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Abstract

:

Regardless of a customer’s social status, wealth, or country of origin, Apple products have been notorious for establishing trends in regard to electronic devices. As of 2019, China accounted for 17% percent of all Apple sales. This has been made possible in large part due to Chinese customers’ favorable image of the Apple brand and the positive experience with Apple products. This study aimed to examine the impact of brand experience, brand love, and brand engagement on brand equity. The brand-love mediation role between brand experience and brand engagement/brand equity was also explored. The conceptual framework was supported by social exchange and attribution theories. According to the analysis of 339 respondents from China, brand experience, brand love, and brand engagement significantly positively affects Apple’s brand equity. Additionally, it was discovered that brand love demonstrates a significant mediating role between brand experience and brand engagement/brand equity. These findings can aid other manufacturers offering similar electronic products in China to adapt their marketing and competitive strategies in order to boost their brand equity and as a result sales revenue.
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1. Introduction


Much has been said about the potential of the relationship between the customers and the brands they engage with. Companies consistently implement strategies aiming at ensuring that their brand is considered the first choice in the process of selection to consequently gain the loyalty of the customer in the form of further purchases. Further to that, marketers are focusing on developing effective communication strategies that target customer markets and aim at increasing brand awareness [1,2]. As studies show, retail brands have already shifted from focusing on utilitarian aspects of the services and products that they offer towards the brand experience that is memorable and valuable to a customer [3]. This new paradigm in retail and sales enable brands to develop an emotional bond based on positive customer experience. In other words, this shift in approach to retail and increase in awareness of the new trends in marketing approaches has raised interest in how a brand may turn its strong corporate image and customer-brand relationship into profit.



A large body of literature has particularly focused on the psychological processes governing and leading to a given perception of brands by customers resulting from the customers’ satisfaction with the product [4]. Pina et al. [5] refer to all those cognitive procedures of developing a relationship with a brand as brand love (B.LOV). It is typically shaped by the quality of products and services, emotions, and passion for the brand [6]. The literature, however, mentions other affective dimensions that play a vital role in how a brand is viewed by customers. While brand love refers to developing an affective emotion for the brand, brand engagement (B.ENG) stands for learning the brand [5]. Kumar and Nayak [7] explored the concept of brand engagement, which they define as a form of a “deeper and more meaningful connection between the company and the customer”. Hollebeek [8] proposed a multi-dimensional construct of customer-brand engagement which includes cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions. Brakus et al. [3] expanded on this idea by introducing an additional sensorial antecedent that measures how consumers engage with the brand through their senses. All of those are said to be linked to the overall image and brand perception by customers, also known as brand equity (B.EQU). This is particularly significant as numerous researchers have emphasized the impact of brand equity on overall brand success, and consequently on sales [9,10,11].



Globalization and the emergence of consumer culture have had a profound effect on how certain brands are viewed, especially in countries considered developing [12]. Brand equity (BEQ) is particularly important in cultures where the need for uniqueness is reflected in the need for expressing differences from other consumers. For consumers from countries such as China or India, this particular sentiment toward American and European luxury brands is a way of asserting their individuality or social status [13]. At the same time, researchers indicate the contradictory connection between the significance of collectivist values in those cultures and the need, rather than the willingness, to engage with the brand to appear unique or to maintain face [14].



A brand that has fully and effectively utilized to its benefit those collectivist values is certainly Apple. Sun et al. [12] report that as of 2019, the Chinese market accounted for 17% of Apple’s global sales amounting to 43.7 billion dollars, up from 2.8 billion dollars (4% globally) in 2010. This astounding growth is mainly attributed to iPhone sales. However, previous studies have rarely reflected on the growing popularity of other apple products such as the iPad, iWatch, MacBook, iMac, and others, which despite a price much higher than other brands’ devices offering similar capabilities, still enjoy high sales in Mainland China. Many studies focused on the consumption of hedonic products from the perspective of customers’ affective relationship with the brands. Those that focused on customer-brand relationships discussed larger segments of a causal relationship [11] or focused on its narrow aspects such as social media marketing activities [15,16,17], electronic word of mouth [18,19,20], hospitality industry [21], or retail [22]. Further to that, other studies investigating the Apple brand did not include both brand love and brand engagement as antecedents of brand equity [23,24,25]. Also, some studies focused on specific generations i.e., gen Z [23], creating a viable gap in research that includes brand experience and brand engagement as antecedents of brand equity. The gap additionally included brand love as a mediating factor in how brand experience and brand engagement impact brand equity. On top of that, previous studies involving the Apple brand in China focused solely on iPhone [26,27] as the object of their research, often times neglecting other products offered by Apple.



The purpose of this study was to measure the general framework of building B.EQU via the utilization of B.EXP, B.LOV, and B. ENG by the using example of the Apple brand in China. To address the hypotheses, the study cross-validated the given data against the proposed conceptual framework. The hypotheses primarily focused on how B.EXP (and its antecedents: sensory, affective, behavioral, and intellectual) and B.ENG (cognitive processing, engagement, and activation) influence B.EQU through the mediating effect of B.LOV. To support the study with a strong theoretical foundation, this paper adopts two theories, namely the social exchange theory and the attribution theory. The interaction between the customer and the brand can easily be explained by both theories, as they fit the context of customer experience with the brand reflected in the related cognitive processes leading to eventual purchase and satisfaction with the brand.



This study will contribute to the existing theories by positioning the given variables, i.e., B.EXP, B.LOV, B.ENG, and B.EQU, within the framework of social exchange and attribution theories. This study also aims to confirm the mediating role of B.LOV as a predictor of B.ENG and B.EQU. Furthermore, understanding the mechanisms governing customers’ perception of B.EQU can help other companies operating in Mainland China to potentially adjust their marketing strategies and objectives to increase the perceived B.EQU among Chinese customers. The study objectives lead to the addressing of the following research questions.



RQ1. 

What is the impact B.EXP has on the B.ENG, B.LOV, and B.EQU of the Apple brand in Mainland China?





RQ2. 

What are the outcomes of B.LOV’s direct effects and their mediating role between B.EXP and B.ENG/B.EQU?





RQ3. 

How does B.ENG influence the B.EQU of the Apple brand?





RQ4. 

What are the extended roles of social exchange and attribution theories in the proposed theoretical model?





The paper first reviews previous literature regarding B.EQU, B.EXP, B.LOV, and B.ENG, followed by the theoretical framework. Next, the methodology and findings are given, followed by the findings of the study with respect to the hypotheses. Finally, the paper concludes by discussing the theoretical and managerial implications, suggesting possible future directions in research related to the topic.




2. Theoretical Background


Cropanzano and Mitchell [28] describe the relationship between an individual and the enterprise in the context of purchase by using social exchange theory. They point toward a mutual causative relationship where one party’s action may inevitably result in a response from the other, and vice versa [29]. That eventually leads to a set of exchanges that aim to maintain balance [30]. This could therefore be observed in, for example, the situation where the popularity of a certain product or its functionality might result in a company response, leading to further investments and developments in that area. This might trigger another response from the customers, ultimately leading to another round of marketing or development processes being initiated. Given the nature of this study and how social exchange theory explains the relationship between the consumer and the company, social exchange theory was therefore adopted in this study.



One of the primary assumptions of this paper’s theoretical model is that B.EXP directly influences B.ENG, B.LOV, and B.EQU [11,29]. This could be explained by the attribution theory which describes the relationship between consumers and brands from a cognitive perspective. Attribution theory is defined as “a theory that describes the cognitive processes by which people determine the causes of [a given] behavior and events in their world” [31]. In other words, previous experiences would impact subsequent behaviors’ [32]. Internal and external causes of behavior might be either attributed to one’s identity or the perceptions associated with self-defined attributes that resulted from the cognitive processes. Also, external factors such as the brand’s marketing activities or any form of interaction with the customer may result in positive outcomes of behavioral, affective, sensory, and intellectual attributes, enabling customers to develop a deep positive affect towards the brand [11] and possibly impacting B.ENG [25,29,33] as well as B.EQU [11,29].



As the social exchange theory [34] is insufficient in providing a holistic explanation to this study, attribution theory [32] was incorporated to extend the investigation into customers’ purchasing motivation. The study aims to incorporate the theories advocating the impact of B.EXP and its antecedents on B.ENG [33] and B.EQU [11,29,35] which, according to studies, forms a tangible positive relationship. Both theories will also be extended by including the B.ENG variable and its related impact on B.EQU [36]. The framework also conceptualizes the use of B.LOV as a mediating factor that, according to previous studies, mediates B.EXP, B.EQU, and B.ENG [24,37,38]. The proposed study utilizes multiple assumptions and hypotheses from previous studies to develop a holistic framework for measuring customer–brand recognition in the form of brand equity (B.EQU). Figure 1 provides the details.




3. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development


3.1. Brand Equity


From a business perspective, B.EQU appears to be the most important brand management construct and is considered crucial in maintaining a competitive advantage over other brands [39]. It also refers to the overall knowledge a customer has about the brand [40]. In other words, it is the added value associated with a given product or service, based on consumers’ cognition or behavior [41]. Some studies [42,43] define brand equity (B.EQU) as the difference in the perception of unbranded and branded products or services that on the surface have the same level of marketing input or product attributes [44]. For consumers who are uncertain about the purchase, B.EQU will often be the decisive factor leading to the purchase of a product. B.EQU consists of four attributes, namely brand awareness, perceived quality, loyalty, and brand associations [44]. Product category is another factor impacting B.EQU. For technology-related products, perceived quality would be the key actor impacting equity [35] due to their shorter life cycle, suggesting a tangible relationship between B.EXP and B.EQU.




3.2. Brand Experience


Holbrook and Hirschman [45] were the first to conceptualize customer experience. Customer B.EXP develops when one enjoys the experiential and functional values of a brand [46]. Khan and Rahman [47] extended the idea, previously limited to purchase and consumption, to the experience with an organization. They also expanded the scope of influence beyond consumers toward the non-consumers, suggesting a tangible form of a brand to a non-consumer relationship. Customers nowadays tend to seek other benefits associated with the brand rather than the pure customer-to-organization relationship [48], and the experience they undergo while consuming the product may impact the selection of the brand in the future [49]. A brand can be experienced at multiple levels, depending on how much the customer is involved in the aesthetic, entertainment, or educational realm [50]. Those general stimuli can be categorized into four dimensions, namely intellectual, behavioral, sensory, and affective. These components can define how a customer feels about the experience with the brand as gained through sensory interaction, i.e., taste, smell, vision, or other senses (sensory). It can also involve sentimental or emotion-charged interactions (affective), actions taken by consumers who experience the product (behavioral), as well as a stream of cognitive thoughts emerging from the overall brand experience (intellectual) [11,29]. Therefore, Brakus et al. [3] define brand experience (B.EXP) as a subjective, internal consumer response to a brand in the form of sensory, affective, intellectual, and behavioral dimensions. In other words, positive B.EXP creates a causal relationship with B.EQU that further strengthens the relationship between customers and the brand [11,29]. Technology products, due to their frequent use in our daily lives, force consumers to experience new futures as well as the product itself, enhancing their love for the brand [51] and B.ENG [52]. A previous study by Shahzad et al. [53] investigated this tangible relationship between B.EXP and B.EQU and revealed that smartphone users are particularly susceptible to being positively affected by the brand via the product experience.



Several other studies pointed out the positive influence of B.EXP on other elements of a customer-to-company relationship [54,55,56], with particular emphasis on its positive relationship with B.LOV [11,25,55] and B.EQU [57], particularly in the context of Asian customers [11,29,58]. Additionally, some studies have also found B.EXP to have a positive impact on B.ENG [33], specifically in the context of hedonic brands. Hence, based on the previous studies, we theorize that brand experience has the following influence on other factors.



Hypothesis 1a: 

B.EXP positively influences B.ENG.





Hypothesis 1b: 

B.EXP positively influences B.LOV.





Hypothesis 1c: 

B.EXP positively influences B.EQU.






3.3. Brand Love


Brand love (B.LOV) is often defined as a form of emotional attachment to a particular brand name [59]. It involves a range of positive emotions such as the passion or excitement experienced by the consumer while being exposed to the brand. B.LOV also describes the emotional bond that a consumer develops towards a specific object that represents a given brand, and the distress a separation thereof may cause [60]. Those emotions can vary from weak to intense, as defined by the social exchange theory put forward by Blau [34]; understanding how they emerge might be crucial in influencing customers’ purchasing decisions. Wallace et al. [6] list specific dimensions that affect B.LOV, namely the quality and passion for the brand, or brand loyalty [10,23,61,62], which Park and Namkung [38] claim to be one of B.EQU’s dimensions. Roy et al. [63], however, provide a more specific list of criteria affecting B.LOV, i.e., romanticism, consumer delight, self-congruity, and satisfaction—listing them as the most essential components of B.LOV and word-of-mouth. Some studies also theorize how brand happiness and positive emotions influence customer behavior [64]. Another interesting finding reveals that love marks, i.e., love and respect for a particular brand, strengthens the relationship between a customer and the brand [65]. In other words, B.LOV develops in the minds of customers that feel that their preferences and individual needs are being met by the brand [11]. Most researchers agree that B.LOV is the result of B.ENG [24,66]. However, this study assumed B.LOV to be an antecedent of B.ENG in accordance with a relatively recent study conducted by Voorveld et al. [67] in which B.ENG resulted from the customers’ emotions towards the brand. As B.LOV is a relatively new concept, research on its effects on customer purchasing decisions is still to be explored.



Hypothesis 2a: 

B.LOV positively influences B.ENG.





Hypothesis 2b: 

B.LOV positively influences B.EQU.






3.4. Brand Love as a Mediator


Numerous researchers reported B.LOV to have an overlaying influence on the overall relationship between the customer and the brand [24,68,69,70]. It was pointed out that B.LOV, as an affective emotion, contributes to how an individual perceives himself [71] as well as the actions surrounding the use of the brand’s product. This connection at the psychological level leads to intense consumer response, possibly influencing other consumer-related associations through its mediation [55]. Studies have reported the impact of B.LOV on improving B.ENG via maintaining loyalty intentions among customers of luxury brands [23,24,25]. This is particularly valid in the context of this study if we consider Asian consumers and their engagement with Apple products. Also, a body of literature has reported the mediating effect of B.LOV on B.ENG, B.EQU, and B.ENG, specifically in the context of Chinese consumers [24,37,38] and Asian consumers of smartphones [72].



Hypothesis 3a: 

B.LOV positively mediates the association between B.EXP and B.ENG.





Hypothesis 3b: 

B.LOV positively mediates the association between B.EXP and B.EQU.






3.5. Brand Engagement


Customer engagement is referred to in marketing literature as a combination of affective, cognitive, and behavioral factors affecting the association with the brand [8,73,74,75]. According to the social exchange theory [34], B.ENG is a multidimensional construct [76] and refers to a holistic post-purchase customer experience [77]. B.ENG is a psychological process that defines the components required for the repeated purchases of products by customers [74,75,78]. Van Doorn et al. [79] refer to B.ENG as a behavioral manifestation of a customer’s focus on the brand beyond the sole act or purchase. Other definitions relate strictly to the intensity of the customer’s participation in the organization’s events or the activities initiated by the brand [74]. A higher level of engagement will result in a stronger emotional bond between the customer and the brand that will subsequently result in a stronger intention to maintain this relationship, and as a result, repeat the purchase of the product [25,80]. In other words, positive B.ENG manifests itself in an increased brand influence and brand knowledge [81]. This is particularly visible in the case of mobile phones which, due to the nature of their functions, require users to constantly engage with the products. In this case, engagement with the product through apps such as social media or communicators exposes the consumers to the brand. Research so far has focused mostly on customer-related factors [82,83] affecting B.ENG, with little empirical evidence on the firm-based aspects of that influence and how they potentially impact B.EQU. Khan et al. [83] acknowledged B.ENG as an influencing factor of B.EXP. However, their study focused mostly on the banking service industry. In terms of technology-based brands, Xi and Hamari [36] revealed that B.ENG directly influences B.EQU in the case of the online game industry. Those studies align with the previous studies on B.ENG and its impact on technology-related brands such as Apple.



Hypothesis 4: 

B.ENG positively influences B.EQU..







4. Methodology


4.1. Sampling and Data Collection


This study used the deductive approach to meet the research objectives and develop an understanding of the proposed associations. In social sciences, a deductive method is used to improve previously established theories [84,85]. Particularly, our study’s conceptual model is investigated in the context of the Apple brand in China. The choice of the brand is based on the following motivations. First, Apple is one of the leading global brands with a 947.06 billion dollar value, which took first position as a global leading brand in 2022, beating the three global tech giants Google, Amazon, and Microsoft [86]. Second, the Chinese market is most lucrative for the Apple brand, as the working age between 16 to 59 years accounted for 63.4% of the total population size in 2020 [87]. Third, Apple’s products, i.e., the smartphone, took third position overall with 16% of the market share in China during 2021, and year-on-year unit sales increased up to 47% [88]. Finally, an affluent consumer base in China is a crucial driver for Apple’s brand revenue and growth. Particularly, the urban population of over 75% in China will fall into the middle-income class by 2022. In 2025, Chinese consumers’ spending is projected to reach up to 40% of the global spending on luxury brands [89]. Hence, it is essential that Apple’s brand choice to be studied from the perception of China’s intriguing market.



In the first quarter of 2022, the most popular online platform (https://www.wjx.cn) was used to conduct surveys in China. Given the popularity of this platform, it was used to facilitate collection from the local population. The QR code and survey links were promoted through the most popular social media platforms in China, i.e., WeChat and QQ. The survey form provided instructions about the study objectives, and the online survey form applied the restrictions for individuals who had never used Apple products. A convenience sampling technique was used to collect the data from Apple brand users in China. Non-probability convenience sampling is one of the most common sampling techniques used in social sciences and marketing-related studies [25,90] because it is an efficient way of collecting information in a limited time [91]. We received 386 total responses through online data collection. The initial screening was completed by following the stringent criteria to meet the study objectives. According to the straight-line and incomplete survey form methods, 47 records were removed. Finally, 339 records were considered appropriate for further procedures of data analysis. For structural equation modeling (SEM), the 5–10 per item response ratio was suggested [92]. According to Hair Jr et al. [92], a sample size of 300 to 500 is considered reasonable for variance-based SEM. Hence, this study sample size was justifiable for the empirical analysis of the proposed hypotheses. The demographics of participants are presented in Table 1.




4.2. Measures


This study used well-established constructs from previous studies. The seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) was used to measure the adopted items (see Appendix A). A total of twelve items measured the multidimensional B.EXP construct. The B.EXP was operationalized as a reflective-formative construct (Type II) which constitutes four first-order constructs, namely sensory, affective, behavioral, and intellectual, with each construct consisting of three measurement items adopted from Brakus et al. [3]. The construct B.LOV is measured with four items adopted from Wang et al. [93]. A total of ten items measured the B.ENG dimensions. B.ENG is also modeled as a reflective-formative construct (Type II) based on three first-order constructs, namely cognitive processing (three items), affection (four items), and activation (three items) adopted from Hollebeek et al. [94]. Regarding B.EQU, four items were adopted from Yoo and Donthu [44] and Kumar [95].





5. Results


The empirical model was measured by partial least square-SEM (PLS-SEM) using SmartPLS v.3.2.8. The PLS-SEM technique provides the flexibility to gauge the multifaceted complex structural models and does not require strictly following the data normality assumptions [96] particularly appropriate in the marketing context [97]. The data were analyzed in two stages, assessing the measurement (outer) model and structural (inner) model.



5.1. Measurement Model


To assess the model recommended, a two-stage approach was used [98]. The outer model’s internal consistency was measured with Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability (CR), and factor loading values. Initially, we found that the B.EXP dimension’s sensory item 2, affective item 3, behavioral item 3, and intellectual item 2 values were <0.35, <0.43, <0.28, and <0.52, respectively, which were below the threshold value. Hence, these items were dropped to achieve the recommended factor loading value, and the analysis was carried out again. The results revealed that the loadings of all constructs achieved the minimum recommended level of 0.70 [96]. In addition, adequate levels of internal consistency were attained for Cronbach’s alpha and CR, with respective values >0.705 and >0.828. In order to estimate the model’s convergent validity, average variance extracted (AVE) was used. All the AVE constructs’ values were higher than the 0.50 threshold value. Therefore, the convergent validity of the model was achieved. Table 2 illustrates the results of Cronbach’s alpha, CR, and AVE.



The common method bias (CMB) concept was measured using the full collinearity evaluation technique [99]. For this purpose, the variance inflation factor (VIF) was calculated to detect the collinearity issues in the data. All values of VIF show less than 3.0, which revealed no collinearity and CMB potential issues in the data. According to Hair Jr et al. [92], VIF values less than 3.0 reveal no biasing issues in the data and support the research results.



B.EXP and B.ENG were considered second-order reflective constructs [3,70,100]. These constructs were measured with a disjoint two-stage approach. In the first step, the constructs’ lower-order scores were saved to proceed with the further process. The second stage used the average scores from the previous stage to measure the second order [101]. Using mode-A, first-order scores of factors including sensory, affective, behavioral, and intellectual quantified the B.EXP. Similarly, B.ENG was measured based on scores of first-order components, which are cognitive processing, affection, and activation.



Discriminant validity was determined using the Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) ratio. The HTMT ratio is a frequently employed method to assess discriminant validity [102]. This study’s findings met the recommended criteria, i.e., a value lower than 0.90. Accordingly, discriminant validity was established using the HTMT criterion. Table 3 provides the HTMT results in detail.




5.2. Structural Model


The structural model was measured with t-value, beta values, coefficient of determination (R2), predictive relevance (Q2), and the SRMR value for model fitness. To determine the empirical model’s explanatory power, the R2 values were checked with the recommended benchmark, i.e., R2 > 0.10 [103]. R2 values of the model were the following: B.ENG = 0.416, B.LOV = 0.446, and B.EQU = 0.451. This indicated that exogenous variables sufficiently predicted the endogenous variables in the structural model. We also measured the predictive relevance (Q2) of the structural model [104]. The results showed that the Q2 values of B.ENG = 0.256, B.LOV = 0.241, and B.EQU = 0.240 surpassed the recommended Q2 value which is zero. This supported the predictive relevance of the empirical model. The SRMR outcome value of 0.071 was less than the recommended standard value of 0.08 [105], which proved that the structural model was sufficiently adjusted. The measurement results of the structural (inner) model met up with the threshold recommended values and overall showed the best model fit to meet this research’s predictive aims.



To test the proposed hypotheses, a commonly applied 5000 sub-samples bootstrapping method was used with bias-corrected and accelerated function [106,107]. The bootstrapping was run in a two-tailed mode at a 0.05 significance level. The results supported the H1a–H1c, H2a–H2b, H3a–H3b, and H4, and the details can be found in Figure 2 and Table 4. The B.EXP had a strong and positive impact on the B.ENG (H1a: β = 0.549, p = 0.000), B.LOV (H2b: β = 0.668, p = 0.000), and B.EQU (H3c: β = 0.392, p = 0.000). Previous studies’ findings validate that the interactive B.EXP of functional and hedonic brands both lead to engagement [33]. In contrast, a study found that customers’ B.ENG positively influences the B.EXP of online banking [108]. An empirical study reported that B.EXP develops a positive perception towards a particular brand, which in turn promotes B.LOV in the minds of consumers [11,25]. A few previous studies discovered that B.EXP dimensions, i.e., sensory, intellectual, affective, and behavioral, positively enhance B.LOV [11,29]. Moreover, B.EXP impacts the B.EQU dimensions, i.e., brand awareness (B.AWA) and brand image (B.IMG). It has a larger positive impact on B.IMG than on B.AWA [46] and strengthens B.EQU [53]. The findings of other studies also revealed that B.EXP benefits lead customers toward the selection of a particular brand [49]. Hence, it recognizes that B.EXP has a causal relationship with B.EQU, which develops a relationship between customer and brand [49,109,110]. The above discussions strengthen the results of this study. The previous studies’ B.EXP findings were scattered and applied in different contexts, for example, in coffee brands, smartphone brands, and online stores [46,53], in contrast to our study results. Particularly, this study’s outcomes revealed that in Chinese customers of Apple, B.EXP positively enhances B.ENG, increases the B.LOV, and develops the B.EQU. Therefore, H1a–H1c were accepted.



B.LOV had a strongly positive effect on B.ENG (H2a: β = 0.132, p = 0.029) and B.EQU (H2b: β = 0.130, p = 0.020), supporting H2a–H2b. Our study results also explained that B.LOV, as a mediator, significantly impacts the associations of B.EXP and B.ENG/B.EQU. Hence, H3a–H3b were also supported. The outcomes revealed that B.LOV partially mediates the relationship between B.EXP and B.ENG. Similarly, B.LOV partially mediates the association between B.EXP and B.EQU. The mediation result’s details are provided in Table 4. An individual’s engagement with certain brands develops a strong psychological connection [75]. This connection between the customer and the brand leads to repurchase behavior, enduring attachment to the brand [74,75], and brand loyalty [25]. B.ENG has been frequently linked to B.LOV [24,66]; however, only a few studies have revealed that B.ENG is an outcome of B.LOV [67,72]. Few researchers have explored that brand loyalty is the outcome of B.LOV [10,23,61,62], which is one of the dimensions of B.EQU [38]. Hence, a study found that B.LOV positively increases the B.ENG of Facebook users [24]. In addition, several studies found the mediating role of B.LOV [24,70]. It is confirmed that previous literature supports this study’s results. Importantly, our study highlighted the vital role of B.LOV for the Apple brand in China, which played a significant role in promoting the B.ENG and B.EQU of the Apple brand. In addition, B.ENG significantly improves B.EQU (H4: β = 0.243, p = 0.000), thus supporting H4. In recent studies, B.EQU was found to be a precursor of B.ENG [24]. However, in contrast, a study result revealed a positive impact of B.ENG on B.EQU in the context of online gamification brand communities [36]. These studies’ findings are primarily aligned with our study and result in the development of a better understating of B.ENG, which significantly positively impacts the B.EQU of the Apple brand in China.





6. Discussion


This research broadens the academicians’ understanding of B.EXP (affective, behavioral, intellectual, and sensory), B.LOV, B.ENG (cognitive processing, affection, activation), and B.EQU in the context of the Apple brand in China. First, the study outcomes reveal that the Apple B.EXP of Chinese customers positively increases B.ENG, B.LOV, and B.EQU. Interestingly, Chinese customers’ B.EXP with Apple has a stronger impact on B.LOV, followed by B.ENG and B.EQU. In the past, few studies considered the B.EXP dimension’s impact on brand loyalty from the perspective of Asian countries. For example, sensory and affective experiences were found to have a significant and positive impact on B.LOV [11,29,58], and cognitive engagement [21]. Furthermore, behavioral and intellectual experiences positively influence cognitive and behavioral engagements in the hospitality industry [21]. In an Indian hyper-brand market context, B.EXP was explored and revealed its positive and significant impact on B.LOV [58]. In any case, retail B.EXP also positively increased B.LOV from the viewpoint of Ikea customers in Europe [22]. Another study conducted in the airline industry found that passengers’ B.EXP positively enhanced B.LOV and B.ENG [70]. The background knowledge of B.EXP is closely aligned with the arguments extracted from recent studies. Our in-depth study’s results shed light on the behavior of Chinese Apple brand users; Chinese users with a rich experience of Apple products show deeper love for their beloved brand and are involved with brand-related activities such as recommending them to others (e.g., friends and colleagues), which shows their affection to the Apple brand. Most likely, Chinese users of Apple products are deeply touched by the quality, innovation, product design, and status quo. These users are willing to own other Apple products as well, as compared to the Android users who stick to a particular product. The Apple brand is regarded as one of the topnotch organizations in China with the highest B.EQU. Nevertheless, Apple’s specific marketing strategies’ influences cannot be void; as John Sculley said in 1997 to the Guardian, “People talk about technology, but Apple was a marketing company. It was the marketing company of the decade”.



Second, this study found that the B.LOV of Apple brand users positively improves B.ENG and B.EQU in the settings of China. According to our understanding, B.LOV’s role in B.ENG within the setting of the Apple brand was rarely found in the literature, and limited studies were aligned with our study results. Few scholars discussed how B.LOV improves the B.ENG and loyalty intentions of Gen Z for fashion apparel brands [23,24,25]. B.LOV and brand attachment are the dimensions of B.EQU that positively enhance B.EQU [24,37,38]. In particular to our study context, brand-loving Chinese customers of Apple products actively engage with the brand and take part in the co-creation activities that lead to the strengthening of Apple’s B.EQU.



Third, the Apple B.LOV of Chinese customers also plays a significant mediating role among B.EXP and B.ENG/B.EQU. A research study found that the association between value perception and its results is mediated through B.LOV [71]. Another study explored the mediation role of B.LOV between consumption experience and customer engagement in the context of Pakistani smart phone users [72]. Our study results get certain support from the literature. Particularly, this study has taken the case of the Apple brand in China to explore the B.LOV of Chinese users. Apple customers in China show their deep love for Apple products (e.g., iPhone, iWatch, MacBook). The continuous love for the Apple brand among Chinese customers leads to active B.ENG through the posting and sharing of positive B.EXP in popular Chinese social media (e.g., WeChat, Sina Weibo, etc.), which ultimately increases the Apple B.EQU.



Finally, the B.ENG of Chinese customers positively develops Apple B.EQU. These outcomes got some support from previous studies. However, these studies are scattered and too scarce to further explain the concepts in depth. Algharabat et al. [111] found that the B.ENG dimension known as cognitive processing positively influences brand loyalty, which is a facet of B.EQU. Another finding endorsed the positive impact of B.ENG on B.EQU [36]. According to the literature, brand loyalty is part of B.EQU. Hence, the Apple brand retains its brand-loving Chinese customers to gain a sustained comparative advantage over other competitors (e.g., Huawei, Oppo, Vivo, Xiaomi, Samsung, etc.) by maintaining their healthy relationship with loyal customers. The Apple brand also drives brand loyalty by leveraging social bonding, personal fortitude (the in-depth involvement and interest of individuals), and product superiority. Importantly, Apple is a most popular global brand that provides rich positive experiential benefits to its customers in the local market of China, resulting in a B.EQU—a great way to shape comparative advantage. Overall, this study provided very unique findings that underlined the particular roles of Apple customers’ B.EXP, B.LOV, B.ENG, and B.EQU from the perspective of China.




7. Conclusions


This study provides thoughtful insights into Apple’s B.EQU. The outcomes revealed that B.EXP, B.LOV, and B.ENG positively enhance the B.EQU of Apple brand products in the setting of China. In addition, social exchange and attribution theories are extended. Overall, this research article makes significant theoretical contributions and has managerial implications that should be taken into account.



7.1. Theoretical Implications


This study provides several contributions to the existing marketing literature. First, the outcomes reveal that B.EXP strengthens B.LOV and B.ENG and also improves the B.EQU of Apple products in the Chinese context. According to the attribution theory, people explain the causes of their behaviors/acts and the occurrence of an event in the world using their cognitive ability [31]. Certain behaviors might take place based on internal (e.g., perceptions) or external (e.g., previous experience) factors [11]. Hence, the previous experience (external factors) of brands might impact behavioral, affective, sensory, and intellectual attributes, which can subsequently influence B.ENG, B.LOV, and B.EQU.



Second, this study contributes to B.LOV by proposing its mediating role as a predictor of B.ENG and B.EQU to understand the Apple brand customers’ love in China. Previously, a study explored the role of B.LOV as an outcome of its antecedents [29], and several have found that WOM, customer engagement, and loyalty are outcomes of B.LOV [112,113]; however, few results have contrasted from previous research showing that B.ENG leads to B.LOV [67]. In addition, B.LOV is considered to be essential to build a strong relationship between the customer and the brand [4,114], and this emotional bonding develops when customers have only positive B.EXP [115]. Most previous studies explored the B.LOV antecedents and outcomes [112], and the mediating role of B.LOV remains scarce [24]; furthermore, B.LOV’s role needs to be explored [25]. Hence, our study provides particular B.LOV insights and expands the marketing literature by further investigating its role of increasing the customer’s B.ENG and B.EQU under the settings of the Apple brand with distinctive demographics of customers in China.



Lastly, social exchange and attribution theories are extended by investigating B.EXP, B.LOV, B.ENG, and B.EQU concepts. The social exchange theory [34] fundamentals build on the following: (a) the exchange process of norms and rules, (b) the exchange of resources between two or more entities, and (c) the nature of relationships formed with exchange [28]. A cost-benefit analysis leads to a consistent relationship between entities (e.g., customer and brand/firm) as long as they have more benefits than costs, which refers to positive equity resulting from that relationship [116]. The cost-benefit analysis perspective of social exchange theory increases the active engagement of customers, which compares and contrasts the investment and expected returns on engagement constitutes on three dimensions, i.e., emotional, cognitive, and behavioral [117,118]. A research study emphasized the further exploration of customer engagement through the lens of social exchange theory for an in-depth study of other related constructs [28]. Hence, we studied B.ENG resulting in a positive B.EQU of the Apple brand in China through the lens of social exchange theory. In addition, we found that Chinese customers’ positive Apple B.EXP and B.LOV triggered the active B.ENG. Our study expanded the social exchange theory from the perspective of the customer-brand mutual relationship of a particular global brand in China, i.e., Apple. However, past studies have mostly focused on the different aspects of customer B.ENG in online brand communities (e.g., Facebook) without taking the case of a particular global brand in the developing countries of Asia [24,119]. Moreover, the social exchange theory itself is not enough to explain all constructs of this study. Therefore, we proposed attribution theory [32] and extended the work through the investigation of positive Apple B.EXP (event), which motivates the Chinese customers to develop their strong customer-brand relationship and actively engage with the brand (reaction) resulting in B.EQU (subsequent effects of reactions, i.e., B.ENG and B.LOV).




7.2. Managerial Implications


This study provides very unique managerial guidelines for brand managers to enhance the B.EXP that fosters B.ENG and B.LOV, hence increasing B.EQU. Particularly, the constructs were measured in the context of Apple products in China. However, managerial guidelines are not only limited to the Apple brand. Samsung, Huawei, or Xiaomi can also carefully get specific insights from this study. First, outcomes reveal that B.EXP positively influenced B.ENG, B.LOV, and B.EQU. B.EXP is an entire process that thoroughly entices customer decision-making. This can occur at any stage of decision-making when customers search for products/brands or services to buy, use, or consume. B.EXP provides an authentic foundation for a brand’s overall evaluation and builds a long-term relationship between the customer and the brand. Yang et al. [120] also explained that B.EXP is a factor responsible for setting a solid foundation for a consumer-brand relationship. It is also associated with the B.EQU dimensions (i.e., psychological, emotional, behavioral, and interactive). Hence, brand managers should carefully consider brand visuals (e.g., design, color, entertainment, and emerging technology features), emotional interactions, and cognitive thoughts for a brand marketing strategy that enhances B.EQU. These marketing strategies can be promoted by using social media platforms such as brand pages on WeChat, Sina Weibo, Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter.



Additionally, this study revealed that B.LOV significantly strengthens B.ENG and B.EQU of the Apple brand from the perspective of Chinese customers. Marketing managers should understand that the foundation of B.LOV is developed over a specific period of consumption. Hence, providing experiential benefits to the customers becomes vital in the formation of B.LOV. It ultimately increases B.ENG and B.EQU. In any case, B.LOV also plays an important mediating role. Brand managers who want to position their brand to increase B.ENG and B.EQU should focus on B.LOV. Managers should consider how B.LOV develops a strong emotional bond with its customers, which can prevent the deterioration of customer-brand bonding. This results in customers’ strong love for the brand and the exhibiting of positive behaviors like B.ENG and the contribution to B.EQU.



Finally, Chinese customers’ Apple B.ENG positively enhances B.EQU. Managers should understand the notion that a higher engagement with brands results in a stronger association between customers and brands. Particularly, effective experiential marketing can lead to the development of B.ENG. It can increase B.ENG using affective, behavioral, intellectual, and sensory experiences. This develops B.ENG, which in turn increases B.EQU. Furthermore, social media platforms might also play an important role in shaping B.EQU by involving customers in the co-creation activities of online brand pages or online brand communities.




7.3. Limitations and Future Work


Since no study is perfect, the study’s flaws help to provide the basis for potential future research. First, this empirical study explored the roles of Apple B.EXP, B.LOV, B.ENG, and B.EQU in the context of China, which can limit the study’s generalizability to other similar brands and countries. Future research may consider the B.EXP of other global and local brands from the perspective of Asian and European customers. This study investigated the Apple brand from the perspective of Chinese customers that represent a very strong collectivist culture. Therefore, future research studies might consider Hofstede’s cultural dimensions which could provide distinct outcomes from the perspective of collectivistic and individualistic cultures. Second, this research only considered the effects of B.EXP and B.ENG as reflective second-order constructs. To better understand the individual impacts of B.EXP dimensions (i.e., sensory, affective, behavioral, and intellectual) and B.ENG dimensions (i.e., cognitive processing, affection, and activation) future research may hypothesize multi-dimensional influences on subsequent constructs in the view of our research. Third, our study investigated the B.EXP without categorizing it into hedonic and utilitarian experiences. Prospective studies in the future can bring in-depth insights from the viewpoint of the hedonic and utilitarian brand experiences of different industries (e.g., fashion, retail, and services) in the settings of schema theory [121]. In addition, hedonic and utilitarian values’ direct and indirect effects in the context of our study will open new avenues for future research. Particularly, mediating roles of hedonic and utilitarian values can be explored between B.EXP and B.LOV. Finally, this study did not investigate the moderating impact and post-experience effects on subsequent constructs, which might be interesting points that grab the attention of researchers. Future research studies may explore the moderating effect of price fairness [90] and the relationship of quality’s direct and indirect effects [85]. Academicians can also look at how repurchase intentions, brand loyalty, and brand evangelism are driven by B.EXP.
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Appendix A


Constructs (Apple Brand—Likert Scale-7)



	
Brand Experience—Source: Brakus et al. [3]




	
Sensory




	
In my opinion, Apple products positively impact my visual senses.



	
In my view, Apple products do not appeal to my senses (r).



	
According to my perception, Apple products are exciting.








	
Affective




	
Apple products impact my feelings.



	
Apple products are appealing emotionally.



	
I do not have a strong emotion for Apple products (r).








	
Behavioral




	
I engage in physical actions and behaviors (such as working out, jogging, or other actions) when I use Apple products.



	
The outcome of using Apple products is a physical experience.



	
Apple products are not action-oriented (r).








	
Intellectual




	
I engage in a lot of thinking when I encounter Apple products.



	
Apple products do not make me think (r).



	
Apple products arouse my curiosity.
















	
Brand Love—Source: Wang et al. [93]




	
Apple products are fantastic



Apple products help to make me happy



I am passionate to get Apple products



I have an excellent attachment to the quality of Apple products











	
Brand Engagement—Source: Hollebeek et al. [94]




	
Cognitive Processing




	
Using Apple products gets me to think about the Apple brand.



	
I think about the Apple brand a lot when I’m using Apple products.



	
Using Apple products stimulates my interest to learn more about the Apple brand.








	
Affection




	
I feel very positive when I use Apple products.



	
Using Apple products makes me happy.



	
I feel good when I use Apple products.



	
I’m proud to use Apple products.








	
Activation




	
I spend a lot of time using Apple products, compared to other electronic products.



	
Whenever I’m using electronic products (such as phones, tablets, or music-related products), I usually use the Apple brand.



	
Apple is one of the brands I usually use when I use electronic products (such as phones, tablets, or music-related products).
















	
Brand Equity—Source: Yoo and Donthu [44] and Kumar [95]




	
It makes sense to use this Apple product instead of any other similar brand.



Even if another brand’s products offer the same features as Apple, I would still use Apple products.



If there were other brands as good as this Apple, I would still use Apple products.



If other brands did not differ from Apple in any way, I would still use Apple products.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 






Figure 1. Conceptual framework.



[image: Sustainability 15 00746 g001]







[image: Sustainability 15 00746 g002 550] 





Figure 2. Structural model output. 
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Table 1. Demographics information of target sample.






Table 1. Demographics information of target sample.










	Characteristic
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)





	Gender
	
	



	Male
	201
	59.29



	Female
	138
	40.71



	Age
	
	



	18–24
	23
	6.78



	25–30
	106
	31.27



	31–36
	102
	30.09



	37–42
	77
	22.71



	43 years above
	31
	9.15



	Education
	
	



	Undergraduate or Diploma
	229
	67.55



	Postgraduate
	84
	24.78



	Above Postgraduate
	26
	7.67



	Income
	
	



	Less than 5000 RMB
	74
	21.83



	5001–10,000 RMB
	183
	53.98



	10001–15,000 RMB
	69
	20.35



	Greater than 15,000 RMB
	13
	3.84



	Brand-EXP-Years
	
	



	Below and above one year
	40
	11.80



	3–4 Years
	144
	42.48



	4–5 Years
	101
	29.79



	Above 5 years
	54
	15.93



	Total Sample Size (N)
	339
	100.0
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Table 2. Measurement (outer) model outcomes.
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Constructs

	
Indicators

	
Loading

	
Alpha

	
CR

	
AVE






	
B.EXP

	
Sensory

	
0.717

	
0.776

	
0.856

	
0.598




	
Affective

	
0.772

	

	




	
Behavioral

	
0.809

	

	




	
Intellectual

	
0.793

	

	




	
B.LOV

	
Apple products are fantastic.

	
0.735

	
0.725

	
0.829

	
0.548




	
Apple products help to make me happy.

	
0.736

	

	




	
I am passionate to get Apple products.

	
0.741

	

	




	
I have an excellent attachment to the quality of Apple products.

	
0.747

	

	




	
B.ENG

	
Cognitive processing

	
0.781

	
0.705

	
0.836

	
0.629




	
Affection

	
0.826

	

	




	
Activation

	
0.772

	

	




	
B.EQU

	
It makes sense to use these Apple products instead of any other similar brand.

	
0.738

	
0.724

	
0.828

	
0.547




	
Even if another brand’s products offer the same features as Apple, I would still use Apple products.

	
0.735

	

	




	
If there were other brands as good as this Apple, I would still use Apple products.

	
0.737

	

	




	
If other brands did not differ from Apple in any way, I would still use Apple products.

	
0.747
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Table 3. Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio: Discriminant validity.
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	B.ENG
	B.EQU
	B.EXP
	B.LOV





	B.ENG
	
	
	
	



	B.EQU
	0.777
	
	
	



	B.EXP
	0.856
	0.843
	
	



	B.LOV
	0.694
	0.705
	0.890
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Table 4. Hypotheses and structural results.
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	Direct Effects
	Beta Value
	t-Value
	CI (2.5%)
	CI (97.5%)
	p Values
	Support





	Brand Engagement (R2 = 0.416)
	
	
	
	
	
	



	H1a: B.EXP -> B.ENG
	0.549 ***
	9.914
	0.436
	0.652
	0.000
	Yes



	H1b: B.EXP -> B.LOV
	0.668 ***
	18.518
	0.594
	0.737
	0.000
	Yes



	H1c: B.EXP -> B.EQU
	0.392 ***
	6.122
	0.266
	0.515
	0.000
	Yes



	Brand Love (R2 = 0.446)
	
	
	
	
	
	



	H2a: B.LOV -> B.ENG
	0.132 *
	2.185
	0.016
	0.253
	0.029
	Yes



	H2b: B.LOV -> B.EQU
	0.130 *
	2.336
	0.026
	0.245
	0.020
	Yes



	Brand Equity (R2 = 0.451)
	
	
	
	
	
	



	H4: B.ENG -> B.EQU
	0.243 ***
	4.317
	0.134
	0.353
	0.000
	Yes



	Mediation effects
	Indirect
	Direct
	CI (2.5%)
	CI (97.5%)
	p Values
	Support



	H3a: B.EXP -> B.LOV -> B.ENG
	0.088
	0.549
	0.010
	0.175
	0.036
	Partial



	H3b: B.EXP -> B.LOV -> B.EQU
	0.087
	0.392
	0.017
	0.170
	0.025
	Partial







Note(s): “(t >1.96 at * p <0.05); (t >3.29 at *** p <0.001); (two-tailed)”; B.EXP = Brand Experience, B.ENG = Brand Engagement, B.LOV = Brand Love, B.EQU = Brand Equity.
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