communal cooperation.



Zhang [37] proposes that the quality of the interface, the incentive mechanisms adopted, and the degree of membership integration of the virtual brand community will affect the quality of the relationship and, ultimately, the willingness of consumers to participate in value co-creation. A virtual brand community has the characteristics of cross-regional virtuality, human interaction, and openness. At the same time, it can also reflect characteristics that are distinctive of the brand community, such as a common community concept, culture, and sense of responsibility [38]. Islam and Rahman [39] propose that the virtual brand community is a place for brand fans to interact in the form of word-of-mouth forums and blogs, without geographic restrictions. Wang [40] defines a virtual brand community as a group composed of consumers or potential consumers. These consumers are fans of the same brand and are willing to participate in activities related to the brand. Based on previous notions, this study operationally defines the virtual sports brand community as follows: Users of sports brands who gather on mobile Internet platforms to share common interests, cognitions, and values in groups. Through interaction, communication, collaboration, and mutual influence, the brand generates emotional trust and value feedback, thus forming a self-operating and self-circulating system.




2.2. Value Co-Creation Willingness


In recent years, the theory of value co-creation has gradually shifted from production to consumption [41]. Enterprises are inclined to allow consumers to actively create value, involving them in every link of the value creation chain. Lusch and Vargo [42] then proposed Service Dominance Logic (SDL), which assumes that customers assume different roles and gain common value through the use of products to further share their expectations and experience, and then participate in and develop product value propositions. In order to obtain personalized benefits, customers make efforts and are willing to share information, which is the value co-creation willingness [43]. Niu [44] believe that the initial superficial interaction is the driving force that stimulates consumers’ willingness to create value. Novani [45] highlights that interactive behaviors, such as communicating, sharing information, or learning from each other, play a positive role in value co-creation. Through social exchange theory, we know that members of the community interact with other members to meet their needs regarding relevant information and resources and mutual psychological affirmation. Further, they will be willing to share their experiences with other community members; to help other members solve problems or share some of the brand’s activities, this engenders the will to create value.




2.3. Customer Interaction


Interaction is the mutual behavior of two or more participating parties that influence each other. Interaction is the core of the virtual brand community, and therefore vital to its development. Within the sport context, a brand community can give members a sense of identity and well-being through interactions with other members of the community [17,46]. This interaction can encourage sport consumers to grasp more corporate information and brand-related knowledge, prompting them to form brand loyalty and self-worth recognition [18]. This strong connection within a team’s brand community can also lead to a strong identity as a fan of the team [47]. Interaction has been studied in various fields, and the research is extensive and complex. Most scholars divided the required dimensions according to their research perspectives, meaning that there is currently no unified definition. We categorize the literature according to the divisions of interaction dimensions.



The first group regards interaction as an overall concept, basing their definitions on communication among community members. Zhang [37] uses empirical analysis to verify the positive correlation between consumer interaction in enterprise service quality and consumer satisfaction. Liu [48] researches the connection mechanism of members of virtual brand communities, and finds that interaction has a significant effect on consumer brand identity. The interaction of a virtual brand community is mainly a two-way interaction: consumers’ attitudes toward corporate brands and the influence of corporate brands on consumers [49].



The second group of studies views interaction from two perspectives. Hoffman and Novak [50] divide interaction into machine and interpersonal interaction, according to the impact of consumer interaction on brand experience; whereas Liu [49] categorizes it into interpersonal and human–computer interaction. Interpersonal interaction refers to the interaction between consumers, and human–computer interaction means communication through network technology. Massey and Levy [51] divided interaction into content and interpersonal interaction. Content interaction is also a human–computer interaction. Harris [52] divided consumer interaction into on-site and off-site forms, according to whether there is a clear interaction environment. Huang [53] believes that consumer interaction can be divided into two types, intra- and inter-group interaction, based on whether the communication object is familiar. Lu [54] studied network interaction and divides virtual brand community interaction into information and interpersonal interaction.



The third group presents three perspectives. Zhou [6] broadly divides interaction dimensions from the perspective of participation into consumer and two-way communication and joint resolution. Consumer participation means that community members actively participate in topic discussions, and two-way communication means that community members have a clear pathway for information. Unhindered, joint resolution means that members of the community will use their wisdom to solve problems. Nambison [22] analyzed the virtual environment and divides the interaction into product content, identification, and interpersonal interaction.



Another group found four perspectives. Chan [55] explains the quantity and quality of member interaction in the community according to the degree of interaction, the width of member interaction in the community (derived from the frequency of interaction), the environmental background and community atmosphere of member interaction, and the effect of member interaction on the community (derived from the effectiveness of information). Fan [56] divides interaction into interactive: features, places, ways, and content in their research on the interaction of virtual brand communities. Jia studied the influence of virtual brand community interaction on consumers’ online consumption behaviors and divides the interaction into: degree and frequency; emotional strength; and mutual benefit. The interaction between consumers of a brand community is a continuous communication process between consumers of the brand community and other consumers [23]. Wang [40] constructed a theoretical model that included social interpersonal interaction, quasi-social interaction, relational social capital, and brand relationship quality. Based on the connotation of brand community, Liu [57] divides consumer interaction in online brand communities into four behaviors: (a) Member screening interaction: Consumers of the brand community will classify other consumers based on whether they truly appreciate the culture, history, rituals, traditions, and symbols of the brand and the community; (b) Cultural identity interactions: Consumers of the brand community will often tell the history of the brand and exchange the culture of the brand with other consumers to inherit the meaning and culture of the brand and its community; (c) Communication and interaction experience: Consumers in brand communities often share their brand-related experiences with other consumers and post their brand experience online, to gain emotional resonance, and to strengthen the awareness of the group; (d) Community maintenance interactions: Consumers of the brand community will endeavor to maintain brand loyalty among existing consumers in the community and strive to quickly integrate new consumers.



Compared with traditional marketing methods, sports marketing has multi-dimensional characteristics, including experience, interaction, culture, social welfare, and systematicity [8]. Based on the current literature on the dimension division of virtual brand community interaction, we divide virtual sports brand community interaction into member screening interaction, cultural identity interaction, experience communication interaction, and community maintenance interaction.




2.4. Member Screening Interaction


The behavior of member screening suggests that consumers can judge whether other members really like the brand. In the process of communicating with other consumers, if they find that they truly appreciate the brand’s culture and share a good feeling about the brand, consumers in the brand community will regard them as true fans of the brand. When a new consumer in the brand community is accepted and affirmed by other consumers, they gain “official” membership to the community. People who really like the brand are accepted, because they truly understand the brand, identify with the brand’s culture and traditions, and will continue to like and buy the brand. Conversely, people who do not really like the brand may have bought related products for other reasons. However, they do not continue to participate in brand value creation [54]. The behavior of member screening enables brand admirers to identify other people who really like the brand, conduct effective communication and interaction, and obtain high-quality brand-related information, thereby enhancing consumers’ trust in the brand and promoting value and creativity. Therefore, in this study, we hypothesized:



Hypothesis 1a. 

Member screening behavior in the virtual sports community would have a positive impact on the willingness of consumers to co-create value.






2.5. Cultural Identity Behavior


Cultural identity behavior is the interaction between the consumers of the brand community and other consumers to recount the brand history and inherit community culture [34]. Consumers in the brand community communicate with other members about the brand, such as history, heritage, brand, brand-related characters, and events, to enhance and form brand identity and the willingness to create value [58]. In addition, cultural identity behavior involves communication among consumers about the brand. Such interpersonal communication enables consumers to receive support from one another, thus enhancing value and creating behavioral intentions [55]. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 1b. 

Cultural identity behavior in the virtual sports community would have a positive impact on the willingness of consumers to co-create value.






2.6. Experiential Communication Behavior


Experiential communication behavior is the interactive behavior in which community members can actively share brand experiences and assist one another on the virtual brand community platform [56]. Sharing brand experiences in the community can enable consumers to understand brand products fully and reduce their uncertainty, thus influencing consumers’ willingness to create value. In addition, consumers can also communicate and interact with each other in the community to communicate promptly and solve product-related problems, thus improving consumer satisfaction [59]. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 1c. 

Experiential communication behavior in a virtual sports community would have a positive impact on the willingness of consumers to co-create value.






2.7. Community Maintenance Behavior


Community maintenance behavior is an interactive behavior in which members of an online brand community voluntarily contribute to the long-term survival and development of the community. It is an important aspect of consumer citizenship behavior in the context of online brand communities. Consumers can contribute to the community by actively attracting new members, maintaining old members, and demonstrating their love and loyalty to the brand and the community. There are some tacit norms among brand community consumers, such as loyalty to the community and friendship with other consumers. When consumers “betray” their mutual love for the brand, other consumers will impose moral pressure and punishment on the “defector,” damaging the relationship between consumers. Scholars believe that consumer citizenship behavior can positively influence consumer perceptions of service quality and is likely to promote consumers’ willingness to create value [60]. Therefore, we proposed:



Hypothesis 1d. 

Community maintenance behavior in a virtual sports community would have a positive impact on the willingness of consumers to co-create value.






2.8. Mediating Effect of Brand Community Relationship Strength


Relationship strength reflects the extent to which individuals are influenced by other nodes in the social relationship network [61]. Granovetter [62] proposes that within a group, there are strong relationships between members. The stronger the relationship, the higher the homogeneity among members, and, therefore, the more enthusiastic members will be to share information. Kim [63] believes that the stronger the relationship, and the higher the level of trust between the two parties, the closer the emotional connection between them will be. In this way, the uncertainty in the environment can be greatly reduced so that individuals can be in a comfortable state in such an environment. Brown [64] believe that when the intensity of the relationship between people is higher, people will be more willing to express their ideas, leading to understanding without doubts. Brand community relationship emphasizes the establishment of consumer-centered network relationships, including the relationships between consumers and products, enterprises, brands, and other consumers in the community [24]. The stronger the relationships between consumer communities, the more willing consumers are to actively publicize brand information and repeatedly purchase products. Moreover, they are more receptive to brand extensions and more tolerant of brand defects [65]. The continuous interaction of consumers in the community will inevitably enhance the relationships between consumers and community elements, consumers’ in-depth understanding of brand products, brand cultural identity, the attention paid to corporate behavior, and awareness of the feelings of other consumers in the community [66,67]. All of these promote the consumers’ willingness to create value. Therefore, it could be that community relationship strength plays a mediating role between consumer interaction and the willingness to co-create value in the brand community.



Member screening interaction promotes the development of brand community relations and enables consumers to find other consumers who also like the brand [34]. This provides social approval for consumers to love of the brand and helps to strengthen the brand’s recognition, thus improving the relationship between consumers and the brand [22]. After identifying like-minded consumers, brand community consumers can obtain information and support them with product purchase and use, thereby improving the product experience for others. The relationships between consumers, products, and enterprises are strengthened, motivating the willingness to co-create value. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 2a. 

Consumer member screening interaction would positively affect the willingness of consumers to co-create value through community relationships.





Cultural identity interaction has a positive impact on brand communities. Through the online brand community, consumers can understand the brand culture and history, learn the meaning and value of the brand, obtain a good brand experience, strengthen consumer identity and loyalty to the brand, and enhance the value of the community [68,69]. In addition, consumers in the brand community may also communicate with other consumers about important figures and events in the brand’s history and discuss their positive views on corporate personnel related to the brand, to improve the relationship between consumers and enterprises. Consumers in the brand community will deepen their willingness to create value by socializing with like-minded consumers and positively influence consumers’ intentions to co-create value [70]. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 2b. 

Cultural identity behavior would positively affect consumers’ willingness to co-create value through community relationships.





Experiential communication behavior helps improve brand community relations. The sharing of brand experience among consumers helps to enhance their sense of belonging to a group, to further understand the values of the community, and to help consumers perceive their commonality and sense of belonging [34]. New consumers have more problems when using products, and information can be shared by the community by asking questions, commenting, and/or obtaining solutions. These are discussed in the community and the atmosphere is built to further enhance the consumer’s perception of products and brands [59]. Companies can also obtain new product ideas and can deepen the relationship with the consumer in the discussion. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 2c. 

Experiential communication behavior would positively affect the willingness of consumers to co-create value through community relationships.





Community maintenance behavior positively affects brand community relationships. Consumers in brand communities strengthen their identity similarity to other consumers through community maintenance behaviors, thus helping to improve the relationships among consumers. Community maintenance behavior will also strengthen consumers’ recognition of the brand and improve the relationships between consumers and the brand [71]. The recognition of a brand community through community maintenance behavior may also be transformed into participation in product support activities, thus strengthening the relationship between consumers and products [22]. In addition, the commitment to the brand community brought about by community maintenance behavior can strengthen the relationship between consumers and the enterprise and its employees, enhancing the consumers’ recognition of the enterprise [35]. Combined with the above deduction regarding the influence of brand community relationships on the willingness of consumers to co-create value, we proposed the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 2d. 

Community maintenance behavior would positively affect the willingness of consumers to co-create value through community relationships.







3. Method


3.1. Measurements


First, we considered the dimensions and attributes of interaction in virtual sports brand communities. Specifically, we aim to answer the following: Based on community characteristics, what impact does the interaction between consumers in the virtual sports brand community have on consumer behavior? Moreover, what is the path of influence? Following guidelines from Nambisan [22] and Liu [57] this study divides the interaction of virtual sports brand communities into the following member screening interactions: cultural identity, experience communication, and community maintenance. The scale to measure community relationship strength is adapted from Schouten [61] and Stokburger-Sauer [24]. Value co-creation willingness is measured on a scale developed by Zwass [72] and Li [8]. Since the survey was conducted in China, items were translated into Chinese following Brislin’s [73] back-translation procedures to ensure accuracy and meaning equivalence when translating the items from English to Chinese.



We empirically analyze the impact of consumer interaction on value co-creation in the virtual sports brand community of Li Ning and Anta sports online brand community. We focus on three aspects: consumer interaction, community relationship strength, and willingness of consumer to co-create value. We select virtual sports brand communities as the research object for several reasons. First, in the era of the sharing economy, an online environment, and big data technology, the development of Chinese sports manufacturing enterprises is facing great opportunities and challenges, and the business innovation models in the new environment are very important. The results of this research can guide innovation in sports manufacturing enterprises. Second, because sports consumption is closely related to our daily life, the respondents have a certain understanding of the sports brand community, which improves the availability and accuracy of the data.




3.2. Sample and Data Collection


Before the formal questionnaire survey, in order to further improve the reliability and validity of the questionnaire, this study first conducted a small sample pre-survey of the initial questionnaire. First of all, three doctoral students who did not participate in the initial questionnaire design and improvement were invited to pre-answer, and the time required for completing the questionnaire was counted. It was found that the three respondents took 181 s, 204 s and 166 s, respectively, with an average time of 184 s. Therefore, 180 s is set as the time boundary for the validity of filling in the questionnaire. Secondly, we pre-tested the questionnaire with 32 Anta brand community consumers, resulting in slow word changes; the formal survey data are all from online questionnaires. The survey respondents were consumers participating in Li-NING and Anta sports online community activities. First, the questionnaire was edited through the questionnaire network and the questionnaire link and a QR code was created. Next, questionnaires were distributed through online channels such as Li Ning’s Irun running community, Weibo community, Anta’s WeChat community, and Tik Tok community. To encourage participants to fill in the questionnaire, those who successfully completed the questionnaire received compensation of two Yuan. Four weeks after the questionnaire collection, 522 participants were contacted to view the questionnaire, with 492 completed questionnaires being returned for a response rate of 94%; out of the responses, 445 of 492 (90.4%) were found to be usable. The demographic characteristics of the questionnaire responses are shown in Table 1.





4. Result


4.1. Measurement Propertie


The authors conducted a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to test convergent and discriminant validity. AMOS23 software was used to perform the CFA on member identification behaviors, cultural identity behaviors, experience communication behaviors, community maintenance behaviors, community relationship strength, and consumer value co-creation willingness. Maximum likelihood estimation was used to perform parameter analysis. The measurement results indicate that the model shows a good degree of fit. The factor loadings of all construct items are greater than 0.50 (Table 2). The average extraction variance of each construct is greater than 0.5, indicating that all constructs had good convergence validity. Simultaneously, this study compared the square root of the AVE of each construct and the correlation coefficient between each construct and other constructs and found that the square root of the AVE value of each construct was greater than the square value of the correlation coefficient between the construct and other constructs. This indicates that the constructs have good discriminative validity (Table 3). Based on the above analysis, the scale used in this study has good reliability and validity.



Reliability testing was used to assess the consistency of results, measured by Cronbach’s alpha coefficients and composite reliability. We used the SPSS Version 20 to test the reliability of the scale. The results show that the Cronbach’s alphas of member selection behavior, cultural identity behavior, experience communication behavior, community maintenance behavior, community relationship strength, and value co-creation willingness are all between 0.831 and 0.979, indicating that there is good agreement between the measurement indicators. The combined reliability value of all variables is greater than 0.8, which shows that the reliability of the internal combination of each variable is good, so the measurement model meets the reliability requirements.



The data were then tested for common method bias. First, the correlation coefficient between variables is tested. The correlation coefficient between all variables is less than the standard of 0.9; Secondly, Harman’s single factor test was used to test the common method deviation of all items. The results are shown in Table 4. The fitting effect of the modified model is very poor. X2/DF changes from 2.154 of the original model to 16.564, RMSEA changes from 0.051 to 0.187, and CFI decreases from 0.960 to 0.519. To sum up, there is no serious problem of common method deviation in the data, which is suitable for further analysis and hypothesis testing.




4.2. Hypothesis Testing


A multiple regression analysis was conducted to test the impact of consumer interaction behavior on consumer value co-creation willingness in virtual brand communities. In this study, we investigated the possible interference of control variables in the model and included age and gender as control variables in the structural model for testing. The results showed that control variables had no significant influence on other variables and paths, as shown in Table 5. Cultural identity behavior (β = 0.228, p < 0.01), experiential communication behavior (β = 0.134, p < 0.01), and community maintenance behavior (β = 0.152, p < 0.01) were consistent with hypotheses H1b, H1c, and H1d. In other words, member screening behavior has no significant positive impact on consumer value co-creation willingness, while cultural identity behavior, experience communication behavior, and community maintenance behavior have significant positive impacts on consumer value co-creation willingness. However, member screening behavior (β = −0.046, p > 0.05) has no significant impact on consumer value co-creation willingness, which is inconsistent with Hypothesis H1a. Perhaps this occurred due to the development of social media and fierce market competition, coupled with the topic and event attributes of sports itself, people can interact with consumers related to brands through various online channels, such as official forums, QQ groups, and WeChat groups that are established by enterprises, and product purchase is not required. This makes the hierarchical status difference of community members in the brand community weaken day by day, with the communication between people becoming increasingly equal. Therefore, the member screening behavior in the virtual sports brand community is weakening, and the influence of member screening behavior on consumer value co-creation is becoming smaller.



To test hypotheses H2a, H2b, H2c, and H2d, four types of consumer interaction behaviors were used as independent variables; the strength of community relationship was used as an intermediate variable, and consumer value co-creation willingness was used as a dependent variable. The PROCESS program based on bootstrap path analysis, examines the mediating effect of the strength of community relations. We selected model 4 in the PROCESS plug-in: 5000 for the sample size and 95% for the confidence interval (CI). The calculation results are presented in Table 6.



The data show that the CI of the indirect effect of members’ selection behavior on consumer value co-creation willingness is (−0.01, 0.03), and the interval includes 0; this means that the influence of a member’s selection behavior on consumer value co-creation is not affected by the strength of the community relationship. Using the same method to analyze the interaction between the other three types of consumers, the results show that the CI of the indirect effect of cultural identity behavior on consumer value co-creation willingness is (0.002, 0.112); the content of the CI does not contain 0, and cultural identity behavior affects consumers. The CI of the direct effect of value co-creation does not include 0 (0.19, 0.40), and it can be judged that the influence of cultural identity behavior on consumer value co-creation willingness is partially mediated by the strength of community relationships; the CI of the indirect effect of community maintenance behavior on consumer value co-creation is (0.02, 0.08), the interval does not contain 0, and the CI of the direct effect of community maintenance behavior on consumer value co-creation willingness (0.12, 0.30) does not contain 0. Therefore, the influence of community maintenance behavior on consumer value co-creation is partly mediated by the strength of community relationships. The CI for the indirect effect of experiential communication on consumer value co-creation willingness is (0.03, 0.11), the interval does not contain 0, and the CI for the direct effect of experiential communication behavior on consumer value co-creation willingness (0.10, 0.30), which also does not contain 0, which shows that the influence of experiential communication behaviors on consumers’ purchase intention is partly mediated by the strength of social relations. That is to say, only H2a is not supported in the intermediary effect test. The main reason is that the purpose of member screening by consumers is only to find and communicate with people who like the sports brand and have topics in common. This does not necessarily lead to an in-depth understanding of the value of the sports brand and/or the forming of a shared creative desire to create value. Previous literature points out that an important manifestation of consumer interaction in online brand communities is interpersonal interaction, which refers mainly to meeting consumers’ social needs and enhancing their mindsets on the brand [74,75]. However, this is only the interaction of social behavior, which has little impact on consumers’ willingness to create value. Therefore, member screening behavior can promote the formation of good relationships among community members, even though it does not ultimately encourage consumers to generate value and common creative wishes.





5. Discussion


5.1. Summary of Findings


The sports community economy has arrived in the digital economy era. This economic model enables sports consumers to form various social ways in the virtual and real world, promoting the establishment of a new sports economy and the return of business value. Consumer interaction and virtual community socialization are issues that must be considered in the strategic layout of sports enterprises. Community management of sports enterprises will probably become the norm. Based on the theory of the characteristics of virtual brand communities, we examine the influence of consumer interaction behaviors and the impact of virtual sports brand communities on consumer value co-creation willingness.



A key finding from this study is that cultural identity behavior can significantly and positively affect consumer value and creative willingness to co-create, with the strength of community relationships playing a mediating role. Consumers’ recognition of the cultural history and the sport brand’s story enables consumers to feel the emotional significance and value of the brand and enhance the strength of consumers’ community relations—thereby enhancing the relationships between consumers and brand products, the brand itself, brand enterprises, and other consumers in the community [17,18]. At the same time, cultural identity behavior is the recognition of the brand’s history and culture, as well as the prospect of the brand’s future, which shows that the brand itself has a strong attraction to consumers and can encourage consumers to produce value and common creative willingness [63].



Secondly, this study also shows that experiential communication behaviors can have a significant positive effect on consumer value co-creation willingness, with the strength of community relationships playing a mediating role. The quality of communication between consumers in the virtual brand community, such as timeliness, relevance, frequency, and time of interaction, can positively affect consumer value and creativity [23]. When consumers share consumer experience stories and actively interact with other consumers in a virtual sports brand community, they gain a sense of belonging and emotional value in the community, which promotes friendships and strengthens consumers’ social relationships [16]. As the strength of the community relationship increases, consumers will trust the brand’s products and brand culture more, improving perceptions of the brand’s image and ultimately promoting consumer brand loyalty and participating in value creation [58].



This study also finds that community maintenance behavior in the virtual sports brand community can significantly and positively affect consumer value co-creation willingness, with the strength of the community relationship playing a mediating role. The characteristics of consumer citizenship behavior are voluntary [76]. The voluntary and gratuitous nature of the consumer’s contribution to the community reflects the consumer’s recognition and support of the entire community. It is specifically expressed as the consumer’s appreciation of the sports brand’s products, culture, corporate image, and community members, and for maintaining such a community that sustains itself and contributes to it voluntarily and free of charge. The increase in this behavior leads to consumers fully realizing the advantages of the brand’s products, feeling the brand’s brand culture, receiving the brand’s timely and high-quality online platform communication services, and generating positive and effective interactions with other consumers on the platform.




5.2. Theoretical Implications


Based on the value co-creation theory, this paper provides a systematic theoretical framework for the study of sports consumer value co creation under the background of virtual brand community, and tries to clarify the concept of consumer interaction in sports virtual brand community. The previous research on consumer interaction in virtual brand community is mainly based on the perspective of communication theory and social exchange theory to explore the impact of virtual brand community interaction on enterprises and consumers. Moreover, most researches regard consumer interaction in virtual communities as a whole concept for analysis, rather than trying to extend this concept to its internal operating mechanism. Our multi-dimensional consumer interaction includes four basic elements—member screening behavior, cultural identity behavior, experience communication behavior, and community maintenance behavior—which enhances our understanding of consumer interaction in the virtual sports brand community, and expands the research on sports marketing theory from the perspective of concept clarification.



Additionally, previous studies on sports brand community have focused on the promotion and impact of digitalization on brand community, but most of the studies only took digitalization as the research background, and did not concentrate the characteristics of virtual community into variables in the empirical analysis of sports marketing. Through empirical analysis, this paper concentrates the key variables of the creation of value co-creation intention in virtual communities, breaks through the limitation of the previous researches, and discusses the influence mechanism of each subdivision dimension. We find that community relationship strength, containing reliance, thankfulness, gratefulness, and appreciation of the sports brand play an important role in customer value co-creation intention. This study recognized that community relationship strength becomes the basis of customer-organizer relationships and builds linkages among customer interaction and other focal constructs. That is, the interaction among virtual sports community serves as an emotional core and can augment the influence of customer co-created value intention in a context. It provides a new tool and perspective for the research of sports brand community under the digital background.




5.3. Practical Implications


The findings of this study have several practical implications for sports marketers. First, under the background of Internet development, virtual brand community has become a high-quality platform for sports enterprises to create value with customers. Sports enterprises must face the core position of customers in the value creation of virtual brand community, and constantly tap the potential customers to join the virtual brand community, from product research and development to product manufacturing, and then to the whole process of product consumption. In the virtual brand community, the most ideal marketing state is that the value creation is not only linked to the product or brand, but also enables the community members to express themselves and gain respect, while losing pleasure and fun which have the potential to improve their perception of functional value, emotional value, and social value. In this way, the marketing mode of virtual brand community has been transformed into a commercial competition mode, and the customer value has been sublimated to become the brand communicator of sports enterprises.



Second, the operation of sports virtual brand community should focus on the relationship dimension of sports brand community network. Specifically, it includes (1) promoting interaction among members of the virtual community and strengthening the relationship within the community. Through interaction with sports brand as the core, it can enhance customers’ understanding and cognition of the brand, enrich and enhance the way to create community value, and then realize the transformation of community member relationship from “weak connection” to “strong connection”; (2) Construct unified values. Virtual brand community is essentially a “specific field”, which has its own unique culture and spirit [77]. A sports marketer can create a fun etiquette or common ritual, or make a conscious effort to set rules that are not mandatory; and (3) Many sports enterprises focus on training the core personnel of virtual communities, ignoring those inactive and silent non-core members of brand communities. This should be changed, because the virtual brand community should have an overall concept, and non-core members are also a force that cannot be ignored in the community. In fact, most of the “negative” people in the community do not just want to browse information. They are also psychologically willing to communicate with other community members, and they are also eager to express themselves and get care and respect. They simply lack appropriate content, activities, or channels to activate them. Sports enterprises should actively guide and encourage each community member to participate in the discussion, constantly tap the concerns of non-core personnel, and actively absorb the opinions of non-core personnel. By setting appropriate activities, more people can easily participate in and expand the coverage of activities [78]. Only by mobilizing the enthusiasm of non-core community members can the interaction between customers in the sports virtual brand community be thriving, and the vitality of the brand community can always be maintained.




5.4. Limitations and Avenues for Future Research


This study innovatively discusses consumer interaction and value co-creation intention in the context of Chinese sports brand community, but does not distinguish different kinds of sports brand virtual community, mainly because the virtual environment is not like the concrete physical environment, which will have significantly different impacts on the interaction between customers. Therefore, it is possible, and the author also hopes to obtain a research conclusion with universal significance to help sports enterprises practice and support related research. Although this study basically achieves the purpose of this research, different kinds of virtual communities of sports brands in fact have different influences on the interaction between customers. In the future, more diversified samples should be collected in a larger scope to further verify the applicability of the proposed model.
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Table 1. Research respondents’ background and characteristics.






Table 1. Research respondents’ background and characteristics.





	
Respondent’s Characteristics

	
Frequency

	
Percentage






	
Gender




	
Male

	
308

	
69.20%




	
Female

	
137

	
30.80%




	
Age




	
18–24

	
197

	
44.3%




	
25–34

	
146

	
32.8%




	
35–44

	
58

	
13.0%




	
45–54

	
35

	
7.9%




	
55–65

	
9

	
2.0%




	
Education




	
Vocational

	
84

	
18.9%




	
Undergraduate

	
203

	
45.6%




	
Master

	
92

	
20.7%




	
Higher

	
66

	
14.8%




	
Professional situation




	
Student

	
221

	
49.7%




	
Laborial Staff

	
43

	
9.7%




	
Farmer

	
8

	
1.8




	
Professional Technician

	
70

	
15.7%




	
Self-Employment

	
32

	
7.2%




	
Public Servant

	
39

	
8.8%




	
Other

	
32

	
7.2




	
Economic situation




	
Bad (<3000 RMB)

	
118

	
26.5%




	
Average (3000–6000 RMB)

	
201

	
45.2%




	
Good (6000–10,000 RMB)

	
103

	
23.1%




	
Very Good (>10,000 RMB)

	
23

	
5.2%
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Table 2. Findings of Measurement Model Testing (n = 445).






Table 2. Findings of Measurement Model Testing (n = 445).





	
Construct

	
Item

	
Factor Loading






	
Member screening behavior

	
I like the brand for the same reasons everyone else does

	
0.756




	
I have the same feelings about the brand as others

	
0.920




	
I always judge if they really like the brand

	
0.899




	
I always judge if they really appreciate the brand

	
0.860




	
Cultural identity behavior

	
I always share the story of the brand with others

	
0.927




	
I always talk to them about the rise and decline of the brand

	
0.926




	
I always discuss the future of the brand with others

	
0.942




	
I always introduce the history of the brand to others

	
0.914




	
Experience communication behavior

	
I always communicate with others how I like or use the brand

	
0.711




	
I always advise others to buy products of this brand

	
0.643




	
I always share information about the brand with others

	
0.795




	
I always ask others for suggestions on purchasing or using products of this brand

	
0.821




	
Community maintenance behavior

	
I always try to prevent others from turning to buy products of competitive brands

	
0.840




	
I always tell others negative news and stories about competitive brands

	
0.825




	
I feel uncomfortable when others turn to competitive brands

	
0.857




	
Community relationship strength

	
I love the products of this brand

	
0.941




	
I trust the products of this brand

	
0.897




	
I appreciate the products of this brand

	
0.855




	
I like the brand

	
0.908




	
I appreciate the culture of the brand

	
0.904




	
The brand is of great significance to my life

	
0.926




	
The staff of the brand understand my needs

	
0.897




	
The staff of the brand value my opinion

	
0.917




	
I trust the staff of the brand

	
0.912




	
I have many close friends in this community

	
0.935




	
Value

co-creation intention

	
I am willing to participate in the creative solicitation of new products initiated by the brand community

	
0.857




	
I am willing to participate in the design solicitation of new products initiated by the brand community

	
0.767




	
I am willing to participate in the brand community’s evaluation of new products

	
0.795




	
I am willing to participate in the promotion of new products launched by the brand community

	
0.812




	
I am willing to share my experience about products or brands with others

	
0.752




	
I am willing to interact with other members of the community

	
0.786




	
I am willing to participate in the topic of brand or product in the community

	
0.77




	
I am willing to feedback my use questions and improvement suggestions in the community

	
0.648
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Table 3. Correlation Matrix of Latent Variables.






Table 3. Correlation Matrix of Latent Variables.














	Construct
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6





	Member screening behavior
	0.741
	
	
	
	
	



	Cultural identity behavior
	0.046
	0.86
	
	
	
	



	Experience communication behavior
	0.044
	0.058 ***
	0.556
	
	
	



	Community maintenance behavior
	0.053
	0.067 ***
	0.063 ***
	0.707
	
	



	Community relationship strength
	0.053
	0.07 ***
	0.066 ***
	0.074 ***
	0.827
	



	Value co-creation intention
	0.057
	0.07 ***
	0.066 ***
	0.079
	0.077 ***
	0.601



	CR
	0.919
	0.961
	0.833
	0.879
	0.980
	0.923



	AVE square root
	0.928
	0.963
	0.864
	0.917
	0.954
	0.880







*** p < 0.001.
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Table 4. Overall fitting coefficient table (common method deviation test).
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	X2/DF
	RMSEA
	NFI
	RFI
	IFI
	TLI
	CFI





	Original model
	2.154
	0.051
	0.948
	0.939
	0.982
	0.956
	0.960



	Single-factor test
	16.564
	0.187
	0.505
	0.450
	0.521
	0.466
	0.519










[image: Table] 





Table 5. Results of Multiple Regression Analysis.
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	Independent Variable
	Dependent Variable
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	p
	VIF





	Member screening behavior
	Value co-creation intention
	−0.046
	−1.041
	0.298
	1.010



	Cultural identity behavior
	Value co-creation intention
	0.228
	4.640
	0.000
	1.252



	Experience communication behavior
	Value co-creation intention
	0.134
	2.784
	0.006
	1.192



	Community maintenance behavior
	Value co-creation intention
	0.152
	3.207
	0.001
	1.165
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Table 6. Bootstrap Intermediary Analysis Results.






Table 6. Bootstrap Intermediary Analysis Results.





	
Construct

	
Direct Effect

	
Indirect Effect




	
β

	
SE

	
t

	
p

	
Interregional

	
β

	
SE

	
Interregional

	
Proportion






	
Member screening behavior

	
−0.04

	
0.05

	
−0.74

	
0.46

	
−0.13, 0.06

	
0.01

	
0.01

	
−0.01, 0.03

	
----




	
Cultural identity behavior

	
0.29

	
0.06

	
5.32

	
0.00

	
0.19, 0.40

	
0.06

	
0.03

	
0.002, 0.112

	
15.9%




	
Experience communication behavior

	
0.20

	
0.05

	
4.01

	
0.00

	
0.10, 0.30

	
0.06

	
0.02

	
0.03, 0.11

	
23.53%




	
Community maintenance behavior

	
0.21

	
0.05

	
4.67

	
0.00

	
0.12, 0.30

	
0.05

	
0.01

	
0.02, 0.08

	
18.10%
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