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Abstract: The widespread of social media facilitates many changes in the higher education 

sector including the branding activities of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in emerging 

countries. This triggered a need for this research to deepen our understanding of students’ social 

engagement with HEI brands and its importance in developing customer-based brand equity 

(CBBE) for the HEIs.  Drawing from social information processing theory, this paper examines 

the influence of Social Brand Engagement (SBE) on CBBE, and brand choice intention of HEIs 

taking into consideration the mediating effects of brand credibility, and electronic word-of-

mouth (eWOM) from the perspective of undergraduates. Employing a quantitative survey 

design, 384 undergraduates from Sri Lankan HEIs were selected for this study. While SBE 

positively influences CBBE, this relationship is significantly mediated by brand credibility and 

eWOM. The findings also indicated that CBBE encourages the students to increase their 

intention in selecting an HEI to pursue their higher studies. Further, this study provides insights 

into the potential role of SBE and CBBE in advancing the broader understanding of brand 

relationship management, brand engagement, and social media research. Our conceptualization 

of SBE suggests a need for managers to adopt creative strategies that will arouse customers' 

interest and attention to participate in such interactions. 
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1. Introduction 

In today’s global marketplace, the role of brand management has been elevated to a new 

level of importance (M'zungu et al., 2019). Brands as powerful assets represent the essence of 

a company; therefore, they must be carefully developed and managed (Leijerholt et al., 2019). 

Since the brand is one of a company’s most valuable intangible assets, a brand functions as a 

powerful differentiator for the business and as a decision-making tool for customers (Ökten et 

al., 2019). Branding efforts are no longer limited to “consumer products.” Firms and 

organizations in various service industries have been trying to utilize branding strategies to 

build stronger brands (Ottman, 2017). In this regard, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are 

not exceptions; they have also begun to realize the need to develop sustainable brand strategies 

(Endo et al., 2019). In fact, branding has increasingly become a strategic imperative for HEIs 

in order to develop meaningfully differentiated brands to communicate their strengths.  

As HEIs are considered the students as ‘customers’, branding and marketing purposes 

has raised much debate in the higher education sector (Guilbault, 2018). Although the HEIs 

could not survive without a proven marketing practice such as branding, HEIs took some time 

to warm to this concept; when they did, it was not without some controversy (Álvarez-

Mendiola and González-Ledesma, 2018).  Since the higher education market has become 

highly competitive, domestically as well as internationally, HEIs are looking to counteract the 

new market forces primarily by differentiating themselves in the global arena (Lomer et al., 

2018). As a result of recent globalization and increased competition, branding and brand equity 

have received a great deal of attention, where the ultimate goal of all branding strategies is to 

build strong brand equity for HEIs  (Kaushal and Ali, 2019). Brand equity assesses the 

competitive relationships among a number of brands by identifying the set of perceptions, 

preferences, and associations that customers have about the brands (Iglesias et al., 2019). 

Similarly, brand equity enables the HEIs’ marketers to add symbolic meaning to their services 

in order to achieve the required differentiation (Kaushal and Ali, 2019).  

 The concepts of brand equity and social brand engagement is well established in 

marketing literature. However, such conceptualizations are typically applied to products rather 

than the services; so that relatively under-researched domain of higher  education (Iglesias et 

al., 2019). In spite of all the arguments, higher education systems continue to engage 

themselves actively in the branding process. Accordingly, the researchers, in this article, focus 

on understanding the determinants of brand equity from the students’ (customers’) perspective 

and the present study is focusing on customer-based brand equity (CBBE) for HEIs. It is 

believed that the emergence of CBBE has forced HEIs to place a greater emphasis on 

improving their marketing strategies through social media to survive in the modern digital era.  

The rising popularity of social media has offered a platform for students to meet and 

share their experience and enthusiasm regarding their preferred HEIs (Chugh and Ruhi, 2018). 

Social brand engagement opens up many new opportunities for prospective students to extract 

HEIs’ information from existing and potential students through different social networking 

sites (Liu et al., 2018). The importance of increasing students’ social brand engagement and 

sense of belonging to their institution, faculty, or department is critical to student retention 

(Conduit et al., 2016). Students’ social engagement with HEI brands has become crucial in 

improving the student’s enrolment rate. Social brand engagement is recognized as a predictor 

of HEIs success (Conduit et al., 2016). In addition, students’ engagement with HEI brands has 

long been recognized as integral in developing a sense of belonging, social networks, and 
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relationships with fellow students, facilitating persistence and degree attainment (Rutter et al., 

2016) . Previous studies have indicated that students’ social brand engagement is often more 

persuasive through social media as it is more influential in communicating brand meaning than 

marketing-driven, mass-targeted messages (Osei-Frimpong, 2019).  

Many of the prior researchers have studied CBBE typologies on manufacturing sectors 

such as luxury brands (Kim and Ko, 2012; Godey et al., 2016), airline industry  (Seo and Park, 

2018), and retail (Çifci et al., 2016). The literature on the marketing of services conceptualizes 

a service such as higher education as highly complex and high in divergence (Walsh et al., 

2017). But limited studies have been done on CBBE in service sectors specifically on HEIs  

(Herrero-Crespo et al., 2016). While the importance of CBBE for HEIs has been highlighted 

in the literature, a comprehensive empirical analysis of how CBBE occurs in HEIs is missing. 

Despite the evident importance of the CBBE, empirical research in identifying the relationship 

between customers’ social brand engagement for CBBE has received limited attention. 

However, what remains unclear is how student-to-student interaction facilitates social brand 

engagement through social media and how it is important in creating and enhancing brand 

equity from the perspectives of the students of higher education (Tapanila et al., 2018). 

Moreover, it is unclear whether the CBBE in the emerging countries influences customers’ 

perception towards domestic products or services as most of the previous studies of CBBE 

have focused only on emerged countries (Heinberg et al., 2019).  

In particular, Sri Lanka, as an emerging country in Asia, strives to attract students and 

increase the enrolment rate in the higher education context. Sri Lankan higher education sector 

is trying to improve the undergraduate enrolment rate since the gross enrolment ratio reached 

close to 20% in 2016, placing it among the lowest rates of all emerging countries (Nedelkoska 

et al., 2018). Therefore, HEIs in Sri Lanka are struggling to increase the enrolment rate of the 

undergraduates while reducing outbound mobility. Therefore, this study is focusing on the 

higher education sector of Sri Lanka, and emerging country, in relating to social media 

adoption, and branding. Since the previous researchers have mainly focused on emerged 

countries in studying social media which is claimed as bias and lack of generalizable 

implications in emerging countries. 

Therefore, the present study is centred on the extent to which social brand engagement 

influence undergraduates’ perception of CBBE in Sri Lankan higher education sectors. In order 

to test the relationship between social brand engagement, and CBBE, this study further 

incorporated brand credibility and eWOM with the hope of enhancing generalizability.  Based 

on the Social Information Processing Theory (SIPT), we argue that students’ social brand 

engagement on social media induce students to rely on the expertise, and trustworthiness of the 

HEI brands and then to engage with eWOM (electronic word-of-mouth) activities to enhance 

brand equity related to HEI brands which in turn increases brand choice intention. 

There are three major contributions of this study to the literature. Firstly, this study 

extends SITP to higher education literature to explain the influence of social brand engagement, 

on CBBE of HEIs, taking into consideration the role of brand credibility, and eWOM.  

Secondly, most previous studies about social brand engagement and CBBE have been 

conducted in emerged countries. Limited studies focus on these topics in emerging countries 

which therefore limit any generalizability of theory (Heinberg et al., 2019).  Therefore, the 

present study aims to test the impact of social brand engagement on CBBE for HEIs in the Sri 

Lankan context. Finally, this study identifies the mediating effect of brand credibility, and 

eWOM related to higher education context which has not received attention in the literature. 
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2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Social Information Processing Theory 

Social Information Processing Theory (SIPT) suggested that individuals find alternative 

ways to gather information about the brands (Jahng and Hong, 2017), and make a judgment 

based on the information received from the people close to them or from the groups. An 

individual's behavior is usually contingent on information-processing patterns, which involve 

an individual’s perception of social cues in the opinion community. In order to form the 

impression of the brands, people adapt their perceptions based on whatever information 

provided by others (Shan, 2016) which later leads to having a similar perception towards the 

brands like others. Bhaduri and Ha-Brookshire (2017) purport that customers could make 

judgments about the brands by referring to the information shared on social media to create a 

unique value about the brand in their minds.   

Students’ engagement with social media helps them to gather information about the HEI 

brands. Although social media facilitates the students to engage with their peers and HEIs, the 

ability of the social brand engagement in creating a unique HEI value in the minds of the 

students is problematic (Sim et al., 2018). Students’ social engagement with their peers through 

different social media platforms helps them to gather information and to increase the credibility 

of the HEI brands while encouraging eWOM activities to provide value-rich experience in 

order to create brand equity from the perspectives of the students. That is students’ trust in the 

information received from their peers and their engagement in eWOM creates a deep 

association with HEIs, which in turn increases HEIs’ brand value and the students’ positive 

perception about the HEI. 

2.2 Social Brand Engagement  

The recent evolution of engagement research in the marketing literature provides a 

broadened perspective of engagement. It recognizes that engagement extends beyond a dyadic 

interaction between an individual and a brand and involves a network of interactions with 

various others, all of which can impact the engagement with the brand (Bowden et al., 2018). 

Social brand engagement is a meaningful connection, creation, and communication between 

one consumer and one or more other consumers, using brand or brand-related language, images 

and meanings (Kozinets, 2014). Social brand engagement can be widened from the relationship 

between customer-brand to customer-customer-brand. The brand-based customer-to-customer 

connection can vary from the little endorsement which provides a negative critique to the 

higher endorsement with a higher level of appreciation and recommendation (Kozinets, 2014). 

Social brand engagement could be associated with the subject's self-image, which is driven by 

their level of belongingness to a social group (Osei-Frimpong and McLean, 2018). Social brand 

engagement happens as a social act in which participants to engage with the brands and other 

participants (Colliander et al., 2017). This engagement allows the participants to share their 

experience with the brand, integrate it in their expressions, and to some extent signify the brand 

as part of themselves (Hammedi et al., 2015). In view of this, it is essential to establish some 

critical factors that influence how consumers engage with a brand via social media given the 

psychosocial perspective of the construct. 

In the education context, the engagement between the students with their peers with 

reference to HEI brands is beyond the direct control of the brands (Clark et al., 2017). Since 

HEI brands are out of the direct control, it can facilitate the individuals to interact with each 

other, and facilitate social brand engagement. This perspective recognizes that overall social 
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brand engagement (the brand being ‘the university’) is a complex aggregation of engaging 

interactions with various others (other students or university representatives), which represents 

engagement between the student and the university at an institutional level (Conduit et al., 

2016). In a higher education setting, social brand engagement happens when the 

undergraduates interact with current or potential undergraduates with reference to the HEIs, 

which in turn build their connection with the HEIs (Manika et al., 2019). Hence, applying these 

perspectives to the higher education context, social brand engagement is defined here as the 

student’s level of interactions and connections with the brand (i.e. the university brand) based 

on interactions with other students with respect to that brand (Altschwager et al.,2018, p.85). 
 

2.3 Customer-Based Brand Equity 

The emergence of brand equity has raised the importance of marketing strategies and 

provided the focus for managers and researchers (Keller, 2003). Brand equity is a core concept 

concerning brand management and it is viewed from different perspectives (Aaker, 1996; 

Keller, 2003; Lassar et al., 1995; Park and Srinivasan, 1994; Simon and Sullivan, 1993; Yoo 

and Donthu, 2001). There is considerable debate regarding the definition of brand equity and 

its measurement (Yoo and Donthu, 2001). However, brand equity is accepted as the overall 

utility that customers place in a brand compared to its competitors (Vazquez et al., 2002). 

Aaker (1992, p.28) defined brand equity as “a set of brand assets and liabilities linked to 

the brand's name and symbol which can subtract from, as well as add the value provided by a 

product or service to the customers as well as to a firm.” Brand equity can be discussed from 

three main different perspectives; financial-based brand equity, employee-based brand equity 

and customer-based brand equity. Financial perspectives mainly deal with the relationship 

between the investment in the marketing program and the financial value of the brand to the 

stakeholders (Fischer and Himme, 2017). Employee-based brand equity is “the differential 

effect that brand knowledge has on an employee’s response to their work environment” (King 

and Grace, 2009,p.125). Keller (2003) described brand equity as ‘‘a multidimensional concept 

and complex enough that many different types of measures are required. Multiple measures 

increase the diagnostic power of marketing research’’ (p. 477). Keller (2003) noted that, from 

a marketing perspective, brand equity is referred to as customer-based brand equity. Since the 

students in higher education considered as the customers of HEIs, this study is focusing on 

customer-based brand equity from the perspectives of undergraduates.  

Customer-based brand equity and its effect have widely been discussed in marketing 

literature. Keller (1993, p.8) defined customer-based brand equity as “the differential effect of 

brand knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of the brand”. According to this 

definition, a brand is said to have positive (negative) customer-based brand equity if consumers 

react more (less) favorably to the product, price, promotion, or distribution of the brand than 

they do to the same marketing mix element when it is attributed to a fictitiously named or 

unnamed version of the product or service (Keller, 1993, p.8). Customer-based brand equity 

has employed to identify customers’ asses to brand overall.  

The role of the brand is vitally important for HEIs (Rauschnabel et al., 2016). It is 

considered to be the most effective way to attract prospective students. The brand of an HEI 

carries a promise about their services, and outcomes which influence the students’ enrolment 

decision (Lomer et al., 2018). The level of satisfaction in a student will influence the level of 

customer-based brand equity. The concept of customer-based brand equity, as applied to higher 

education, is somewhat different from the commercial sector (Alimen and Guldem Cerit, 
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2010). Most notably, branding in higher education is about who we are and is not limited to 

what a particular product offers the marketplace. Further, most of the previous empirical and 

conceptual studies of customer-based brand equity were mainly based on manufactured goods 

rather than services (Šerić et al., 2018). Similarly, the studies of customer-based brand equity 

in the higher education sector are relatively scared (Sarker et al., 2019). Customer-based brand 

equity is often equated to an institution’s perceived value, but, that explanation is far too 

limiting (Soni and Govender, 2018). Therefore, this study identifies the importance of 

customer-based brand equity for HEIs from the perspectives of the students who are currently 

pursuing their higher studies in private HEIs. 

2.4 Mediating Effect of Brand Credibility and eWOM 

Brand credibility is the believability of the product position information embedded in a 

brand, depending on consumers' perceptions of whether the brand has the ability and 

willingness to continuously deliver what has been promised (Dwivedi et al., 2018). Brand 

credibility is a multidimensional construct that combines with expertise, and trustworthiness 

Kashif et al., 2018. Trustworthiness refers to the willingness of a firm to deliver what it has 

promised while expertise refers to the ability of a firm to deliver what it has promised (Wang 

and Scheinbaum, 2018). Brand credibility represents the summary of brand-to-consumer and 

consumer-to-brand communication over time. Brand credibility is a combination of all the prior 

marketing actions related to a particular brand, and to the extent these actions are consistent 

(Jeng, 2016). Rapid competition in the world of marketing, brand credibility may be the most 

important of all brand characteristics in influencing customers’ brand choice (Kashif et al., 

2018). 

eWOM refers to any positive or negative online content made by potential, actual, or 

former customers through the internet or any means of information technology about a product, 

or company (Sijoria et al., 2019). Marketing activities through eWOM is appealing due to its 

ability to overcome customers’ resistance, significance low cost in processing information, and 

fast delivery of information, especially through technology such as social media (Wakefield 

and Bennett, 2018). The emergence of social media has brought a new perception to eWOM 

by enabling internet users to communicate with other people who they already know Vermeer 

et al., 2019. Social media extent the practices in eWOM providing the platform to exchange 

ideas about the products, services, and brands with friends and acquaintances as it encourages 

users to have online accounts with real identities (Johnson Jorgensen and Ha, 2019). 

Students who believe the HEI is willing to deliver on its promises (high trustworthiness), 

they have a positive feeling toward the institute and should be more likely to perceive the value 

endowed with HEI brand. Similarly, a student who believes the HEI's credibility could share 

positive comments with their peer reference to the HEI. If the students believe that the HEI can 

deliver on its promise of service quality (i.e., high trustworthiness), they tend to have a higher 

affective commitment, since trust in an HEI justifies students' positive feelings which motivate 

them to socially engage with HEI in order to enhance HEIs’ brand equity.   

eWOM, on the other hand, facilitates the students to share their views, and ideas with 

their peers’ reference to HEIs through social networking sites. Online students’ reviews and 

recommendations demonstrate the perspective of individuals who have experiences with the 

HEI. Therefore, the information shared through eWOM induced the prospective students to 

socially engage with the HEI brands by exhibiting the value endowed with the HEI.  if the 

student has already chosen to socially engage with the HEI brand trough eWOM, brand 
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evaluations may be the cause rather than the effect of following the brand on online social 

networks, which in turn enhances brand equity.  

Highly socially engaged students are holistically invested in the HEI interactions 

(Hollebeek, 2011; D. Hollebeek and Chen, 2014) and thus develop a deep bond with the HEI 

brands (Dwivedi, 2015) . Consequently, students are like to have a deepen association with the 

HEI through their social brand engagement with the other participants in the social network. 

Students who tend to maintain these types of social engagement enable them to create a link 

with their preferred HEI, which should inevitably increase brand equity. Therefore, we propose 

the following hypotheses: 

H1: Social Brand Engagement positively influence (a) brand credibility, and (b) eWOM 

H2: (a) Brand credibility, and (b) eWOM mediates the relationship between Social Brand 

Engagement, and CBBE 

H3: (a) Brand credibility, and (b) eWOM positively influence CBBE 

2.5 Brand Choice Intention 

The brand choice intention is the tendency that customers will select the brands and 

deliver their user experiences to friends and relatives (Ojiaku and Osarenkhoe, 2018). Brand 

choice intention represents the possibility that customers will plan (Gómez et al., 2018) or be 

willing to purchase a certain brand in the future (Román et al., 2018). It is the process of an 

individual’s intention to select a brand prior to purchase (Vanwesenbeeck et al., 2017). When 

customers have a positive brand choice intention (Bhargave et al., 2016), this forms a positive 

brand commitment which propels customers to take an actual purchase action (Khan et al., 

2017). 

A higher level of brand equity is associated with high customer satisfaction, market share, 

and profits. Brand equity promotes brand preference, stimulating purchase intention. Thus, in 

accordance with the findings from prior research, the following assertion is hypothesized: 

 

H4: CBBE positively influence brand choice intention 

The framework designed for this study shown in Figure1. 
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Figure1: Conceptual Framework 

3. Methodology  

In this study, only the quantitative approaches will be adopted and conform to the 

deductive approach. The research paradigm is based on positivism with the adoption of realist 

ontology that perceives reality to be objective and logical by observing causes or mechanisms 

driving effects in human behavior (Neuman, 2014). In addition, the positivist perspective 

focuses on the social pressures and situations operating on people to shape their attitude and 

behavior that reflects in this empirical study.  

The survey method was used to collect data since surveys are considered to be the most 

popular form of a data collection method in quantitative studies (Saunders et al., 2009). The 

data collection instrument was a structured, self-administered questionnaire. The questionnaire 

comprised five sections that relate to SBE, CBBE, brand credibility, eWOM, and brand choice 

intention. Each section rated using 5 points Likert scale, where 1= strongly disagree, 2= 

disagree, 3= neutral, 4 = agree and 5=strongly agree. Data was collected from the sample of 

384 undergraduates who are currently pursuing their higher education in Sri Lankan HEIs.  

Before applying statistical tools, first, reliability and validity tests were undertaken. Data 

were analyzed using SPSS (version 25) to perform a number of appropriate statistical 

techniques depending on the research question. Correlation and regression tests were used to 

identify how strongly selected variables were related to each other or the degree of association 

between the two variables (Kothari, 2004) and to predict the value of the dependent based on 

the known value of the independent variable, assuming that average mathematical relationship 

between two or more variables (Kothari, 2004). Confirmatory factor analyses were undertaken 

to reduce the bulk items into the manageable number and to obtain the best fit. Therefore, the 

present study mainly adopted SEM to obtain the best fit/confirmatory factor analysis using 

AMOS25. 

4.  Findings  

To assess the adequacy of the measures, the authors estimated the convergent validity 

through: item reliability, construct reliability, and average variance extract (AVE) (see Table 

1). Firstly, item reliability was evaluated based on the factor loadings of the items (i.e., 
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observed variables) on their respective constructs. As all the factor loadings were higher than 

the threshold value of 0.5, convergent validity was supported (Hair Jr and Lukas, 2014). 

Secondly, construct reliability was assessed through both composite reliability (CR) values and 

Cronbach alpha coefficients. As all the CR values and Cronbach alpha coefficients were higher 

than the threshold value of 0.7, construct reliability was supported (Hair Jr and Lukas, 2014). 

Thirdly, the AVE was assessed because it is the summary indicator of convergence. As all the 

AVE values were higher than the threshold value of 0.5, convergent validity was supported 

(Hair Jr and Lukas, 2014).  

 
Table 1: Reliability and Validity measurements 

Constructs Cronbach’s alpha CR AVE 

SBE  0.868 0.816 0.658 

CBBE 0.928 0.873 0.580 

Brand Credibility (BC) 0.875 0.849 0.763 

eWOM 0.828 0.863 0.644 

Brand Choice Intention (BCI) 0.818 0.763 0.540 

 

Further, discriminate validity was estimated to further ensure the adequacy of the 

measures. Discriminant validity was evaluated by comparing the square root of the AVE of 

each construct with the bivariate correlations among constructs (Table 2). A measurement 

model is considered to have acceptable discriminant validity if the square root of the AVE of 

each construct is higher than any of the bivariate correlations among the constructs (Iglesias et 

al., 2019). As all the square roots of AVE were higher than the bivariate correlations among 

the constructs, discriminant validity was supported (Iglesias et al., 2019) 

Table 2: Discriminate Validity  

 

 

 

 

 

a Square root of AVE in the diagonal  

b Pearson correlations among constructs 

In order to assess model fit, the comparative fit index with the overall model chi-square 

measure (χ2), the comparative fit index (CFI), the goodness of fit index (GFI), the root mean 

square error of approximation (RMSEA), and Associated PCLOSE were used (Byrne, 2010). 

For the current model, χ2 /df is 1.052 (χ 2 = 88.336; df = 84), CFI is .978, GFI is .902, AGFI 

  SBE CBBE  BC eWOM BCI 

SBE 0.784a         

CBBE 0.316b 0.781a       

BC 0.415 0.515 0.753a     

eWOM -0.042 0.010 0.163 0.820a   

BCI -0.218 -0.078 -0.177 -0.256 0.812a 
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is .905, RMSEA is .042, and Associated PCLOSE is 0. 887.An adequate model fit was, 

therefore, indicated.  

Having successfully validated the structural model’s goodness-of-fit to the data, the next 

step was to examine the research hypotheses using path measurement coefficients (regression 

weight estimates and critical ratios) from the SEM analysis performed with AMOS 25. Table 

3 on the summaries these results, from which it is seen that hypothesized causal paths in the 

structural model were significant at the 0.05 level.  
 

Table 3: Path Coefficient Weights for the Structural Model 

Hypotheses Estimates CR p-value Comment 

SBE-> BC                                            0.346 2.243 0.015 Supported 

SBE-> 

eWOM                                                

0.179 2.354 0.001 Supported 

BC-> 

CBBE                                               

0.438 3.518 *** Supported 

eWOM-> 

CBBE 

0.422 4.521 *** Supported 

CBBE-> 

BCI 

0.287 3.902 0.001 Supported 

At a significance level of 0.05, the estimated values empirically support all the direct 

effects that are part of the hypothesized model. Table 3 presents the standardized path estimates 

and t-values for each of the hypothesized model relationships for each construct. Concerning 

the structural relationships proposed in the conceptual model SBE, brand credibility, and 

eWOM, had a significant relationship with CBBE toward the higher education sector 

supporting H1(a), H1(b), H3(a), and H3(b). Based on the standardized estimates between paths, 

association with CBBE had a significant influence on brand choice intention supporting the 

hypotheses H4.  

Further, the correlation between the SBE-CBBE, SBE-BCI, CBBE-BCI variables was 

0.541, 0.671, 0.628 respectively, indicating a moderate positive relationship among them. The 

R-Square among SBE and CBBE were 0.42. 42% of the variance in the SBE was explained by 

CBBE. Furthermore, the R-Square among SBE and BCI was 0.36. 36 % of the variance in the 

SBE was explained by purchase intention. The R-Square among CBBE and BCI were 0.47. 47 

% of the variance in CBBE was explained by BCI.  

When the new predictor, the brand credibility, was included, the Adjusted R-square value 

changed 0.591 .59.1 % of the variance in the SBE was explained by CBBE and BCI. The Beta 

value (standardized) of the new predictor (BC) has increased to 0.64 and it was significant (sig-

value=0.000).  

Similarly, eWOM was included, the Adjusted R-square value changed 0.574 .57.4 % of 

the variance in the SBE was explained by CBBE and BCI. The Beta value (standardized) of 

the new predictor (eWOM) has increased to 0.72 and it was significant (sig-value=0.000).  

In addition to this, the mediating effect of BC, and eWOM between SBE and CBBE had 

analyzed (Table 4). 

Table 4: Mediating effect of brand trust, and brand co-creation  
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Path Direct 

 Effect 

Indirect Effect Mediation 

SBE-> BC-> CBBE 0.0042 (0.9758) 0.3836*** Full Mediation 

SBE-> eWOM->CBBE -0.5734 (0.5237) 0.1245*** Full Mediation 

In the present study, the 95% confidence interval of the indirect effects was obtained with 

5000 bootstraps resamples (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Results showed that the direct effect 

between SBE and CBBE was B= 0.0042 (p=0.9758) which is not significant. In addition, 

results indicated that the indirect effect became significant after including BC as the mediating 

variable (B=0.3836, p=0.000), which indicates a Full mediating effect of Supporting H2a. 

Similarly, the direct effect between SBE and eWOM was B= -0.5734 (p=0.5237) which is not 

significant. In addition, results indicated that the indirect effect became significant after 

including eWOM as the mediating variable (B=0.1245, p=0.000), which indicates a Full 

mediating effect of Supporting H2b. 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

The primary purpose of this study was to test the relationship between SBE, CBBE, and 

BCI perceived by undergraduates related to the higher education sector. In this process, the 

researcher has mainly focused on developing a conceptual framework including mediating 

variables which are the brand credibility, and eWOM among SBE and CBBE. The conceptual 

model was developed based on the critical review of previous literature and in consideration of 

the main research question and research objectives. Furthermore, five hypotheses were 

developed to demonstrate the relationship between the main constructs of the research model. 

The results show that all the constructs in the framework have a significant positive relationship 

with each other.  

Through the examination of the role of SBE in creating CBBE using social information 

processing theory, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the undergraduate’s 

engagement with brands in social media in Sri Lanka and its impact on the formation of CBBE 

and brand choice intention. The theoretical model and corresponding hypotheses were 

addressed the research objectives posed in this study. The outcome of the data analysis 

indicated that a relationship between SBE, CBBE, brand credibility, eWOM, and brand choice 

intention exists at a significant level. Furthermore, the variance among SBE and CBBE was 

able to explain with a higher percentage including the brand credibility, and eWOM as 

mediating variables. Moreover, introducing modifications, the theoretical model was 

developed with overall goodness-of-fit to an acceptable level. 

This study raises some theoretical and practical implications. First, this study enhances 

the understanding of the antecedents of CBBE and its relationship with SBE. Second, the 

proposed theoretical framework identifies determinants of SBE, CBBE, and brand choice 

intention in the higher education sector incorporating the brand credibility, and eWOM which 

have not yet been explored. Finally, this study further extends the SIPT to higher education 

literature while contributing to the marketing literature in emerging countries. 

In terms of managerial contribution, the findings of this study provide HEIs’ marketing 

managers to understand the influence of SBE in social media on CBBE and its effect on HEIs’ 

choice intention. This further, allows us to understand the importance of SBE in social media, 

and thus to develop better marketing strategies to motivate the users to create more content in 

social media. As SBE impacts important behavioral outcomes, it is clear brands need to monitor 

what consumers are saying. Monitoring SBE provides opportunities for brand management to 
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identify what consumers are saying about the brand and how does that compare to what they 

are saying about the brand's competitors. Therefore, it could provide insight into the possible 

brand development opportunities, important areas to focus on reputation management, and 

customer-brand relationship building and management. 
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