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Abstract: Value co-creation by users in a virtual community is a key element to encouraging the
community’s brand equity. This study analyzes the effect of the functional value provided by the
virtual community on the two value-co-creation behaviors that occur within it: (1) self-value co-
creation and (2) communal value co-creation. Through self-value co-creation, participants co-create
value to their own benefit by becoming involved in co-designing their experience. By communal
value co-creation, participants co-create value through evaluations, recommendations, and ideas that
benefit others. This study also asks whether multichannelity—using various channels to access the
virtual community (website and mobile app), as opposed to using a single channel (website or mobile
app)—has a moderating effect on the relationships proposed between value co-creation and brand
equity of the virtual community. The analysis is contrasted empirically for the virtual community
Tripadvisor with data collected by a research institute via telephone interview. Confirmatory factor
analysis and multi-group structural equation modeling techniques were used to assess the proposed
model. The study enriches two significant lines of scholarly research, value co-creation and brand
equity. It does so in multi-brand virtual contexts in which variety of service brands coexists with the
brand of the virtual community, and with users who access the virtual community through one or
various channels. The study also contributes to the formulation of business strategies oriented to
increasing the brand equity of virtual communities.

Keywords: value co-creation; functional value; brand equity; virtual community; multichannelity

1. Introduction

Recent reports published by PwC [1] reveal interesting information on consumers’
multichannel use in search and shopping processes. According to the study, users in Spain
regularly employ the online search for information as a source of inspiration for subsequent
shopping. The five online media most used regularly as a source of inspiration in shopping
are social networks, multibrand webpages, virtual communities, online price comparison
websites, and retailers’ individual webpages. It is also important to note that multichannel
search behavior and shopping have accelerated due to COVID-19. There is thus a business
need to improve the multichannel experience in different interactions with consumers.

In the area of scholarship, study of value co-creation in a multichannel context is
currently a priority in marketing research [2]. This entity encourages scholarly research to
tackle topics that can increase understanding of “the formation of consumers’ preferences
for virtual communities” and “the consumer’s involvement in the co-creation of products
and content through these communities”, among other issues.

To date, most academic studies of co-creation in virtual communities have analyzed the
phenomenon of co-creation from a unichannel perspective, focusing on the particularities
of the platform studied without considering the technology/-ies used to access the platform
(i.e., website, mobile app, etc.). This line of research has analyzed co-creation in discussion
forums [3,4], on social networks [5], and on applications specializing in videos [6]. In
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another line of research, studies that have incorporated the multichannel perspective into
study of virtual communities have not tackled the different facets of value co-creation.
They remain limited to analyzing how generation of any manifestation of value co-creation
(primarily e-wom) varies depending on the technology the user uses [7]. Our study
seeks to fill the gaps identified and to contribute to existing research by providing a
comprehensive conceptualization of value co-creation in a virtual community from a
multichannel perspective. Thus, conceptualization of co-creation in this study spans
different facets of the phenomenon and considers access to the virtual community from
different channels.

Although more advanced technologies will continue to emerge and create new op-
portunities for firm—customer interactions, understanding real customer preferences and
personalizing customer co-creation experience will remain a challenge [8]. The findings
of previous studies of the role of multichannelity in value co-creation are inadequate to
explain how the use of various technologies affects the virtual community user, an issue
critical to creation of the community’s brand equity. This study examines whether multi-
channelity vs. unichannelity encourages the positive impact of value co-creation on the
virtual community’s brand equity and whether this positive impact differs across channels.

The success of virtual communities depends greatly on achieving active participation
of members and recommendation of the community to third parties [9]. Brand equity is a
clear indicator of the achievement of these objectives—hence its inclusion as an important
dependent variable in our study. Users’ perception of the community’s brand equity will
ensure the community’s sustainability in the long term. The goal of the virtual community’s
sustainability is no small matter in our new era [10]. Now more than ever, consumers
make decisions to buy and/or consume based on ethical and /or environmental questions.
This trend can be seen in different sectors, such as the growth of the vegan movement in
diet or the purchasing of electric vehicles in the automotive industry. Such sustainable
behavior appears in the virtual community as well. Users co-create value motivated not
only by the desire to create value for themselves (self-value co-creation) but by the benefit
they can contribute to other participants in the virtual community [11,12]. Users in the
virtual community participate in co-creation processes to be useful to and/or to provide a
service and contribute to the wellbeing of other actors in the virtual community (communal
value co-creation). This study’s treatment of co-creation shows that it is a process that
contributes to sustainability of the ecosystem in which it takes place—in this case, the
virtual community.

To date, most published studies of value co-creation in the digital environment [4]
have been performed using the theoretical framework of Service-Dominant Logic (hereafter
SDL) [13,14]. Based on the premises of this new logic, organizations do not create and de-
liver value to passive consumers; rather, value is co-created or “jointly created” by multiple
actors, such as stakeholders, firms, and customers, always including the beneficiary.

Value co-creation has been studied extensively within the framework of SDL. Re-
search has tackled the validity and adaptability of its dimensions in the different digital
contexts [5,15] and identified both its antecedents and its results. Studies of antecedents
can be divided into those that focus on characteristics of the environment (e.g., interactivity,
reliability of the information) that encourage co-creation and those that identify individuals’
different motivations for participating in the co-creation process [16-19]. In analyzing the
results of value co-creation, studies stress its effect on variables connected to satisfaction,
commitment, loyalty, and trust, among other topics [20-25]. Other recent studies tackle
antecedents and results simultaneously when analyzing contexts of specific services [26].

To enrich the line of research on value co-creation within the framework of SDL, this
study proposes the following questions: To what extent does the perceived functional value
of a virtual community encourage value co-creation behavior in its users? As mentioned
above, value co-creation involves multiple actors in a virtual community. Therefore, can one
differentiate between self-value co-creation behaviors (for the beneficiary of the experience)
and communal-value co-creation behaviors (for the other actors, e.g., consumers, firms)?
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Do the different co-creation behaviors increase the virtual community’s brand equity?
Does the effect of value co-creation on brand equity differ between multichannel and
unichannel users?

To answer these questions, the next section presents a summary of the relevant
literature and the research hypotheses. The data and research methods are then presented,
followed by a discussion of the main findings and managerial recommendations.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Co-Creation Behaviors in Virtual Communities

Prior research suggests that value co-creation is a multidimensional concept [27,28].
The first studies of value co-creation in the digital environment explained this concept
through one or two components related to the user’s search for content and proactive
participation, generating and sharing content in order to take part in discussions as well
as give feedback and advice on products and/or services to other users of the virtual
community [3,4,15,29-31].

Since virtual communities are service ecosystems that include not only consumers but
also suppliers of the service, some studies incorporate co-innovation as another dimension
of value co-creation. Here, co-innovation is a component of the user’s voluntary partici-
pation in the platform by providing managers with ideas on how to improve the services
they deliver (users propose novel services, identify market trends, identify new types of
users, etc.) [32,33].

More recent studies of value co-creation also draw on the relationship literature to
add new dimensions to the component of the user’s voluntary participation in the platform
as it relates to connectedness. In other words, users of virtual communities also participate
in these communities to socialize, connect, and interact with other participants [27,28,34].

Based on the review performed, this study proposes two components of value co-
creation in virtual communities: self-value co-creation and communal-value co-creation.
Self-value co-creation emerges through the user’s involvement in making the value propo-
sition [13]. Self-value co-creation is part of the co-creation related to the user’s participation
in developing the value proposition and designing service provision [34]. For example, in
virtual communities of travelers, self-value co-creation occurs when the user participates in
designing his or her leisure experience—for example by searching for ideas in the virtual
community to organize that experience.

The component of communal-value co-creation—the user’s active participation in
the virtual community—materializes in recommending products/services to help other
members of the community, sharing ideas on how to improve the services housed in the
community [31], etc. These actions help to enrich and strengthen the community through
its members’ interactions [28].

2.2. Perceived Functional Value as an Antecedent of Value Co-Creation

Studies of the antecedents of value co-creation in the framework of Social Exchange
Theory argue that people who invest more effort in any activity—that is, people who
participate actively in the organization, development, and/or evaluation of that activity—
do so because they are motivated by the benefits or value they obtain in exchange and/or
generate for others [35]. According to the conceptualization of value by [36] and this
concept’s significant subsequent empirical development, any behavior—whether pre-
purchase/pre-consumption or post-purchase—responds, on the one hand, to utilitarian
or functional perceptions (functional value) [37] and, on the other, to hedonic perceptions
or perceptions of entertainment (hedonic value). This study focuses on the functional
dimension of the value that the virtual community provides to its users. This value serves
as a lever on which the managers can act directly. For example, virtual communities have
tools within their reach to modify the functional value of the platform as perceived by its
users (e.g., functionalities that permit a higher level of personalization of the service the
platform provides). In this context, perceived functional value is defined as the customer’s



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8403

40f16

evaluation of how efficient and useful the virtual community has been in meeting his/her
goal [37].

The virtual community facilitates the exchange of operant resources (e.g., information,
knowledge, skills) that improve the perceived functional value for the platform. Thanks to
these resources, users feel they can make better decisions, and this feeling fosters a higher
degree of self-value co-creation [28] and of communal-value co-creation, or willingness to
cooperate with the other actors in the virtual community [38]. Cooperation can materialize
in recommendations to other users about products/services with which users have had
good experiences [39]. It can also involve communication about service errors and sug-
gestions for improvement to the firms housed on the virtual platform [10]. Based on the
foregoing, we propose:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Perceived functional value positively influences self-value co-creation in
the virtual community.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Perceived functional value positively influences communal-value co-
creation in the virtual community.

2.3. Brand Equity as a Result of Value Co-Creation

The concept of brand equity (BE) was popularized in the late 1980s and early 1990s,
beginning with pioneering studies by [40-42]. BE is considered as one of the most valuable
intangible assets organizations can have, hence the importance of developing marketing
strategies that help to increase BE. This study considers it important to incorporate virtual
community BE as the dependent variable in the model, since BE is essential for differentiat-
ing the platform from competitors to achieve greater preference for it and a larger number
of users, ultimately ensuring its long-term survival.

The study of BE is undertaken from a dual perspective [43], financial and consumer-
based brand equity (CBBE). From the financial perspective, BE can be estimated as the
incremental cash flows and asset values that accrue to a brand [44-47]. The integrative per-
spective relates CBBE to BE measured from a sales perspective [48]. From the consumer’s
perspective, we highlight the modeling of BE by [41,42]. Ref. [41] defines BE as a set of
assets and liabilities associated with the brand name and symbology that can be managed
to create value. It has five components: brand awareness, brand associations, perceived
quality, and degree of loyalty generated, as well as other generic elements classified as
“other assets attributable to the brand,” such as patents, know-how;, etc. For [42], BE is part
of brand knowledge in terms of brand awareness, as well as brand associations (character-
istics, benefits, and attitudes). This study analyzes BE from the consumer’s perspective
(CBBE). A long line of research has developed on the factors that affect the construction
of BE and its components, both those linked to improving the consumer’s brand experi-
ence [49] and the implementation of more effective conventional and/or digital marketing
strategies [50-53].

Little research has focused on the positive relationship between value co-creation
and CBBE [54-56]. Studies in the B2B environment confirm this relationship [57], as do
studies in the tourist environment [55,58,59]. Ref. [57] propose a theoretical model for
virtual communities based on a review of the literature and on good management practices,
indicating that co-innovation activities on virtual platforms generate BE for these platforms.
In another study of virtual communities, [20] confirm that value co-creation in a virtual
community of travelers contributes to generating BE for suppliers of the services housed
on the platform. This study proposes that the greater the co-creation by users in the virtual
community of travelers (both on the personal level, using the platform to design their
consumption experiences and on the level of other users, using the platform to make
comments, help others, contribute ideas, etc.), the larger the CBBE virtual community
will be, as numerous studies like [60] confirm that the quantity, quality, and updating
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of information in the virtual community contribute to increasing its levels of use and
preference—both indicators of its BE. Based on the foregoing, we propose:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Self-value co-creation in the virtual community positively influences
its CBBE.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). Communal-value co-creation in the virtual community positively influ-
ences its CBBE.

2.4. Moderating Effect of Multichannelity on the Proposed Model

This study draws on “niche theory” to propose that multichannelity can exert a
moderating effect on the relationships established between value co-creation in the virtual
community and the community’s CBBE. Ref. [61] used this theory to argue that users who
are in a context where they can choose among different channels and who experience a
dilemma about which channel to use will choose based on the utility each channel provides,
depending on the activity they are going to perform, how long it will take, etc. It could thus
happen that different channels coexist or that some channels replace others. Niche theory
has met with widespread acceptance in modeling that analyzes multichannelity to explain
the consumer’s behavior. As new channels have been developed, niche theory has been
used to explain their coexistence. Based on this theory, research has studied coexistence of
interactive and traditional media [62], as well as the simultaneous use of mobile Internet,
PC Internet, and traditional media [7].

Studies like those by [35,63] confirm that multichannelity in virtual communities
conditions users’ type of participation. For virtual communities of users, the authors
of [64] stress that variables such as perceived ease of use and ubiquity of the medium,
among others, determine which channel is preferred for sharing opinions, searching for
information, etc. For example, using the cellphone gives greater ubiquity and flexibility
in spacetime than using the desktop computer [7]. These factors favor the frequency with
which this channel is used in a virtual community to perform simple, immediate tasks,
such as searching for information on a restaurant at a tourist destination as dinnertime ap-
proaches. Not all users of a virtual community are multichannel users, however; many use
the community through one channel only. Differences may exist between these two types
of users, for example, in the effect on BE of co-creation behaviors in the virtual community.

Prior experience in the use of a single channel reduces the costs of learning and anxiety
when using a specific technology, while also increasing satisfaction with the use experi-
ence [65]. Co-creation behaviors generally imply users” dedication and involvement, both
when they self-value co-create in advance activities that they will perform at a destination
and when they participate actively in recommending, generating, and sharing feedback
about specific activities with other users. Unichannel users of a virtual community must,
however, have more in-depth specialized knowledge of the channel they use than multi-
channel users, whose unichannel knowledge may be more limited. Both considerations
suggest the possibility that co-creation will have a stronger effect on BE in unichannel
than in multichannel users. We have no found research studies, however, that analyze the
moderating role of multichannelity vs. unichannelity in the relationship of co-creation to
BE. Based on the preceding arguments, this study poses the following H3:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). The relationship established between co-creation behaviors in the virtual
community and the community’s CBBE is significantly more intense for unichannel users (website

or mobile app) than for multichannel users.

Figure 1 presents the theoretical model proposed.
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Figure 1. Theoretical Research model.

3. Methodology
3.1. Data Collection and Sample

To achieve the study goals, we used a market research institute to obtain the infor-
mation via telephone survey of a valid sample of 600 Tripadvisor users. The sampling
error was 4%. All respondents fulfilled the requirement of having commented at least once
in the Tripadvisor virtual community on their experiences with any service (restaurant,
flight, hotel, or lodging). The market research institute has panels of consumers and se-
lection and validation processes that guarantee the representativeness and validity of the
information obtained.

The sample profile is balanced by gender, with 50.3% women and 47.3% men. The re-
spondents’ ages were primarily in the ranges of 36-50 (37.2%) and 26-35 (29%). Nearly half
had studied at the university (49.5%), 51.8% had net monthly incomes of EUR 1000-2000,
and the most common family type was the family with no children, (41%), followed by
family with one child (23.3%), and family with two children (19.5%). As to frequency of
comments and categories of services on which the respondents commented, 45.2% of the
survey respondents comment at least 50% of the times they use the platform, and they
comment primarily on hotels (74.2%) and restaurants (49.5%).

3.2. Measurement Scales

The items used to measure the concepts were obtained by adapting scales used
previously in the academic literature. The scale for perceived functional value was adapted
from [66]. To analyze co-creation behaviors, users’ self-value co-creation through co-
production behaviors was measured by adapting the items used in the study by [28]. Users’
communal-value co-creation through active participation in the virtual community was
measured by adapting the scales from [1,31,67]. Finally, virtual community CBBE was
measured using the four-item unidimensional direct measure in [68] as a reference.

All scales were measured using 11-point Likert scales from 0 (disagree completely) to
10 (agree completely). To measure the moderating variable on the trait of multichannel user
of the virtual community, we used a single question that asked individuals in the sample
to indicate whether they participated in Tripadvisor’s virtual community by using only the
website, only the mobile app, or both channels.

The techniques used to analyze the information were, first, a descriptive analysis
of the model variables and, second, a study analysis conducted using covariance-based
confirmatory factor analyses and structural equation modeling with AMOS 26 software.
This analysis used the data aggregated for all virtual community users in the study (n = 600).
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Finally, multi-group analysis of the structural modeling of covariance was performed to
determine the moderating effect of multichannelity on the proposed model. For the
multigroup analysis, the users of the virtual community were divided into two segments
based on the channel used—those who used a single channel to participate in the platform,
whether only website or only mobile app (n = 357), versus those who used both channels
(n =243).

4. Results
4.1. Measurement Model

We confirmed the quality of the measurement scales for each sample, as recommended
by [69]. The confirmatory factor analysis performed showed very satisfactory fit in both
samples for modeling the four factors proposed. In the sample of unichannel users of the
virtual community (website or mobile app), the relationship x?/d.f. = 1.47 was below the
maximum threshold of 2 recommended by [70]. The values of the CFI and AGFI were
0.99 and 0.93, respectively, higher than the minimum value of 0.9 recommended by [70].
The RMSEA value was 0.04, lower than the maximum value of 0.06 proposed by [71].
In the sample of multichannel users of the virtual community (website and mobile app),
the values obtained were also within the limits recommended in the academic literature
(x?/d.f. = 1.80, CFI = 0.97, AGFI = 0.89, and RMSEA = 0.05).

Table 1 presents the results for reliability and validity in both samples. In all cases, the
statistics used for reliability—the Alpha Cronbach and composite reliability—were higher
than the minimum value of 0.70 [72]. In all cases, the variance extracted was greater than
or equal to a variance of 0.5, and all items had sufficient convergent validity, since all the
parameters were statistically significant.

Discriminant validity was also confirmed in both samples. Table 2 shows that the root
of the percentage of variance extracted for each construct is higher in all cases than the
correlation between each pair of concepts.

Finally, we examined measurement invariance between the two groups, as follows.
First, we performed multigroup confirmatory analysis. The results showed satisfactory
fit (x* = 280.94; d.f. = 152; x2/d.f. = 1.85; CFI = 0.98; NFI = 0.96; IFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.04).
Second, we imposed the restriction of equality of parameters for the two samples and
compared the results for goodness of fit in the restricted model to the results for goodness
of fit in the unrestricted model. Since model fit did not worsen significantly, measurement
invariance is fulfilled. The differences observed between the causal relationship models are
thus due to the causal relationships themselves and not to measurement of the constructs.

As common method bias may have confounding effects on the relationships observed
among the constructs, particularly when data are self-reported (as in this study), the single-
common-method factor approach was used to test for common method bias [10]. The
measurement model was estimated with a single-method first-order factor added to all
indicators of the latent variables. The fit indices (CFI, NFI, and RMSEA) in the common-
method factor model were similar to those in the basic model, and the correlation estimates
between the constructs remained unchanged between the two models [73]. On the basis of
these results, common method bias was not considered to be a problem in the research.

4.2. Causal Relationship Model

We estimate the model in Figure 1 using structural equations modeling, without
including the moderating effect. The fit obtained is satisfactory (x> = 156.23; d.f. = 76;
x2/d.f. = 2.05; CFI = 0.99; NFI = 0.98; IFI = 0.99; GFI = 0.97; AGFI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.04),
and all proposed hypotheses are confirmed. Figure 2 presents the path coefficients for the
overall model. We observe that the functional value provided by the virtual community
is a key antecedent to stimulating both components of value co-creation (Hla and H1b).
Further, self-value co-creation of the experience in which the user engages in the virtual
community and participation in that experience relative to other users (communal-value
co-creation) encourage the community’s BE (H2a and H2b).
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Table 1. Analysis of reliability and validity of measurement scales for users who use the virtual community through website or mobile app only (unichannel) versus those who use both

channels (multichannel).

Reliability Validity
Li E; , Composite Average Variance ‘s
Variables Cronbach’s Alpha Reliability (CR) Extracted (AVE) Convergent Validity
Uni Multi Uni Multi Uni Multi Uni Multi Uni Multi Uni Multi
ional value. Tripadvi v1: Find services that fit my interests 0.82 0.80 0.33 0.36 t=... t=...
functl(?na Vvalue. lripadvisor vy: Choose the service I need 0.77 0.90 041 0.20 0.80 0.85 0.80 0.85 0.58 0.66 t=12.25** t=13.12**
ets me: v3: Get ideas to plan my experiences 0.68 0.74 0.54 0.46 t=11.25** t=11.73 ***
Self-value co-creation. When Z;:nllp Zflzﬁzfc:twely in organization 0.86 0.74 0.26 0.45 t=... t=...
thinking about the experiences Vst I{onsﬁ der comments from other users 0.74 0.74 0.79 0.75 0.57 0.51
. —_ R — Lt
}e/‘c]):h};:t\;ed/commented o to organize my experiences 0.85 0.77 0.27 041 t=15.19 t=9.08
. - ve: I get involved in the whole _ . _ .
Tripadvisor organization process 0.68 0.61 0.58 0.53 t=8.68 t=7.81
v7: If Iliked the experience, I say 078 0.78 038 0.39 t= f=
. szsitf“{i::len;grsl idea about how to 073 0.79 047 038 093 091 091 090 067 064 f=12.17 t=7.06 %
‘?V(melunal-value co-'cr.eatlogl. . improve the experience, I include it ’ ’ ) ’ e -
en 1 express an opinion abou : When I have had a problem, I let ok -
an experience on Tripadvisor: ;()e ople know v P 0.77 0.64 0.40 0.59 t=16.11 % t=7.09*
vio: I give other users advice 0.87 0.86 0.24 0.26 t=18.23** t=14.19 **
v11: I show other users how to choose the _ . _ e
service better 0.92 0.89 0.15 0.21 t=18.35 t=14.20
viz2: I prefer using Tripadvisor to other 091 0.88 017 023 t= t=
brands that provide similar services ’ ’ ’ ’ T T
vi3: Although another brand has the 0.95 093 095 094 0.84 077
same characteristics as Tripadvisor, I 0.90 0.87 0.20 0.25 t=26.18 *** t=18.21 ***
Virtual community CBBE prefer to use Tripadvisor
vi4: Although Tripadvisor is no different
from other brands, it seems good to 0.94 0.85 0.11 0.27 t=27.60 *** t=16.60 ***
use Tripadvisor
vis: I like Tripadvisor better than other 091 0.92 017 016 = 2735w = 19.87 *+

similar brands

Note: L; = Standardized loading; E; = (1 — R2): Error variance. *** p <0.01.
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Table 2. Analysis of discriminant validity for both pairs of samples (unichannel vs. multichannel users) by average

variance method.

Self-Value

Communal-Value

Virtual Community

Variables Segments Functional Value Co-Creation Co-Creation CBBE
F conal val uni-channel 0.76
unctional value multi-channel 0.81
Self-value uni-channel 0.46 0.75
co-creation multi-channel 0.48 0.71
Communal-value uni-channel 0.38 0.44 0.82
co-creation multi-channel 0.34 0.23 0.80
Virtual community uni-channel 0.36 0.56 0.62 0.92
CBBE multi-channel 0.36 0.57 0.43 0.88

Note: Values in bold on the diagonal correspond to the square root of the average variance extracted in each construct. Values below the
diagonal represent the correlations between pairs of constructs. Unichannel: Users in the virtual community who access the same good
through either the website or the mobile app. Multichannel users: Users in the virtual community who access the same good through the
website and through the mobile app.

Functional value

VALUE CO-CREATION

Self-value
co-creation

Communal-value
co-creation

0.38***

0.48**

Virtual
community
CBBE

Figure 2. Estimation of causal model. *** p < 0.01.

We now analyze the moderating effect and perform a multigroup structural analysis
for users who participate in the virtual community through a single channel (website
or mobile app), as opposed to those who use both channels. We compare the results of
the two models—the first, unrestricted model and a second model, on which we impose
the restriction of equality for the structural parameters in the two segments (restricted
model). The results for goodness of fit show significant worsening in the model when
we impose restrictions of equality on the structural relationships These findings indicate
significant differences in some of the structural relationships proposed in the theoretical
model, depending on the choice of channels used to participate in the virtual community.

More specifically, the effect of communal-value co-creation in the virtual community
on the community’s BE is significantly stronger in the segment of users who participate
only through the community’s webpage or only through its mobile app (8 = 0.53 *** in the
unichannel segment vs. B = 0.33 *** in the multichannel segment) (see Figure 3). These
results are discussed in the next section.
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— — — — » Relationship produced with varying intensity
—® Relationship produced with equal intensity

VALUE CO-CREATION

Uni = 0.43**
Multi =0.48**
CR=0.29 (n.s.)

Uni = 0.37*
Multi = 0.49**
CR=1.52(ns.)

Self-value
co-creation

Virtual
community
CBBE

Functional value

Communal-value

Uni = 0.37+ Uni = 0.53
Multi = 0.34"* co-creation Multi = 0.33+
CR=1.38(ns.) CR =181

Figure 3. Results of multigroup analysis for unichannel users vs. multichannel users. Uni = Access to virtual community
through either website or mobile app; Multi = Access to virtual community through website and mobile app. *** p < 0.01;
* p <0.1; n.s. = not significant; C.R.: Critical ratio for differences between parameters. t = 1.65 for * p < 0.10 and t = 2.58 for
%%

p <0.01.

We also analyzed the possible differences for users of the virtual community who
access it through a single channel and found that the type of channel used (website vs.
mobile app) has a moderating effect on the relationship between the dimensions of co-
creation and brand equity. Table 3 presents these results.

Table 3. Results of multigroup analysis for Website users vs. Mobile app users.

Website Mobile App
Self-value co-creation — Virtual community CBBE 0.41 *** 0.17 (n.s.)
Communal-value co-creation — Virtual community CBBE 0.54 *** 0.47 ***

Note: *** p < 0.01; n.s. = not significant.

The results displayed in Table 3 confirm that using the website to access the virtual
community has a positive moderating effect on the relationship between self-value co-
creation and virtual community CBBE. No significant difference in effect is observed,
however, between website vs. mobile app users in the relationship established between
communal-value co-creation and virtual community CBBE.

Finally, we stress the high proportion of variance in the dependent variable explained
in both groups. For the group that uses both platforms, we obtained an R? of 0.41 for
virtual community CBBE. For the group that uses only one channel (website or mobile
app), R? was 0.48.

5. Discussion

This study confirms the conceptual framework proposed. First, the results obtained
provide evidence that the perceived functional value of a virtual community positively
influences its users’ participation in the process of value co-creation. The results also
confirm the positive impact of value co-creation behaviors on the virtual community’s
CBBE, reinforcing prior studies that point in this direction [55].

According to [39,74], virtual communities are ideal contexts for studying co-creation.
They encourage an ecosystem in which value is co-created or “jointly created” by multiple
actors—for example, firms and customers—always including the beneficiary (premises
6 and 10, respectively) [14]. Following this premise of SDL, our study enriches prior re-
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search on the co-creation process in virtual communities by identifying two co-creation
behaviors that involve all actors mentioned above: (1) self-value co-creation, which rep-
resents the user’s involvement in design of his/her experience; and (2) communal-value
co-creation through the user’s active participation in the virtual community, which encour-
ages dialogue and relationships with the other actors who intervene in the community
(other consumers, firms). Self-value co-creation is an essential component of co-creation.
Thanks to self-value co-creation, actors can develop themselves fully, becoming direct par-
ticipants in their own co-creation experience by creating value in a way that has meaning
for themselves [75]. For example, consumers co-produce when they consult the comments
on the virtual community that are most useful/interesting to them and use the comments
to plan their tourist experience. On the other hand, participating in the virtual community
by making recommendations to potential consumers, providing ideas to service firms, etc.,
enables these actors (potential consumers, firms) to co-construct personalized value to suit
their context. Through the virtual community, therefore, potential consumers consult other
users” recommendations and comments to make better decisions and thus to construct
value for themselves. Similarly, firms are motivated by the comments and suggestions
received to make improvements to services and thus also co-create value.

Second, the study contributes to the existing literature on the influence of multichan-
nelity on the value co-creation process [63] by introducing as moderating variables use
of multiple channels of the virtual community vs. use of only one channel. The study
examines whether multichannel use to participate in the virtual community of travel-
ers (website or mobile app vs. both channels) changes the intensity of the relationships
established between co-creation behaviors and virtual community CBBE. Although we
live in a hyperconnected society and a large portion of purchase decisions are made after
consulting virtual communities, prior studies in this field have not examined whether the
multichannelity enabled by the various channels that virtual communities give their users
can increase preference for the virtual community’s brand by stimulating the co-creation
behaviors that occur in the community [35].

The results of this study show that the positive effect on BE of participation in the
virtual community is significantly more intense in the group that participates in the vir-
tual community through a single channel only, whether the website or the mobile app.
Communal-value co-creation in the virtual community requires a high degree of cognitive
effort, since it is through active participation that users recommend services, contribute
novel ideas for improving services, identify errors, make suggestions for improvement,
etc. To counteract this cognitive effort, they seek to feel comfortable with the channel used
and to have the navigation skills needed. Such comfort generally occurs when they make
intensive use of a single channel rather than extensive use of several channels. This finding
helps to generalize results along the same lines as the analysis in [54] of a specific case
of one brand. Intensive use of one channel increases the individual’s degree of expertise
with the medium [76]. Thus, the more one participates in the virtual community through a
single channel, the better one knows that channel (its interface, its content, how to navigate
it). One is therefore more comfortable and perceives greater ability to develop information,
creating a virtuous circle that leads to greater preference for that virtual community, with
positive repercussions for its BE [77]. Using several channels does not seem to have the
same effect on preference for the platform and thus on its BE. One reason could be that
the multichannel user perceives imperfect omnichannelity in the channels used, due to
perception that the channels lack integration and consistency because of differences in
design of the interface, tools available, and use functionalities.

In addition, the unichannel context produces interesting results for the two types
of channels examined (website and mobile app). For the segment of website users, self-
value co-creation has a strong positive effect on preference for the virtual community, but
no statistically significant relationship is observed between the variables for mobile app
users. These results fit with those of with prior studies indicating that the segment of
webpage users who interact intensively with brands during the different phases of the
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shopping process (pre-purchase, purchase, and post-purchase phases) perceive webpages
as especially useful and convenient in the information search phase [78]. In this study,
self-value co-creation occurs precisely in the phase prior to purchase, as it reflects the
value co-creation produced when the user is involved in organization of the experience.
Ultimately, the virtual community’s website makes the information search process substan-
tially easier for its users, making this stage very convenient and pleasurable. The website
strengthens users’ participation in self-value co-creation, which contributes to increasing
their preference for the virtual community. Managers of the virtual community must pay
special attention to the quality of information, navigation structure, and graphic design of
their webpages to promote maximum use of this channel, which encourages the positive
influence of self-value cocreation in the virtual community CBBE. The webpage’s perceived
utility and ease of use are crucial factors for promoting users’ involvement in preparing
their experiences and preference for a specific virtual community for this pursuit.

For users who only use the mobile app, however, self-value cocreation has no influence
at all on virtual community CBBE. According to prior research, this is the case because
these users do not choose the mobile app to search for information [79]. They use it more
in post-purchase phases, for example, to generate feedback on the services to other users.
One significant implication for management derived from this result involves fostering
use of the mobile app during pre-purchase search for information and preparation of the
experience. Such use would increase the virtual community’s brand equity derived from
self-value co-creation.

Examining the positive influence of communal-value co-creation on virtual commu-
nity CBBE shows no significant differences between website vs. mobile app users. One
implication of this result involves the independence of the channel virtual community users
use. Both the website and the mobile app must have interfaces adapted to make it easy and
comfortable for their users to write comments, respond to comments, and upload pictures,
videos, etc., as their participation in communal-value co-creation will thus strengthen their
preference for the virtual community.

The findings also show that, at a specific level of co-creation, using various channels
to access the virtual community (website and mobile app) does not generate greater
virtual community CBBE than access through a single channel (website or mobile app).
Virtual communities must examine the degree of omnichannelity that each of their different
channels possesses and make it easy for their users to employ various channels synergically,
thus obtaining functional value and transforming this value into higher levels of co-creation.

Since co-creation in the virtual community can produce a positive variable like CBBE,
persons in charge of the community must manage this process properly, designing strate-
gies to encourage users to contribute actively to value co-creation. More specifically,
involving users in value co-creation depends to a great extent on their perception of the
functional value the virtual community provides.

Identifying the factors that improve perception of the platform’s functional value
is crucial to managing the platform. Among these factors, it is advisable to incorporate
elements of personalization that stimulate the participant. Getting users to personalize
their experience as much as possible when they access the virtual community increases
their perceived utility and gives them a more favorable perception of functional value.
The virtual community must thus develop tools to enable its users easily to find services
that fit their needs (clear and accessible filters), enable them to create lists to save favorite
services, and ultimately design a functional search environment that enables the user to
obtain personalized experiences.

Managers of the virtual community must also promote omnichannelity of the different
platforms for accessing the virtual community—in this case, the website and mobile
app—since each of these platforms reinforces the positive influence of co-creation on the
virtual community’s BE. The two platforms should be consistent for multichannel users.
They should also be integrated and coordinated, since users can then synergically choose
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one or the other to make comments, contribute ideas, etc., according to their experience,
preferences, and circumstances.

Based on these results, users co-create value and prefer a specific virtual community
when they feel comfortable with the channel used (website/mobile app). Managers of
the virtual community are thus advised to orient their strategy to omnichannelity of their
channels. They must encourage integration, coordination, and consistency in the brand’s
different channels to facilitate the multichannel user in making evaluations and comments,
contributing ideas, and creating multimedia content on any channel. Ultimately, any action
that helps to increase the possibilities for personalizing the virtual channel, its usability,
and its ease of use will promote the process of co-creation within it and thus its CBBE.

To conclude, we note some limitations of this study, which can give rise to future lines
of research. First, the co-creation behaviors were obtained through responses by survey
respondents based on their perceptions. It could generate selection bias (self-selection
bias) if there were any difference between respondents and non-respondents. It is thus
advisable to follow up by analyzing respondents’ real behavior in the virtual community.
Likewise, since the study was performed with a group of participants representative of the
Spanish market, repetition of the study in other geographic contexts would give it greater
external validity. In addition, future research could consider including new antecedents
in the proposed modeling (e.g., other motivations of virtual community users, such as
hedonic value).
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