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Abstract

:

In today’s competitive environment, it is important to understand that consumers’ evangelical behavior depends on symbolic brand attachment. This study, drawing on social identity theory (SIT), investigates the direct relationship between brand symbolism and three characteristics of brand evangelism, namely purchase intention, positive brand referrals, and oppositional brand referrals, while also considering the mediating role of consumer brand identification (CBI) and the moderating role of generational cohorts. A total of 323 Starbucks coffee shop consumers were analyzed, and the structural equation modeling (SEM) approach was employed using Smart PLS 3.2. The findings revealed that brand symbolism is the strongest predictor of positive brand referrals, followed by purchase intention and oppositional brand referrals. CBI was a significant mediator between brand symbolism and the three aspects of brand evangelism. The results of the moderation effect of the generational cohort showed a significant relationship between brand symbolism and purchase intention. Interestingly, the generational cohort was not a significant moderator between brand symbolism and positive brand referrals and oppositional brand referrals. The study concludes with theoretical and managerial implications, as well as some suggestions for future studies.
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1. Introduction


Recently, increased attention has been paid to understanding the nature of brand evangelism in the marketing literature [1,2]. The latest research has indicated that brand evangelism is focused on actively supporting and defending a brand [3], spreading positive feelings, and passionately convincing others to engage with it. The term “evangelism” has been used to emphasize the missionary aspect of consumer passion, which also involves preaching about the most loved features of a brand [4]. Similarly, brand evangelism is a notion in which consumers display continuous brand support by purchasing the brand, engaging in positive brand referrals, and having oppositional referrals against competitors’ brands [5]. Additionally, brand evangelists can help brands attract new customers and save costs, which is the key concept for the growth of brand evangelism. In fact, brand evangelism is more of a result of the brand’s impact, although community evangelism results from community loyalty as it involves small community members actively promoting the brand by word of mouth (WOM) [6,7]. At the same time, they are embodying the fundamental concepts of brand love and engagement [2]. Regardless of the increasing interest in consumer brand evangelism, many studies have also examined the predictors involving brand-related subjects, such as brand love, identification, trust, and engagement [8].



Previous research has shown that consumers not only purchase and evangelize brands based on their functional performance, but also for symbolic and social motives [9]. Recent research has acknowledged that brand symbolism is a strong predictor of customer extra-role behavior or citizenship behavior [10]. Previous literature has identified that the symbolic meaning of products involves two dimensions: social symbolism and self-symbolism [11]. Scholars studying mainstream marketing in the hospitality and tourism context are increasingly interested in brand symbolism [12]. In addition, as highlighted by [10], there is a scarcity of empirical studies on brand symbolism concerning customer–brand relationships. Some studies have found a positive and significant relationship between brand symbolism and the consumer–brand relationship [13] in the hospitality context, such as customer citizenship behavior (helping and policing other customers) [10], brand loyalty [14], and purchase intention [15]. In the context of coffee shops, previous literature has limitations in examining the relationship between brand symbolism and the customer–brand relationship, particularly regarding the three dimensions of brand evangelism (purchase intention, positive brand referrals, and oppositional brand referrals) as an outcome of brand symbolism [16]. Therefore, one of the crucial aims of the present study is to investigate whether the symbolic meaning of a brand (i.e., brand symbolism) can promote the evangelical behavior (i.e., brand evangelism) of consumers at a coffee shop.



The literature has identified two groups of consumers with regard to the symbolic aspects of a brand: those who identify and support the brand and those who disidentify and oppose the brand [17]. From this point of view, this study starts by considering consumer brand identification (CBI) as an antecedent factor in implementing evangelical behavior (i.e., brand evangelism). With this viewpoint, we employ social identity theory (SIT) to identify the critical areas of CBI that can be developed with the symbolic meaning of a brand (i.e., brand symbolism) and its impact on brand evangelism. Based on social identity theory (SIT), people define themselves in terms of prominent group members, where identification is the conception of oneness with or belongingness to a group, including the direct or indirect understanding of its successes and failures [18]. Based on previous theory, the consumers with higher brand identification are mostly involved in pro-brand tasks, such as supporting the brand, the brand’s aims, and defending the brand’s reputation [19]. To address this gap, this research tests the mediating role of CBI in the causal relationship between brand symbolism and all characteristics of brand evangelism (purchase intention, positive brand referrals, and oppositional brand referrals).



Drawing from SIT, this study proposes that CBI serves as a mediating factor in the relationship between brand symbolism and brand evangelism. Previous literature suggests that individuals with strong brand identification engage in pro-brand behaviors, including supporting the brand, advocating for its goals, and defending its reputation [19]. Therefore, this study aims to examine the role of CBI in the influence of brand symbolism on various aspects of brand evangelism, including purchase intention, positive brand referrals, and oppositional brand referrals.



In addition to examining the mediating effect of CBI, this study investigates whether three generational cohorts (Generation X, Gen X; Generation Y, Gen Y; and Generation Z, Gen Z) moderate the relationship between brand symbolism and all characteristics of brand evangelism. The moderation effect of generational cohorts was examined using the Generational Cohort Theory (GCT) framework, which suggests that generations with similar economic, political, and social views develop similar beliefs, opinions, and behaviors [20]. This study contributes to GCT theory by highlighting the importance of examining the consumer behavior of the three generational cohorts in the relationship between brand symbolism and all aspects of brand evangelism. While previous research has explored differences between the three generational cohorts, this study aims to investigate all three generations and understand how they moderate the relationship between brand symbolism and brand evangelism [21]. According to previous studies, Gen Y and Z, the two younger generational cohorts, share some common characteristics, such as being used to new technology and trends [22]. Recent research has shown that more than half of Gen Y and Z consumers are highly committed to a brand [23]. The majority of Gen Y and Gen Z purchase well-known and powerful brands [24]. Most importantly, [25] found that Gen Y consumers demonstrate evangelical behavior toward luxury brands and are grateful for the symbolism of those brands’ youth, exclusivity, and eccentricity. Moreover, Gen Z consumers purchase and use luxury brands as a symbolic voicing of their tastes, desires, and feelings [26].



Considering the above, this study presents many contributions to the hospitality literature. First, this study supports the concept of SIT in the hospitality context. Second, it explores the relationship between brand symbolism and brand evangelism by underlining brand symbolism as a new way to boost brand evangelism among coffee shop consumers. Third, it explores the mediating effect of CBI on the relationship between brand symbolism and brand evangelism. Lastly, we aim to define the moderating impact of three generational cohorts on the relationship between brand symbolism and all aspects of brand evangelism. Figure 1 demonstrates the relations among the study variables: brand symbolism, CBI, and brand evangelism dimensions.




2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development


2.1. Brand Symbolism and Brand Evangelism


The significance of brand symbolism has led marketers and researchers to investigate its antecedents and consequences [27]. Researchers have proposed various definitions of brand symbolism. For instance, Ref. [28] stated that “we are what we have,” emphasizing the importance of symbolic consumption in our lives more than prior research on product and self-concept. According to [29], brand symbolism is a concept related to how consumers evaluate a product’s brand name in terms of its value to the brand image and its ability to express itself. Ref. [30] defined brand symbolism as an important resource for building culture, values, self-identity, and interrelationships, whereby it has two dimensions: self-symbolism and social symbolism. Ref. [31] posited that symbolic benefits are the most extrinsic advantages of service consumption or product use.



Ref. [32] revealed that marketing aims for consumer-driven referrals, whereby “You are an evangelist, you tell others which computer to purchase, which restaurant to visit, and which cell phone to buy.” According to [33], brand evangelism is a concept that highlights the sacredness of a brand, which is driven by factors such as brand love, loyalty, and emotional brand attachment. In recent years, there has been a trend towards using modern forms of word-of-mouth communication, such as social media, as a part of evangelism marketing [34]. According to [35], brand evangelism symbolizes the expansion of WOM communication. Moreover, Ref. [36] discovered that emotional attachment to a brand and the uniqueness of a brand stimulate the positive referral intentions of consumers. Early findings have highlighted that consumer satisfaction can convert to positive brand referrals, and the justice efforts of the organization can turn referrals into long-term commitments [37,38]. Early research has shown that consumer dissatisfaction can be transformed into positive brand referrals, brand loyalty, and long-term commitment when organizations are able to implement effective service recovery practices and demonstrate justice in the outcome [39]. A recent study stated that consumers with a psychological sense of brand community evangelize and advocate for brands [40]. Scholars have found that once consumers evangelize others by spreading positive referrals, the number of evangelists rapidly increases; hence, it is impossible to know how many evangelists the organization has in total [41].



SIT has been broadly used in the hospitality industry to describe the importance of self-identity and social identity [42]. Brand symbolism is derived from the emotional attributes of a brand [43], and serves self-identity and social identity [10]. Brand evangelism is connected to a brand’s psychological and emotional attractiveness [7] and is seen as an actual outcome of a customer’s self-identity and social identity [44]. Thus, brand symbolism and evangelism are related insights in that they both symbolize a brand’s emotional attributes and the sources of consumers’ self-identity and social identity. Therefore, we posit that a customer’s symbolic association with a brand will likely turn him or her into an evangelist, and we propose that brand symbolism positively affects all characteristics of brand evangelism. More specifically, in the literature on consumer behavior, the notion of symbolic purchase has documented how consumers’ purchase decisions are motivated by the symbolic meaning of the product [45]. Consumer purchase intention, which refers to a specific feeling about a product and its potential influence on consumer behavior, is influenced by the symbolic value of the brand [46]. The intention of consumers to purchase a brand is directly affected by the brand’s symbolic value [29]. Moreover, the congruity between the self-concept of consumers and the consumer’s symbolic association with brand image affects the consumer’s purchase intention [47]. Consequently, this study proposes the following hypothesis:



H1a. 

Brand symbolism has a positive effect on purchase intention.





Scholars have revealed that brands are employed to build and communicate consumers’ self-concepts since they hold symbolic meanings and associations [15]. Customers who have associations with brands engage in behavior such as providing positive WOM referrals for their favorite brands [48]. Positive brand referrals are defined as customer evangelist behaviors in which consumers are willing to speak well of and promote the brand to other consumers [49]. Products with symbolic benefits boost a greater potential for a positive brand outcome [50]. Moreover, [5] claimed that when consumers build a symbolic and emotional relationship with a brand, they boost brand evangelism and positive referrals. Consequently, this study proposes the following hypothesis:



H1b. 

Brand symbolism has a positive effect on positive brand referrals.





Consumers often use brands to enhance their self-concept and gain social approval, as brands can hold symbolic meanings and associations that align with their goals and self-expression needs [15]. When a brand is closely connected to a consumer’s identity, competitive brands that pose a threat to that brand may also be perceived as a threat to the consumer’s self-identity [51]. Since consumers use brand symbolism characteristics to improve their self-concepts and social approval [10], any threat to the brand is seen as a threat to the self [28]. Oppositional brand referrals represent a consumer’s brand-related behavior, defined as the customer’s propensity to provide harmful or negative statements toward competing brands [5]. Thus, brand symbolism may create and boost oppositional brand referrals. Consequently, this study presents the following hypothesis:



H1c. 

Brand symbolism has a positive effect on oppositional brand referrals.






2.2. Consumer Brand Identification (CBI) as a Mediating Effect


The literature has consistently highlighted the importance of CBI as a crucial psychological process that enables the development of meaningful relationships with brands [38,52]. The perception of CBI represents a comprehensive understanding of the evolution of consumer–brand relationships [19,53]. Prior research by [54] has demonstrated that CBI is a psychological condition of consumers containing components such as valuing belongingness to the brand, and perceiving and feeling the brand. Moreover, the study of [55] showed that CBI might have an essential role in converting consumer–brand community interactions into consumer–brand relationships. CBI increases the likelihood of establishing an effective and rewarding relationship between consumers and brands, as the more consumers identify with a brand, the more they benefit from it [56].



The concept of CBI has roots in the theory of SIT. SIT posits that individuals strive to boost their self-esteem and sense of self through categorization into particular social groups [57]. According to SIT, identification involves three components: cognitive, evaluative, and emotional [58]. Previous research has demonstrated that CBI has a positive impact on brand evangelism [59].



Scholars have also found that the positive features of CBI apply to various brands with symbolic and useful benefits [60]. Relatedly, a previous study by [14] proposed that consumers are involved in the symbolic consumption of brands not only for self-coherence but also for brand identification. The findings of [61] showed that when consumers identify with a brand, they increasingly engage in WOM behaviors. Hence, in line with previous studies, it is practical to propose that CBI may play a key role in improving all aspects of brand evangelism behaviors among coffee shop consumers. Consequently, this study proposes the following hypotheses:



H2a. 

CBI positively mediates the relationship between brand symbolism and purchase intention.





H2b. 

CBI positively mediates the relationship between brand symbolism and positive brand referrals.





H2c. 

CBI positively mediates the relationship between brand symbolism and oppositional brand referrals.






2.3. Generational Cohorts (Gen X, Gen Y, and Gen Z) as the Moderating Effect


Besides investigating the influence of CBI on consumers’ evangelical behavior toward a coffee shop brand, the present study also aims to examine the moderating effect of three generational cohorts (Gen X, Gen Y, and Gen Z) on the relationship between brand symbolism and all characteristics of brand evangelism. The impact of generational cohorts on the relationship between brand symbolism and brand evangelism through consumer brand identification (CBI) is of particular importance, as previous research has suggested that the generational cohort can have a significant moderating effect on factors such as brand image, product price, and product style in relation to brand loyalty [62]. As such, a recent study by [63] specified that Gen Y and Gen Z play vital roles for brand marketers worldwide. There is a significant relationship between symbolic brand awareness and Gen Y, more than Gen X [64]. Regarding brand engagement on referral intention and spreading online WOM, Gen X has less referral intention than Gen Y [65]. In this study, the ranges for the birth years of each generation are as follows: Gen X (1965–1980), Gen Y (1981–1996), and Gen Z (post-1996–2022) [66].



Gen Y and Z consumers acknowledge the perceived social media value dimensions in buying and consuming luxury brands [67]. Gen Y consumers are more emotionally attached to a brand [68], and most of the time, they are evangelical about the brands they enjoy [69]. Moreover, Gen Y tends to be loyal to a company longer when it has a strong and respectable brand image [70]. Similarly, Ref. [71] discovered that if Gen Y consumers promote a brand as prestigious, they expect to obtain a higher quality that maintains the positive social identity of the consumers. Most importantly, according to [72], there is an important connection between Gen Y consumers and the symbolic consumption of a brand, which results in a long-term relationship. However, compared to prior generational cohorts, Gen Z consumers interpret luxury brands widely and exhibit brand loyalty without expressing passionate and strong feelings [73]. Moreover, Gen Z consumers are digital natives [74], being a mostly technology-dependent, consumptive, and an up-to-date generation that habitually eats in restaurants, buys clothes, and travels [75]. A recent study discovered that although the manner concerning brand awareness was acknowledged similarly between Gen Y and Gen Z, they display different consumer behaviors [76]. Therefore, it is clear that generational cohorts may result in significant differences in the outcome in positively moderating the relationship between brand symbolism and brand evangelism. Consequently, this study proposes the following hypotheses:



H3a. 

Generational cohorts (Gen X, Gen Y, and Gen Z) positively moderate the relationship between brand symbolism and purchase intention.





H3b. 

Generational cohorts (Gen X, Gen Y, and Gen Z) positively moderate the relationship between brand symbolism and positive brand referrals.





H3c. 

Generational cohorts (Gen X, Gen Y, and Gen Z) positively moderate the relationship between brand symbolism and oppositional brand referrals.







3. Methodology


3.1. Participants and Procedures


This study was conducted using existing research [5,10,77]. Data were gathered using Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk), a program with well-established experimental effectiveness [78], which is broadly used by hospitality researchers [79,80]. The study included Gen X, Gen Y, and Gen Z generational cohort respondents ranging in age from 18 to 57 years. Respondents were selected according to IP addresses centered in the United States of America. In the direction of enhancing a promising response rate, 0.15 USD was credited to respondents using the MTurk platform. The final sample size was 323 participants. This study chose the Starbucks coffee shop brand as it is the most popular, with over 30,000 stores worldwide, and serves customers in a special way [81]. We used Starbucks customers in the United States as the research objects because Starbucks represents the largest share of the coffee market, is the mainstream brand in the United States, and has been widely used in brand symbolism-related studies [10]. Starbucks reported net revenues of over USD 23 billion, with most of these coming from the United States [82]. Starbucks has become a cultural icon and a symbol of American consumerism.



First, respondents were asked a confirmation inquiry: “Have you ever drunk Starbucks coffee?” Those who did not respond or who replied “no” were excluded, whereas those who responded “yes” were allowed to complete the questionnaire. Then, respondents were permitted to continue with a list of questions and were asked to complete the set of clauses that plotted onto the dependent (i.e., coffee shop’s brand evangelism), independent (i.e., brand symbolism), mediating (i.e., CBI), and moderating variables (i.e., generational cohorts), and some demographic characteristics such as age, gender, education, income, and profession.




3.2. Measurements


The measure was drawn on clauses used in empirically proven scales from previous research, and all clauses were marginally tailored to make the concepts appropriate to the study’s context. Afterward, a pilot study was conducted on shop consumers. Lastly, participants’ answers were measured on a seven-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). This study used well-established measures from existing studies (see Table 1). To measure coffee shop consumers’ perception of brand symbolism, the six-item measurement by [10] was used, originally adapted from [77,83]. To assess coffee shop consumers’ perception of all aspects of brand evangelism, the nine-item scale by [5] was used, adjusted from [84,85]. CBI was measured using a five-clause scale drawn from prior literature [86].





4. Results


4.1. Respondents’ Demographic Profiles


The respondents’ demographic characteristics showed that 50.2% of respondents were male, and 49.8% were female. Marital status was 42.4% single, 52.9% married, and 4.6% divorced. Regarding age, 29.4% were between the ages of 41 and 56 years, 52.9% were between the ages of 25 and 40, and 17.6% were between the ages of 18 and 24. The education level of respondents showed that 12.1% had high school degrees or equivalent, 78.9% had bachelor’s degrees, 3.7% had master’s degrees, 3.4% had a Ph.D., and 1.9% were considered “others.” Students comprised 12.7% of the respondents, 65.3% were employed, 17.3% were self-employed, 0.6% were out of work and looking for a job, and 4% were retired. Monthly income levels showed that 26.3% of respondents earned less than USD 2999, 27.6% earned USD 3000–USD 3999, 24.8% earned between USD 4000 and USD 4999, and 21.4% earned more than USD 5000.




4.2. Reliability and Validity Analysis


We selected a variance-based approach and employed structural equation modeling (SEM) using the SmartPLS 3.2 technique. We adopted a two-step approach, recommended by past studies [87], to analyze the data and test the proposed hypotheses. First, the measurement model was evaluated by conducting convergent validity, discriminant validity, and reliability analysis, followed by SEM analysis to test the study’s proposed hypotheses. As shown in Table 1, Cronbach’s alpha (α) reported acceptable values for all variables, verified the data reliability, and verified the internal consistency of the survey items [88]. Convergent validity was assessed by utilizing item loading. As shown in Table 1, item loading ranged between 0.73 and 0.96, implying an adequate convergent validity [89]. This was further investigated by composite reliability, which was reported to be above the threshold value of 0.7. Discriminant validity was assessed by comparing the square root of average variance extracted (AVE) values with the correlation coefficients between constructions, as suggested by [89]. As shown in Table 2, the square root of AVE was higher than the correlation between constructs, confirming discriminant validity.




4.3. Hypothesis Testing


The SEM approach using SmartPLS was assessed to examine the study’s proposed hypotheses. SmartPLS-SEM is used for a variety of reasons, including because (1) SmartPLS-SEM works well with complicated models, such as those with hierarchical structures and mediator or moderator effects. Moreover, (2) compared to other approaches, SmartPLS-SEM offers more flexible, accurate, and valid results and requires fewer analyses [90].



The study model could explain 54.7%, 32.7%, 68.5%, and 39.8% of the variance in the CBI, purchase intention, positive brand referrals, and oppositional brand referrals, respectively. As shown in Table 3, brand symbolism was the strongest significant predictor of positive brand referral (β = 0.36, p < 0.05), followed by purchase intention (β = 0.28, p < 0.05), and then by oppositional brand referral (β = 0.23, p < 0.05). Therefore, H1a, H1b, and H1c are supported. To examine the mediation effect of CBI, the 95% bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence interval (N = 5000) was estimated (Preacher et al., 2007). The indirect effect of brand symbolism on all aspects of brand evangelism (purchase intention, positive brand referral, and oppositional brand referral) through CBI was found to have a significant mediation effect (β purchase intention = 0.15, p < 0.05; β positive brand referral = 0.32, p < 0.05; β oppositional brand referral = 0.25, p < 0.05) (see Table 4).



Therefore, H2a, H2b, and H2c are supported. The result of the interaction effect revealed a significant moderating effect of the generational cohort on the relationship between brand symbolism and purchase intention (β = −0.09, p < 0.05); hence, H3a is supported. Interestingly, the generational cohort was not a significant moderator in the relationship between brand symbolism and positive brand referral (β = −0.006, p > 0.05) or between brand symbolism and oppositional brand referral (β = 0.007, p > 0.05). Therefore, H3b and H3c are not supported.





5. Discussion


5.1. Theoretical Implications


Consistent with expectations, the present study revealed that brand symbolism positively affected all characteristics of brand evangelism (purchase intention, positive brand referrals, and oppositional brand referrals). Importantly, brand symbolism exerted the strongest positive effect on positive brand referrals. This compelling finding suggests that brand symbolism tends to be more impactful when consumers give positive brand referrals rather than purchase intentions and oppositional brand referrals. Relatedly, this means that when consumers identify with a brand, they spread positive WOM about the brand. This study, therefore, contributes to the literature on brand symbolism and brand evangelism, in line with past scholarship which exposed that the symbolic meaning of a brand makes a brand more interesting, which converts to purchase intention and positive WOM [91]. Similarly, [92] have found that brand symbolism positively relates to consumers’ WOM. However, symbolic brand haters also spread negative WOM, and one of the examples of symbolic haters was related to Starbucks [93].



Second, this study contributes to the literature by examining the relationship between brand symbolism, CBI, and brand evangelism. The results showed that CBI positively mediates the relationship between brand symbolism and all characteristics of brand evangelism. Similarly, brand symbolism and CBI had the second greatest effect on positive brand referrals. In other words, our results indicated that, unlike purchase intentions and oppositional brand referrals, consumers’ positive brand referrals are likely to increase when consumers are strongly identified with a brand. This discovery is in line with [5], which suggests that CBI influences positive and oppositional brand referrals. Specifically, this study clarified that greater identification with a brand contributes to being closely symbolized with it and spreading positive brand referrals.



Third, the generational cohorts’ moderating effect was examined to better understand the relationship between brand symbolism and brand evangelism via CBI. Despite significant research on generational cohorts [94], there has been no previous study that examined their moderating role in the relationship between brand symbolism and all aspects of brand evangelism. Therefore, this study makes a contribution to the literature by positing a significant relationship between generational cohorts and only one aspect of brand evangelism: purchase intention. Nevertheless, the results of this research have shown an insignificant relationship between generational cohorts and positive brand referrals, along with oppositional brand referrals. This result could be due to several reasons.



The measure of positive brand referral and oppositional brand referral that we used in this study may not have been sensitive enough to detect any moderation effects by generation. It is possible that the measure used in the study did not capture the full range of positive brand referral behaviors or did not adequately capture the nuances of positive brand referral and oppositional brand referral among different generations. Another potential explanation could be that the sample size may not have been large enough to detect any moderation effects by generation. It is feasible that a larger sample size would have had greater statistical power to detect any moderation effects that may have been present.




5.2. Managerial Implications


Our research has implications for marketers and organization managers, especially in the hospitality and coffee shop sectors. First, managers need to recognize that a company’s brands or services have both symbolic and functional aspects that must be considered when formulating marketing mix strategies and market segmentation practices. For instance, managers and marketing practitioners could regularly measure the symbolic dimensions of a brand and track the levels of brand symbolism over time, since customers appreciate the symbolic value of a brand, which in turn affects their involvement in volunteer behaviors such as brand evangelism. For example, coffee shops may want to consider incorporating visual elements such as logos, colors, and fonts that are unique to their brand and help convey their values and personality. Managers can also use their brand’s symbolism to tell a story about the brand and what it stands for, creating a deeper emotional connection with customers and making them more likely to become brand evangelists.



Second, hospitality managers should seek to motivate positive brand evangelism by enhancing a customer’s self-esteem, social approval, expectations, and satisfaction and by handling customers’ complaints and comments. For example, a company can establish a customer service department to handle consumer comments and complaints, which can increase customers’ purchase intention, positive brand referrals, and oppositional brand referrals. In addition, companies can offer incentives for customers who refer friends and family to the company’s products or services. This can help to increase word-of-mouth marketing and encourage customers to become brand evangelists.



Third, managers can also focus on identifying consumer–brand relationships to reinforce brand evangelism. Honest interactions with customers and a positive connection between brand symbolism and customers may be crucial factors for companies to implement their marketing mix strategies effectively and efficiently. For instance, a company could use an integrated marketing strategy that emphasizes the symbolic aspects of the brand (e.g., symbolic attributes) through advertising, public relations, customer communication, and internet marketing. By providing opportunities for customers to engage with the company and with each other, businesses can foster a sense of community among their customers. This can be accomplished through social media, customer events, or other client-focused programs [95]. Personalizing the coffee shops’ customer experience can also help enhance brand identification. This might involve using customer data to tailor marketing efforts, offering personalized recommendations or discounts, or simply taking the time to understand customers’ needs and preferences.



Fourth, managers should handle the communication of company–customer social networks [96]. For instance, an organization should be close to consumers through its brands and services by improving strong relationships through direct relations with consumers and social media (e.g., Facebook and Twitter), where they can operate as main information sources for the organization and its consumers [97,98]. This might lead consumers to perceive the higher symbolic aspects of a brand, which in turn positively affects customers to evangelize the brand. Coffee shop managers may want to consider implementing loyalty programs or other incentives to encourage customers to stay loyal to their brand. This could include offering rewards for repeat purchases or providing exclusive access to special events or promotions.



Finally, brand symbolism acted as the main antecedent within the integrated model. Favorable brand symbolism stimulates brand evangelism not only directly but also indirectly through the improvement of CBI. The results reveal that the identification of consumer–brand relationships plays a major mediating role between brand symbolism and brand evangelism. Therefore, hospitality and coffee shop managers should enhance the emotional and sensory memories within the relationship between consumers and brands to achieve high identification levels. For example, managers could work with coffee shop customers to create emotional and sensory memories through the physical surroundings of the coffee shop’s location, such as the natural environment, colors, music, and furniture. This could be achieved through the senses of sight, taste, hearing, smell, and touch, and create a sense of belonging.





6. Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies


The findings of this study have several limitations for both academics and practitioners. First, this study concentrated on consumers at coffee shops, so future studies can focus on different fields such as higher education, tourism, cinema, and clothing sectors. This research contributes to the literature by investigating the impact of brand symbolism on all three aspects of brand evangelism (purchase intention, positive brand referrals, and oppositional brand referrals). Consequently, future studies could focus on the relationship between brand symbolism and only one of the characteristics of brand evangelism, namely positive brand referrals, because, according to our results, brand symbolism had the highest positive impact on positive brand referrals. Future research could also examine how brand symbolism affects other responses (e.g., the similarity of values, advertising appeals, product involvement, and construal level) [99,100]. Third, the mediation effect of this study is how CBI mediates the relationship between brand symbolism and brand evangelism. Therefore, future studies could examine the mediating role of brand love and brand attachment. Additionally, this study investigated the moderating role of generational cohorts, and future studies could focus on a single generational cohort, such as Gen Z, or the differences between generational cohorts. Comparing females and males could also be a good example of a moderating effect. Fifth, this study was conducted in the USA using the MTurk data collection platform; future studies could take place in other countries. Finally, the relationship between brand symbolism and purchase intention compared to the two countries could be studied.




7. Conclusions


The present research aimed to examine the impact of brand symbolism on brand evangelism among consumers of Starbucks coffee. The literature designated brand characteristics, such as brand symbolism, brand evangelism, and the CBI of consumers. We developed a theoretical model that includes brand symbolism and brand evangelism as independent variables, generational cohorts as moderating variables, and CBI as mediating variables. The model was tested among Starbucks consumers to capture all aspects of brand evangelism, including positive brand referrals, oppositional brand referrals, and purchase intention. Our findings revealed a positive relationship between brand symbolism and all aspects of brand evangelism (i.e., purchase intention, positive brand referrals, and oppositional brand referrals). Moreover, as a mediation role, brand identification had the highest effect on brand symbolism among consumers. The moderation results suggested that the generational cohorts moderate only the relationship between brand symbolism and purchase intention; it does not moderate the relationship between brand symbolism and positive and oppositional brand referral. In light of the above, we believe that the present study has opened a window of discussion and would lead to an academic debate on the influence of brand symbolism on consumers’ brand evangelism in different sectors, such as tourism and education.
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Figure 1. Research conceptual model. 
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Table 1. Confirmatory factor analysis.






Table 1. Confirmatory factor analysis.





	
Items

	
λ

	
α

	
CR

	
AVE






	
Brand Symbolism (BS)

	

	
0.878

	
0.908

	
0.621




	
BS1

	
“Starbucks products provide status and prestige”

	
0.797

	

	

	




	
BS2

	
“The brand of Starbucks is more important to me than its functional qualities”

	
0.795

	

	

	




	
BS3

	
“People use Starbucks products as a way of expressing their personality”

	
0.733

	

	

	




	
BS4

	
“Starbucks is for people who want the best things in life”

	
0.825

	

	

	




	
BS5

	
“Starbucks users stand out in a crowd”

	
0.824

	

	

	




	
BS6

	
“Using Starbucks says something about the kind of person you are”

	
0.751

	

	

	




	
Consumer Brand Identification (CBI)

	

	
0.94

	
0.954

	
0.807




	
CBI1

	
“I feel a strong sense of belonging to Starbucks brand”

	
0.905

	

	

	




	
CBI2

	
“I identify strongly with Starbucks brand”

	
0.9

	

	

	




	
CBI3

	
“Starbucks brand embodies what I believe in”

	
0.887

	

	

	




	
CBI4

	
“Starbucks brand is like a part of me”

	
0.894

	

	

	




	
CBI5

	
“Starbucks brand has a great deal of personal meaning for me”

	
0.906

	

	

	




	
Brand Evangelism (BE) consists of PI, PBR and OBR

	

	

	

	




	
Purchase Intention (PI)

	

	
0.934

	
0.953

	
0.834




	
PI1

	
“In the near future, I would probably buy this brand”

	
0.915

	

	

	




	
PI2

	
“In the near future, I intend to buy products made by this brand”

	
0.912

	

	

	




	
PI3

	
“In the near future, I would likely buy this brand”

	
0.926

	

	

	




	
PI4

	
“In the near future, I would possibly buy this brand”

	
0.9

	

	

	




	
Positive Brand Referral (PBR)

	

	
0.889

	
0.931

	
0.819




	
PBR1

	
“I spread positive word of mouth about this brand”

	
0.91

	

	

	




	
PBR2

	
“I recommend this brand to my friends”

	
0.904

	

	

	




	
PBR3

	
“If my friends were looking for coffee, I would tell them to buy from this brand”

	
0.901

	

	

	




	
Opposite Brand Referral (OBR)

	

	
0.923

	
0.963

	
0.928




	
OBR1

	
“When my friends are looking for coffee, I would tell them not to buy any of the other brands”

	
0.961

	

	

	




	
OBR2

	
“I would likely spread negative word of mouth about the other brands”

	
0.966
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Table 2. Discriminant validity.






Table 2. Discriminant validity.













	
	BS
	CBI
	OBR
	PBR
	PI





	BS
	0.788
	
	
	
	



	CBI
	0.74
	0.898
	
	
	



	OBR
	0.572
	0.594
	0.964
	
	



	PBR
	0.761
	0.775
	0.677
	0.905
	



	PI
	0.522
	0.5
	0.452
	0.683
	0.913
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Table 3. Hypotheses results (direct and interaction effects).
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Hypotheses

	
Regression Paths

	
β

	
SD

	
t Value

	
p Value

	
Decision






	
Direct effects




	
H1a

	
BS → PI

	
0.284

	
0.106

	
2.623

	
0.009

	
Supported




	
H1b

	
BS → PBR

	
0.365

	
0.067

	
5.359

	
0.000

	
Supported




	
H1c

	
BS → OBR

	
0.235

	
0.085

	
2.756

	
0.006

	
Supported




	
Interaction effects




	
H3a

	
Generation * BS → PI

	
−0.099

	
0.052

	
1.89

	
0.049

	
Supported




	
H3b

	
Generation * BS → PBR

	
−0.006

	
0.06

	
0.206

	
0.837

	
Rejected




	
H3c

	
Generation * BS → OPR

	
0.007

	
0.043

	
0.129

	
0.898

	
Rejected




	

	
R2

	

	

	

	

	




	

	
Consumer Brand Identification

	
54.7%

	

	

	

	




	

	
Purchase intention

	
32.7%

	

	

	

	




	

	
Positive brand referrals

	
68.5%

	

	

	

	




	

	
Oppositional brand referrals

	
39.8%

	

	

	

	




	

	
Notes: SRMR = 0.059

	

	

	

	

	








Note: * = refer to multiplying the moderator and independent variable.
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Table 4. Results of mediation analysis.






Table 4. Results of mediation analysis.





	Hypotheses
	Regression Path
	β
	t Value
	p Value
	Result





	H2a
	BS → CBI → PI
	0.15
	2.21
	0.027
	Supported



	H2b
	BS → CBI → PBR
	0.32
	6.30
	0.000
	Supported



	H2c
	BS → CBI → OBR
	0.25
	4.21
	0.000
	Supported
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