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BRAND NEGATIVITY: A RELATIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON ANTI-BRAND
COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION

Abstract

Purpose: This paper focuses on the phenomena of negative brand relationships and emotions
to evidence how such relationships transpose into willingness to participate in collective actions
in anti-brand communities.

Design/methodology/approach: An online survey was carried out, targeting Facebook anti-
brand communities, dedicated to sharing negativity towards technology products. A total of 300
members of these communities participated in the study.

Findings: The study shows that the two dimensions of negative brand relationship (negative
emotional connection and two-way communication) lead to community participation in anti-
brand communities, through the mediating role of social approval and oppositional loyalty.
Anti-brand community growth is supported by members’ intentions to recommend the group
and is the result of their participation.

Research limitations/implications: The study’s focus on technology brands calls for further
research on other brand types and categories, and the inclusion of other independent variables
should be considered to extend understanding of collective negativity in anti-brand
communities.

Practical implications: The paper provides insight to brand managers on the ways to manage
negativity around their brand online and understand the role that brand communities play in
this process.

Originality/value: The paper proposes the first integrative view of brand negativity,
encompassing emotions and behaviors of consumers as individuals and as members of a
collective, which allows understanding of the dynamics of anti-branding and highlights the
mechanisms that facilitate anti-brand community expansion.

Keywords: anti-branding, anti-brand community, brand relationships, brand community

Introduction

The proliferation of collective consumer movements, rooted in anti-consumption (Hogg et al.,
2009) and the accompanying rise in negative emotions towards brands, are key features of the
contemporary branding landscape (Romani et al., 2012). Research approaches brand negativity,
or negative brand relationships, using terms such as brand avoidance (Grégoire et al., 2009;
Japutra et al., 2018), rejection of brand hegemony (Cromie & Ewing, 2009), brand dislike
(Demirbag-Kaplan et al., 2015; Dalli et al., 2006), brand boycott (Balabanis, 2013), or brand
hate (Bryson et al., 2013, Zarantonello et al., 2018; Fetscherin, 2019). With very few exceptions
(Wong et al., 2018), this research focuses on negative emotions and behavior against products
and services that consumers express as independent individuals and as members of a collective
separately. From the brand management perspective, the different themes share a concern about
the harmful potential of anti-brand emotions and behaviors and studies emphasize negative
consequences including consumer revenge (Hegner et al., 2017), brand sabotage (Grégoire et
al., 2009) or loss of brand strength (Cova & D’ Antone, 2016).

The power of negative consumer actions targeting brands is a significant concern because
opposition has a much stronger effect than support (Banister & Hogg, 2004). Negativity can be
harmful not only to targeted brands but by also having wider repercussions on the broader
marketing activity (Balabanis, 2013). Negative emotions towards brands can be of different
intensity ranging from brand dislike to brand hate, depending on the level of passion (Fetscherin



et al., 2019). In the most severe instances, negative affect leads to brand hate, which is the
foundation of negative consumer-brand relationships, a passionate negative bond with the brand
(Fetscherin & Heinrich, 2014) and the strongest form of emotional opposition to a brand
(Bryson et al., 2013; Zarantonello et al., 2016).

When viewed from the collective context, emotions individuals have towards a brand are
related to their willingness to engage in groups that allow them to articulate their emotions.
Anti-brand communities are groupings of people who have negative feelings towards a brand
and self-select to join together to voice their antipathy to the brand. Brand community
participation is driven by consumers’ desire to find other likeminded individuals in terms of
brand interest, to interact, and to be socially approved as members of the group (Algesheimer
et al., 2005; Popp et al., 2016; Veloutsou & Moutinho, 2009). Similarly, membership to groups
articulating strong negative feelings towards a brand allows consumers to develop feelings of
belonging (Osuna-Ramirez et al., 2019). While brand communities can greatly benefit brands
(Algesheimer et al., 2005), anti-brand communities bear strong harmful potential, particularly
in highly empowered and connected online settings (Kucuk, 2008). However, one of the most
striking features of current research related to the anti-branding phenomenon is a sharp
disconnect between the treatment of consumers acting independently (e.g., Grégoire et al.,
2009) and as members of collectives (e.g., Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006). There is limited
understanding concerning how individuals’ feelings and behaviors evolve from the individual
pursuit of negativity to participating in collective actions against brands.

The disconnect in the study of individuals as independent entities and as members of a
collective in anti-brand communities is surprising, for multiple reasons. Participation in anti-
brand communities stems from individual affects and behaviors and the link between the two
seems to explain the widespread engagement of consumers in collective actions and the
seemingly growing importance of these movements (Veloutsou & Guzman, 2017). Past studies
have shown how detrimental strong negativity in the form of brand hate can be (Kihr et al.,
2016), calling for a better understanding of collective negativity towards brands and its causes
(Cova & D’Antone, 2016). Since brand negativity is detrimental to the brand (Alba & Lutz,
2013), it seems imperative to understand how strong negative feelings move from affecting
consumers as individuals acting independently to joining others and developing collective
behavior (Bryson et al., 2013). Such an understanding is important because groups such as anti-
brand communities are a clear manifestation of the rising rejection of brand hegemony (Cromie
& Ewing, 2009) and market dominance (Holt, 2002). Finally, contrasted with the significant
volume of research that addresses the positive impact of communities of fans on brands (e.g.,
Algesheimer et al., 2005; Laroche et al. 2013) the dark side of brand communities clearly
deserves more attention (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006; 2010).

The present study examines negativity towards brands by framing the concept as a collective
phenomenon that underpins the existence of anti-brand communities (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan,
2006). This paper focuses on the impact of individual negative relationships between consumers
and brands on consumers” willingness to form groups to manifest their negativity towards
brands (Awasthi et. al. 2012). Building on the emerging theory of negative brand relationships
(Park et al., 2013), and going further than the approach focusing on individual behaviors, the
paper argues that participation in an anti-brand community captures the willingness to engage
in collective brand animosity, resulting from an individual’s negative relationship with a brand.
The paper aims to address the following research questions: (1) how do individual consumer-
brand relationships impact anti-brand community participation; and, (2) how do individual anti-
brand community members contribute to the proliferation of negativity towards brands through



anti-brand community recommendation. To achieve these goals, the study uses a unique data
set of primary quantitative data collected from online anti-brand communities targeted at
multinational corporate brands in the technology sector.

This work extends the current research on brand opposition and brand community in several
important ways. The key contribution concerns an integrative view of negativity that
concurrently encompasses emotions and behaviors of consumers as independent entities and as
group members. By evidencing how the brand negativity consumers experience as individuals
transposes into willingness to participate in collective actions in anti-brand communities, the
findings help to explain the dynamics of anti-branding and highlight the mechanisms that
facilitate community expansion and growth. Such insights enhance the understanding of
negative relationships from both an individual and collective perspective and, in turn, allow to
better predict their short- and long-term impact on brands (Awasthi et al., 2012).

The paper opens with a review of negative brand emotions and behaviors and anti-brand
communities. The next section integrates research insights and develops research hypotheses
into a conceptual model. The methodology and results are followed by discussion, theoretical
implications and managerial recommendations.

Negative brand emotions and behaviors

Negative brand emotions can manifest through rejection, dislike or hatred depending on the
strength of the emotion and possible associated actions or behavioral intensions (Alvarez &
Fournier, 2013). In terms of the terminology adopted to explain the negative emotions, and in
particular negative brand relationships, there is no clear consensus in the literature. Some
researchers use the term brand hate to capture various negative emotions from simple
“distancing” or “devaluation” of the brand to “frustration” and intense “anger” (Kucuk, 2018).
Others argue that brand hate can take an active or passive form incorporating, on the one hand,
anger, contempt, and disgust and, on the other, fear, disappointment, shame, and
dehumanization of the brand (Zarantonello et al., 2016). Brand hate has also been
conceptualized as one emotion incorporating multiple sub-dimensions and overall rejection of
the brand (Hegner et al., 2017). Recent studies have used the label “negative brand emotions”
to encapsulate various negative sentiments, namely: sadness, sorrowfulness, distress, irritation,
anger, annoyance, offence, and depression (Wong et al., 2018). Other conceptions of negative
relational emotions have highlighted the level of negative passion and suggested that negative
emotions can take the form of brand dislike or brand hate (Fetscherin et al., 2019). Brand
dislike, is the feeling of displeasure, antipathy or aversion towards the brand (Demirbag-Kaplan
et al., 2015) and is negative emotion with limited passion (Fetscherin et al., 2019). Brand hate
is a stronger, passionate, and more complex negative feeling (Fetscherin & Heinrich, 2014;
Bryson et al., 2013; Fetscherin et al., 2019), the extreme negative emotion that consumers feel
toward a brand (Bryson et al., 2016). Where all the literature tends to agree is that the strength
of emotions can vary for different individuals; furthermore, the same person can go through
different emotional states and their negative feelings towards a brand may evolve over time
(Zarantonello et al., 2018; Fetscherin, 2019; Fetscherin et al., 2019).

Negativity towards brands can be expressed through behaviors that consumers may manifest as
individual endeavor aimed at a particular brand directly or through communal effort where
individuals contribute to the effort of a group (table 1). Consumers can act individually by
complaining, avoiding a brand, or seeking brand revenge, all of which are proactive behaviors
(Romani et al., 2012; Zarantonello et al., 2016). By contrast, individual passivity involves brand



avoidance (Lee et al., 2009), where a consumer rejects the brand and either withdraws from
interactions with the brand (Grégoire et al., 2009; Rindell et al., 2014; Hegner et al., 2017) or
terminates their purchasing behavior (Johnson et al. 2011). Frequently, negativity acquires a
communal dimension where consumers involve others by spreading negative word of mouth
(WoM) (Romani et al., 2012; Ullrich & Brunner, 2015, Hegner et al., 2017), boycotting a brand
(Albrecht et al., 2013; Balabanis, 2013; Klein et al, 2004) or unifying with other consumers
who also have negative feelings towards a brand. Groups of consumers that express negativity
towards brands are referred to as anti-brand communities (Fournier & Avery, 2011). Recent
advances on customer-brand engagement also show that consumers may seek contact and
interaction with brands they have negative feelings towards (Hollebeek & Chen, 2014). Similar
to positive emotions, negativity can thus involve the need to exchange information and stay
informed about the latest brand news and learn about it, which is a communicative action that
anti-brand community participation can support (Popp et al., 2016; Wong et al., 2018).

In contrast to a significant body of research concerning individual perspectives on anti-brand
emotions and behaviors, research on negative emotions and collective anti-brand behavior is
limited (Albrecht et al., 2013; Balabanis, 2013; Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006; Klein et al., 2004;
Popp et al., 2016; Wong et al., 2018). Past studies have tended to emphasize individual-level
antecedents and outcomes of brand negativity (table 1). The former include self-esteem (Hogg
& Banister, 2001), incongruence (Bryson et al., 2011; Hegner et al, 2017; Lee et al., 2009), or
moral and ethical considerations (Rindell et al., 2014; Romani et al., 2015) whereas the latter
encompass brand avoidance (Khan and Lee, 2014), or brand rejection (Sandikci & Ekici, 2009).
To date, only a handful of studies have attempted to examine anti-brand community behavior
(Wong et al., 2018). Overall the behavior of individuals as members of groups seems largely
overlooked (Hoffman & Lee, 2016).

The other feature of the extant research is its emphasis on the behavioral dimension of
negativity, in contrast to its emotional dimension (table 1). Studies seem to implicitly or
explicitly focus on the implications of negativity for behaviors (e.g., non-purchase, avoidance)
and tend not to acknowledge the broader relationships with brand or other consumers which
may extend beyond these behaviors and may also pertain to emotions such as hate and dislike
(Dalli et al. 2006; Bryson et al., 2013; Romani et al., 2015).

Looking at antecedents of negativity (table 1), there is also an emphasis on drivers associated
with transactions such as unmet expectations, dissatisfaction, and problems related to product
experience (Bryson, et al., 2013; Grégoire et al., 2009; Dalli et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2009). All
the above reflect relationships in a consumption context. While transactional concerns are
relevant, online anti-brand sites are not usually about seeking a solution to a transactional issue
(Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 2009). Emotional and communications aspects of brand
relationships (Veloutsou, 2007; Veloutsou & Moutinho, 2009) amount to a substantive volume
of customer-brand interactions in online brand communities (Brodie et al., 2013).

Table 1 about here

Anti-brand communities

Empowered consumers can form anti-brand collectives that criticize, parody, and expose the
actions and intentions of brands (Fournier & Avery, 2011). Embedded in the wider anti-
branding movement (Holt, 2002), anti-brand communities are groupings of people who have
negative feelings towards a brand and who join together to voice their disapproval of corporate



actions. Such groupings emancipate consumer activists (Kozinets, 2002; Thompson & Arsel,
2004) and frequently target top global corporate brands (Kucuk, 2015; Wong et al., 2018;
Osuna-Ramirez et al., 2019), such as Starbucks (Thompson & Arsel 2004), Wal-Mart and
McDonald’s (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006), Nike or General Electrics (Kozinets &
Handelman, 2004). Endemic to the rise of empowered consumers, anti-brand communities
allow consumers to express and share negativity toward brands (Awasthi et al., 2012).

Anti-brand communities can form offline or online (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2010); for instance,
they can be embedded in dedicated anti-branding websites (Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 2009) or
in social networks (Popp et al., 2016). They have all the characteristics of brand communities
(Popp et al., 2016) and fulfil similar purposes. Hateful consumers use anti-brand communities
as loci for interactive engagement centered on the hated brand (Hollebeek & Chen, 2014).

In general, few studies have examined online anti-brand communities. Empirical examinations
have tended to rely on qualitative designs with data primarily collected through observation,
ethnography and netnography (Cromie & Ewing, 2009; Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006, Popp et
al., 2016) and quantitative studies that confirm the various insights are only slowly emerging.
Considering the antecedents of community participation, research has emphasized individual
(Cromie & Ewing, 2009; Popp et al., 2016; Wong et al., 2018) and social motives (Hollenbeck
& Zinkhan, 2006, Popp et al., 2016) and has tended not to look into the nexus of consumer-
brand relationships. Few exceptions addressing consumer brand relationships do so from a
transactional perspective (Krishnamurthy & Kucuk, 2009) incorporating only some hateful
emotions and behaviors (Popp et al., 2016). While some negative emotions have been examined
as antecedents of anti-brand community citizenship behavior (Wong et al., 2018), past
scholarship tends to defect from emotions, communications, and engagement (Hollebeek &
Chen, 2014) to the benefit of transactional aspects. Furthermore, it generally overlooks
individual negative relationships with a brand as drivers of collective anti-brand action. The
very question of how negative brand relationships, formed between a brand and an individual
consumer, transpose into participation in collective anti-brand actions requires more attention,
given the context of collectively empowered consumer resistance (Dalli et al., 2006).

Research Focus

The current study builds on the concept of negative brand relationships (Veloutsou & Guzman,
2017), derived from consumer-brand relationships research. Specifically, the study elaborates
on Park et al., (2013) who expand the traditional notion of positive brand relationships
(attachment), to include the negative side (aversion). Relationships with negative valence
depend, in part, on the emotions felt by consumers toward brands and can be represented by
negative emotions (Fournier & Alvarez, 2013; Zarantonelo et al., 2016; Hegner et al., 2017;
Fetscherin et al., 2019). To address the multidimensional aspect of individual negative brand
relationships the paper uses the Veloutsou (2007) conceptualization of consumer brand
relationships, which draws from social psychology, philosophy and marketing, and suggests
that the consumer brand relationship has two aspects: emotion and communication. The
emotional aspect involves the negative feelings toward the brand, and communication is the
willingness to engage in two-way interaction where consumers receive communications from
and send communications to the brand (Veloutsou, 2007).

A critical headway within the brand relationship literature concerns the proposition that
relational issues with brands relate to the formation of dissident consumer communities
(Cromie & Ewing, 2009; Cova & White, 2010) and that individual negative brand relationships



and a group phenomenon of an anti-brand community are closely correlated (Hollenbeck &
Zinkhan, 2010; Cova & D’Antone, 2016). Thus, individual negative brand relationships and
the collective manifestation of behavior through anti-brand community participation share a
common strong denominator in the form of a negative relationship (possibly hate) (Zarantonello
et al., 2016), and their interdependence needs to be studied to understand the mechanisms
whereby individual brand hate translates into collective behaviors (Zarantonello et al., 2016).

This work addresses an important gap in the anti-brand literature: the role of individual negative
brand relationships in anti-brand community participation. The link between them is yet to be
explored; this is surprising given its prominence in the positive brand community literature.
Indeed, brand community studies show that brand relationship (McAlexander et al., 2002),
brand loyalty, (Algesheimer et al., 2005), knowledge, passion and trust (Fiiller et al., 2008) are
all determinants of brand community participation. The assertion that positive consumer-brand
relationships and brand community participation are linked is amply supported. Extending this
insight into anti-brand consumer behavior and negative individual consumer-brand
relationships significantly influences community-based consumer-to-consumer relationships in
anti-brand communities (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2010). Negative brand relationships,
particularly those that bear extreme negative emotions like hate, can result in affiliation and
participation in anti-brand communities. The link between individual negative brand
relationships and community participation can be explained by psycho-social phenomena that
help the consumer assert his/her identity as a brand hater in comparison to in- and out-groups
(Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). Social identity theory, which has been thoroughly examined in
the brand community literature, provides a relevant framework to understand the link between
the individual and collective levels (e.g., Kuo and Hou, 2017). By achieving social approval in
an in-group (of haters) and further asserting brand negativity through oppositional loyalty
(O’Guinn and Muniz, 2005, Kuo and Hou, 2017), consumers may legitimize their individual-
level negativity and ground their community participation.

Additionally, the role of anti-brand community participation in the promotion of the community
to outsiders has received limited attention. The paper seeks to examine how anti-brand
community participation can foster community recommendation intentions and thus impact
individuals beyond the community. This recommendation behavior is particularly important to
understand because community recommendation can help the community grow (Casal¢ et al.,
2008), and contribute to the exposure of the brand (Koh & Kim, 2004) which, may be hatred.
Recommendation of the community can thus reinforce a strong negative brand relationship,
spread it, and the harm to the brand can be increased. In brand communities, participation can
result in members’ intention to recommend the community because they feel morally invested
in its welfare (Algesheimer et al., 2005). Consequently, the relevant question is whether anti-
brand community members also feel invested in a sense of moral obligation after participating
in the community (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006) to the point of wanting to recruit more
members.

As a result of the current gap in the research and the recent calls for greater attention to the
causes of anti-consumption phenomena such as anti-brand communities (Hoffman & Lee,
2016), this paper explores the causal impact of negativity anchored at an individual level (brand
relationships and oppositional loyalty) on their collective anti-brand feelings and behaviors as
community members (social approval, community participation, and community participation).
The conceptual arguments have been formalized into a model, depicted below (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 about here




Hypotheses development

Negative emotions in brand relationships are likely to generate increased oppositional loyalty,
that is, loyalty to brands competing with the object of hatred (Japutra et al., 2018). Oppositional
loyalty entails the premise that love and opposition go hand in hand, that love for a brand
increases the propensity to oppose competing brands, and there is recent evidence that brand
communities reinforce such feelings (Kuo & Hou, 2017; Marticotte et al., 2016) and research
implies that this could be the case for anti-brand community members (Popp et al., 2016). One
consequence of a negative relationship is preference for the competition, as examples of alter-
brand communities or counter-brand communities suggest (Cova & White, 2010; Cromie &
Ewing, 2009). Having negative feelings for, and interactive communication of a negative nature
with a brand can thus lead to increased loyalty to another brand. There are reasons to expect
that the more consumers interact with the negatively-evaluated brand, the more they find out
about it, the more they have material to fuel and reason their negativity, and develop a higher
loyalty for the competing brand (Thompson & Sinha, 2008). Recent findings on the formation
of oppositional loyalty suggest that having more information and feedback about one of the
rival brands positively influences the likelihood of developing oppositional loyalty to a
competing brand (Marticotte et al., 2016). The existence of the willingness to communicate
with the brand as part of their relationship with it is thus expected to generate more interest for
competing brands.

Hypothesis 1: Negative brand relationships, specifically (a) emotional connection and (b)
communications with the brand, positively impact oppositional loyalty.

Since negative emotions towards a brand can represent a form of resistance towards the market
and common market ideologies that polarize (Kozinets & Handelman, 2004), consumers
engaged in negative emotional brand relationships may seek assistance and support from a
reference group for social approval of their choices (Cova & D’ Antone, 2016). The individual
negative brand relationship may push consumers towards legitimation through social approval
seeking. The paper conceptualizes this search for social approval as the act of looking for
approval, or recognition, from other members of the anti-brand community (Veloutsou &
Moutinho, 2009).

Modern consumers in the digital age are keen to share feedback, good or bad, with brands, and
online anti-branding is often associated with the communication aspect of the relationship,
where consumers voice their disagreement (Kucuk 2015). Negative communication may take
a form of activism, which is often derived from the need for social approval and recognition as
(Kozinets, 2002; Kozinets & Handelman, 2004). The opportunity to vent issues, communicate
strong emotion, or seek information provides a foundation for two-sided communication with
a negatively-assessed brand (Hollebeek & Chen, 2014), which can fuel a need for social
recognition from the community. Negative relationships are thus likely to increase a consumer’s
search for social outlets and recognition.

Hypothesis 2: Negative brand relationships, specifically (a) emotional connection and (b)
communications with the brand, positively impact social approval.

Oppositional loyalty is an under-researched form of counter-identification with a brand other
than the hated aspect and a marker of in- and out-group identification (Thompson & Sinha,
2008). The concept signals preference for another brand, thus increasing propensity of



identification with the anti-brand community (Popp et al., 2016). Just like loyalty to a brand
can increase online brand community participation (Brodie et al., 2013), oppositional loyalty to
another loved brand is an important aspect of brand community members’ consciousness of a
kind (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). Oppositional brand loyalty is likely to push consumers to
actively participate and identify with the community of opposers, and subsequently engage with
it online and, in extreme cases, even lead to the development of anti-brand communities
(Hollenbeck and Zinkhan, 2006; Kuo and Feng, 2013).

Engagement and community identification represent key facets of anti-brand community
participation. Community engagement captures the interactive behaviors of community
members (Algesheimer et al., 2005) and, although engagement is often associated with positive
feelings (Brodie et al., 2013), it can also be representative of relationships of negative valence
(Hollenbeck & Chen, 2014). Community engagement has been recognized as a core concept in
understanding online brand community functioning and capturing members’ participation in a
holistic manner, as it represents cognitive, affective, and behavioral facets of consumer
interactions with a brand and a community (Dessart et al., 2015, 2016). Community
identification reflects the degree of similarity between the consumer’s own self-concept and
that of other members of the group (Algesheimer et al., 2005). Identity concerns are important
for anti-brand activists (Lee et al., 2009) as is the identity-formation aspect of community
participation.

Hypothesis 3: Oppositional loyalty positively impacts community participation through (a)
community engagement and (b) community identification.

Customers who seek social approval are more likely to become active community participants
because actual social approval is more likely to occur for people who engage in the community.
The connection with like-minded consumers is likely to provide a moral and emotional support
and a spiritual harmony, which enables the personal development of the individual (Hollenbeck
& Zinkhan, 2006). By supporting people in their goals and ideas, anti-brand communities
provide a liberating environment where consumers can create their own consumption identities
(Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006). Indeed, in anti-consumption contexts, self-consciousness
(disposition toward the self as perceived by others) is known to have an impact on anti-
consumption patterns (Iyers & Muncy, 2009). Specifically, a need for social approval by others
is likely to increase members’ community engagement and identification (Algesheimer et al.,
2005), and brand community research shows that gaining social acceptance and approval is one
of the key drivers of community participation (Dholakia et al., 2004). The search for social
approval may be an antecedent of anti-brand community participation as represented by
engagement and identification.

Hypothesis 4: Social approval positively impacts community participation through (a)
community engagement and (b) community identification.

Even the early literature on brand communities suggests that community identification is a good
predictor of brand community engagement (i.e., Algesheimer et al., 2005). The relationship
between these two variables is also suggested in anti-brand communities (Popp et al., 2016).

Hypothesis 5: Community identification positively influences community engagement.

Participation in the community is likely to encourage loyalty to the community and thus
generate intentions to recommend the community to members of one’s network that are not part



of the community (Algesheimer et al., 2005) or anti-brand community (Popp et al., 2016). The
community spill-over effect is a common outcome of social group participation (Algesheimer
et al., 2005) whereby members are encouraged to share about their center of interest and help
the community thrive by recommending it positively. By recommending the community to
outsiders, members create a network effect and ensure future participation and community
survival (Casal6 et al., 2008; Hsu & Lu, 2007) and give access to negative brand-related
interaction to an increased number of people who are interested. Community participation often
leads to members recommending the community because it can also give them a certain status
in the community and show their influence (Trusov et al., 2010).

Hypothesis 6: (a) Community engagement and (b) community identification positively impact
community recommendation intentions.

Methodology

A total of 30 items capture the seven constructs used in the study (see table 3) and all items are
measured using seven-point Likert scales. Negative brand relationships are operationalized
using two constructs (emotional connection and communication) that measure an individual’s
relationship with a brand. The scale was adapted from Veloutsou (2007) and, to reflect the
negative emotional connection, the study has reversed the originally positively valenced
emotional connection scale. Items that measure the communication part of the relationship have
been adopted from the same source, retaining the positive valence. Social approval is
operationalized using Veloutsou and Moutinho’s (2009) scale. Three concepts are adopted from
Algesheimer et al. (2005): (1) community engagement; (2) community identification; and, (3)
the two dimensions of community recommendation intention. To adapt measures, the
researchers first extensively discussed the wording and then asked for feedback from five
academics.

Failing to identify in the literature a scale for oppositional loyalty at the stage of the instrument
development, the study mirrored an approach adopted by other scholars (Kuo & Feng, 2013;
Kuo & Hou, 2017). The items capturing oppositional loyalty were developed for the purpose
of this study using a systematic process. An initial list of items was developed following the
search of literature on brand loyalty and extensive discussion. To secure content validity, this
list of items was scrutinized through separate discussions with five academic experts who have
extensively published on brand loyalty in the context of brand management. The scrutiny
involved three rounds of corrections where iterations were made based on feedback and where
the revised items were again scrutinized until each of the experts was satisfied with the items
and the scale was finalized. Table 3 provides evidence concerning its statistical properties
(reliability and validity).

The study focuses on participants of anti-brand communities hosted on Facebook. Anti-brand
community members represent a difficult to access population because they remain partially
hidden and are not officially listed (Salganik & Heckathorn, 2004; Wright, 2005). To access
such participants, the study adopted a two-step sampling procedure, involving first targeting
the communities of interest followed by sampling individuals within these communities. A
similar approach has proven useful in the social media and brand community literature where
community members cannot be accessed through means other than the community itself
(Dessart et al., 2016). To sample communities, one of the authors compiled a list of the 35
largest Facebook based anti-brand communities in the technology sector and contacted their
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community managers. To protect the anonymity of the anti-brand communities, the names of
the brands under attack are not mentioned in this study.

The sampling focused on communities related to multinational corporate brands selling
technology products. These brands are leading consumer technology brands offering hardware,
software and telecommunications products. They are all listed in the top 20 Interbrand 2018
ranking (Interbrand, 2018). Multinationals attract the largest number of followers but are also
most prone to consumer boycott (Balabanis, 2013) and negativity online (Rogers et al., 2017).
Technology products seem a valid focus because their purchase entails a relatively high level
of involvement together with significant financial cost. In addition, the frequent change in both
the depth and breadth of product lines attracts significant consumer interest and attention thus
providing a vibrant context for the study of negative emotions (Lam & Shankar, 2014).

Several procedural steps were taken to ensure community participation. The initial contact with
brand community managers attempted to gain the trust of the community and reassure about
the purpose of the study. The brand community managers were contacted using the messaging
function of the community, which allows direct contact with community hosts. The
communities were selected on a purposive basis (Akrout and Nagy, 2018). In total, five
community managers of anti-technology brands agreed to post the link to the survey on their
Facebook group. Following a short period of acculturation where one of the authors interacted
with the community to gain its trust (Casald, Flavidn & Guinaliu, 2013), the survey links were
posted on group feeds. Though all the members of the anti-brand communities could access the
link, the authors could not ensure that everyone would see it.

The study data were collected through an online questionnaire hosted on SurveyMonkey. The
managers of the five anti-brand communities agreed to post the survey to 17,317 individuals.
In total, 472 community members initiated the questionnaire on a self-selected basis (Breitshol
et al., 2015; Demiray and Burnaz, 2019) and the survey response rate amounted to 2.73% for
the first question. The survey further secured community participation of the respondents by
asking the name of the brand community that redirected them to the study. This response rate
is acceptable because it exceeds the 2% click-through rate typically reported on social media
posts (Salesforce, 2013). After analysis of missing values and deletion of invalid questionnaires,
a sample of 300 respondents, 63% of the initial 472, was retained for further analysis. This final
number allows having a participant to item ratio of 10:1, which is largely above the commonly
accepted minimum of 5:1 (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1967).

The study sample encompasses a diverse group of respondents (table 2). Male respondents
dominate the sample, amounting to some 87% of the total, which can be explained owing to
several factors. While it was not possible to assess the gender-representativeness of our sample
with respect of the community populations, two considerations lead us to consider that our
sample is adequate. Firstly, while community membership is in constant evolution on
Facebook, an observation of the member lists of the communities that do display it (it is
sometimes hidden, according to privacy rules of the groups) shows that membership of anti-
brand tech communities is largely male. Anonymity of the respondents, of community members
and difficulty to ascertain gender based on name and profile picture, did not allow us to get a
perfect count, unfortunately. Second, past studies also verify that studies on online brand
communities related to technology products gather more male respondents. For instance, Jang
et al. (2008) investigated Korean phone operators and 78.6 % of their sample is male. In
exploratory studies as well, male seem to be much more engaged and numerous in tech
communities, as shown in Apple Newton study (Muniz and Schau, 2005) While it may be due
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to a response bias, leading men to be keener to answer to our study, we believe this gender
unbalance in the results is representative of the composition of the communities rather than of
a response bias.

Table 2 about here

Results

The hypotheses were tested using structural equation modeling (SEM) with AMOS (Byrne,
2013). The empirical model includes seven constructs measured with 30 indicators linked by
11 hypotheses. Analysis followed a two-step procedure where the Confirmatory Factor
Analysis (CFA) precedes SEM and where model fit, validity and reliability are assessed using
arange of statistics including parameter estimates and fit indicators such as CFI, TLI, RMSEA
and CMIN (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012).

Step 1: CFA. The CFA model involving seven constructs shows adequate fit as reflected by
the absolute, incremental and parsimony fit indexes with Chi-square = 669.442 (df: 354; p<
0.01), CF1=0.93, TLI=0.92, CMIN = 1.89 and RMSEA = 0.05. In terms of measure reliability,
the estimates reflect acceptable internal consistency and discriminant validity. More
specifically, Cronbach’s Alphas are all above 0.75 with high inter-items correlations (above
0.50) for the items representing each construct within the model. All AVE values are above
0.50 (see diagonal of table 4), supporting the internal consistency of the variables (Bagozzi &
Yi, 1988).

Table 3 about here

Discriminant validity is evidenced in several ways. First, the correlations between the latent
constructs are measured. Additionally, the AVE of each construct is compared with all the
squared correlations involving this construct, as suggested by Fornell & Larcker (1981). Further
evidence of discriminant validity is shown by the fact that all AVEs are greater than all the
paired-squared correlations related to it (on the top half of the table). MSVs and ASVs were
also greater than the AVE (Table 4).

Table 4 about here

Step 2: Structural model estimation. The structural model includes all seven study constructs
and 11 hypotheses. The fit statistics for the structural model show acceptable model fit (Hair et
al., 2006) with values similar to the CFA model, (a Chi-square = 698.141 (df: 362, p < 0.01),
CFI=0.92, TLI=0.91, CMIN = 1.92 and RMSEA = 0.05). To test the robustness of the model,
we carried out two types of additional analyses. Firstly, the two estimated bootstrap models
(maximum likelihood and Bollen-Stine) are used to check against violations of multivariate
normality. Both models confirm the substantive findings (Table 5). Secondly, the direct
pathways between model constructs to test for mediation are also estimated. The direct
pathways not included in the models were insignificant (details available in supplementary
files).

The results provide support for several research hypotheses (Table 5). In particular, Hla
concerning oppositional loyalty is supported but Hip is not supported and the model fails to
confirm that communication relationship influences oppositional loyalty (R* = 0.11). The
results support the relationship between negative emotional relationship and communication
with social approval with Ha, and Ha, (R? = 0.18). The data seem to confirm that oppositional
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loyalty impacts community identification, in support of Hsp, but does not seem to impact
community engagement and Hs, is not supported. Considering the relationship between social
approval and anti-brand community participation, the results show a positive influence on both
community engagement and community identification, thus providing support for Ha, and Hap.
The data also seem to validate the role of community identification in community participation.
Overall, community engagement has an R? of 0.43 and community identification of 0.54,
indicating that they are both relatively well explained by their antecedents. Considering the
outcome of anti-brand community participation, the recommendation intention is influenced by
both community engagement and identification in support for H6 and H7, with an R? of 0.38.

Table 5 about here

Discussion

The current paper aimed to empirically examine how individual negative brand relationships
translates into their participation in communities and community dynamics in anti-brand
communities. The study uses a unique set of primary survey data collected from members of
anti-brand communities dedicated to the negativity towards multinational technology brands
and hosted on Facebook. The findings depict a complex set of relationships and indicate that
participation in an anti-brand community, focused on a technology brand, strongly depends on
the individual influences of negative consumer-brand relationships. In particular, the results
highlight the role of the negative relationship with the brand on community participation. These
relationships feed into anti-brand community participation and identification through the
mediating role of social approval and oppositional loyalty to another brand. Anti-brand
community members are motivated to recommend the community to non-members, which
might help contribute to the growth and sustenance of the community.

The findings advance the current research on negative brand emotions and brand communities
in several important ways. The most important contribution concerns the empirical verification
of the link between individual negative brand relationships and anti-brand community
participation (Cova & D’Antone, 2016), which can be manifestations of brand hate
(Zarantonello et al., 2016). This finding shows that individuals motivated by negative
relationships with a technology brand are likely to engage in collective membership in the form
of community participation. Individual negative relationships thus transpose into social
membership and take a social dimension. Negative relationships, therefore, extend beyond the
individual to include other individuals with similar feelings (Romani et al., 2015) and to affect
how consumers relate to other brands (Thompson & Sinha, 2008). In essence, the paper extends
individual-focused motivations for negative brand relationship and negative brand relationship
behaviors (Bryson et al., 2013; Zarantonello et al., 2016) and advances the relational collective
of other individuals and other brands in negative brand relationships. Echoing social movement
theory (Kozinets & Handelmann, 2004), the study suggests an important link between an
individual’s negative consumer brand relationship and community affiliation. The study
positions anti-brand community participation as a modern way to counter market dynamics in
hyper-connected and networked online environments. In such contexts, consumers are
embedded in complex ecosystems of brand hate, involving a number of other actors and entities
(the hated brand, competing brands, and other brand haters) whose feelings and actions
influence one another (Laroche, Habibi & Richard, 2013). The study shows that when
technology brand hate first emerges in the form of negative brand relationships, behaviors and
attitudes develop in the form of oppositional loyalty for a competing brand and social approval
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seeking, resulting in anti-brand community engagement and identification, in the community
context.

Parting with the individual-bias in past anti-branding research, the paper further offers a broader
contribution to the anti-consumption stream and places brand relationships at the forefront of
brand-focused anti-consumption actions. Specifically, the study moves from an existing
transactional focus of consumer brand-relationships, where the experiences with the product or
service (Dalli et al., 2006) or failed expectations (Lee et al., 2009) served to justify brand hate
or avoidance (Bryson et al., 2013). Instead, the paper argues that anti-branding behavior is not
necessarily founded on experiential or ideological incongruence (Lee et al., 2009) but can also
be driven by feelings of unease at the idea of buying the brand, emotional distance and lack of
emotional complementarity. These are congruent with the notion of being displeased or
embarrassed by a brand (Zarantonello et al., 2016). Anti-brand community members also join
these groups because, despite their negative feelings, or rather alongside these feelings, they
enjoy being kept informed about the company news, they seek information about it and do not
mind sharing their views with it, too. With consumer empowerment and their increasing control
over brand meaning (Fournier & Avery, 2011), anti-brand communities have the power to
satisfy the brand hater’s need for brand-related information, which has been re-conditioned and
manipulated to provide a satirical meaning and consumers’ own views.

Lastly, the study provides an important contribution to the anti-branding literature by showing
that negative brand relationships with opposed technology brands lead to anti-brand community
participation through the mediating impact of social approval and oppositional loyalty.
Negative brand relationships have a direct impact on the need for social approval and
oppositional loyalty as expected, whereas the communication aspect of the relationship only
impacts the need for social approval. The fact that it does not influence oppositional loyalty
before joining the community could be explained by the fact that it is, in effect, the information
shared and acquired through the community of the hater that will truly increase oppositional
loyalty as a result (Thompson & Sinha, 2008; Marticotte et al., 2016). It might be worth
considering that there is a feedback loop between oppositional loyalty and anti-brand
community participation.

Although the specific links between the variables in this study have a focus on negatively
valanced elements, the findings indicate that anti-brand communities may have more
similarities than differences with brand communities in the way they are formed and function.
As for the brand communities (Black & Veloutsou, 2017), the members of anti-brand
communities choose: (a) to join the collective to find and interact with other like-minded
individuals and share their common stand towards the brand; and, (b) the type and intensity of
their engagement in this community. What is also notable is that members with a higher degree
of participation act as recruiters of new members for both brand and anti-brand communities.

Managerial implications

From a practical standpoint, the study provides insight into the attitudes and behaviors of
technology brand opposers, what drives them to engage in collective participation, and their
ensuing recommendation behavior. Similar to love, hatred may be conceived as a broader social
phenomenon that extends beyond the individual consumer — targeted brand nexus. Negative
emotions and anti-brand behaviors are shared and social, and the sharing of hate in an online
collective setting has a higher viral potential and harm for the brand (Kéhr et al., 2016). This
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has implications for technology brands wishing to understand and possibly control negative
WoM in anti-brand communities, and thus proliferation of negative comments. The findings
suggest that negative brand relationships can also be of an emotional nature and dependent upon
the information communicated across channels that is not controlled by the brand. An emotional
and communication aspect of a relationship can exist and lead to anti-brand community
behavior, even when a hater does not consume a brand. Considering management’s inability to
fully control the reputation of a brand online (Fournier & Avery, 2011), and given that non-
consumers can lead the discussion around brand hate, brands need to take action to monitor
existing negative relationships and assess their likelihood to transform into group participation
and recommendation. Moreover, given the impact of oppositional loyalty, brands with strong
competitive positioning and market presence may be more prone to be the objects of negative
brand relationships and negative brand related behaviors (Awashthi et al., 2012; Rogers et al.,
2017). The role of social approval in the negativity towards the brand process is also noteworthy
and impactful. Since the findings highlight that affiliation with an anti-brand community is
strengthened by social approval seeking, brands are advised to control for social influence
because when a brand falls out of favor, the influencing consumers might have a wider impact
over consumers that are less strong minded.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

The study has several limitations. In terms of the data collection, by focusing only on
technology brands, the study’s scope is limited and future research may extend the findings to
other product categories to assess potential idiosyncrasies within the technology sector. Indeed,
research on brand negativity in brand communities is still in early stages. There is some work
in the sports (Popp et al., 2016), retail (Hollenbeck and Zinkhan, 2010), and food and beverage
industries (Thompson and Arsel, 2004), on the broad topic of brand hate, negative experiences
and negativity. Studies have also investigated several types of hated brand categories together
(e.g. Hegner et al., 2017). At this stage, there is little understanding if the type of product,
service, or industry has any influence on negativity, and if there would be industry-related
idiosyncrasies in anti-brand community participation. Further investigation of this parameter is
thus warranted.

Anti-brand community members were approached through the anti-brand community page to
participate in the study. This method is common in this kind of research and ensures that all
respondents were members of these communities. However, the most active anti-brand
community participants may have been keener to complete the questionnaire, influencing the
results of this study. As discussed, while membership of the community under investigation
seemed well-represented by a largely male sample, the role of gender in negative brand
relationships remains to be elucidated. As the study showed, it would seem that different brand
categories may attract more brand negativity from a specific gender. Yet, we could not affirm
whether this was due to community composition or other factors, and whether gender has a
specific impact on the variables under investigation. It seems that combining different brand
categories (technology, retail and fashion) offers a more balanced gender-representativeness in
sample composition (Hegner et al., 2017). This consideration begs for a more refined
understanding of the role of gender on negative brand relationship and anti-brand community
participation, in areas with a potentially better gender balance such as travel or retail.

In terms of the study variables, other drivers of anti-brand community affiliation are worth
exploring, and focus on the social elements seems to be particularly warranted. Since online
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customer reviews tend to matter less for strong brands (Ullrich and Brunner, 2015), it would be
interesting to observe the impact of recommendations from the anti-brand community on the
behavioral intentions of non-community members and on brand equity: does negativity within
the anti-brand community really impact others? What role does brand equity play and does
equity moderate impact? (Ho-Dac, Carson & Moore, 2013). Focusing on anti-brand community
recommendations and their outcomes, it seems unclear how far their influence goes and how
much it matters. Chevalier & Mayzlin (2006) show that negative WoM has a stronger negative
impact than positive WoM on online sales, so the recommendations of the anti-brand
community may be powerful. However, the size needs to be granted further attention.

A key challenge of contemporary brand management centers on the dramatic rise in volume
and visibility of negative brand emotion and the power of consumer collectives to leverage
negativity to harm brands. Considering the growing proliferation of online anti-brand
communities and enriching results of this paper, the study calls for further research into negative
brand relationships as an important and urgent agenda for brand scholarship in the 21% century.
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Table 1: Papers reporting antecedents of negative emotions and behavior towards brand
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INo | % [No | %
GENDER LENGTH OF INTERNET USAGE
Male | 261 | 87 Less than 5 years | 3 1
Female | 39 13 5-10 years | 40 13
EDUCATION 10-15 years | 115 | 38
Completed high school | 58 19 More than 15 years | 142 | 47
Completed graduate school | 171 | 57 | FREQUENCY OF INTERNET ACCESS
Completed university | 71 24 Several times a week | 3 1
AGE Every day | 38 13
18-20 | 40 13 Several times a day | 259 | 86
20-25 | 64 21 | AVERAGE DAILY TIME SPENT ONLINE
25-30 | 52 17 Less than 1 hour | 3 1
30-35 | 51 17 1-4 hours | 128 | 43
3540 | 34 11 4-8 hours | 91 30
40-45 | 28 9 Over 8 hours | 78 26
45-50 | 10 3 EMPLOYMENT
50-55 | 11 4 Employed for wages | 153 | 51
55+ |3 1 Self-employed | 49 16
NA | 7 2 Out of work and looking for work | 19 6
Out of work and not looking for work | 3 1
Student | 66 22
Retired | 4 1
Unable to work | 6 2

Table 2: Sample characteristics
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Items St. loading | t-value

Negative Emotional Connection a=0.81; CR = 0.82; AVE=0.55

I would feel uncomfortable buying this brand 0.46 8.09
This brand does not complement me 0.80 7.70
This brand does not reflect my personality 0.91 7.87
This brand seems distant from me 0.71 7.38
Communication 0 = 0.77; CR = 0.79; AVE=0.51

I would like to be informed about this brand 0.73 9.06
I am more willing to learn news about this brand than about other brands 0.88 12.67
I listen with interest about information about this brand 0.76 7.87
I am willing to give feedback to the manufacturer of this brand 0.40 7.38
Social approval d = 0.75; CR = 0.86; AVE=0.51

I would not buy this brand because I am sure that they will not approve 0.66 10.78
I am not loyal to this brand because they are not either 0.65 9.20
I often discuss this brand in a negative manner with them 0.32 4.95
I achieve a sense of belonging by avoiding the same brand as them 0.72 10.03
All of my online network avoids this brand 0.47 7.02
I avoid this brand because I want to be associated with certain group of people 0.66 9.39

who do not like it

Oppositional attitudinal loyalty a = 0.90; CR = 0.90; AVE=0.58

There is another brand (than the one I oppose) that... I will never betray 0.79 6.88

... I am proud to buy 0.83 6.96

I would feel upset if I had to buy a brand other than my favorite one 0.69 6.60

... I feel attached to 0.90 7.10

... i1s my favorite 0.90 7.12

... I feel confident buying 0.70 8.00

... I believe is fairer 0.40 9.67

Community identification a = 0.84; CR = 0.85; AVE=0.58

I am very attached to the other people who oppose this brand 0.82 14.24
Other people who oppose this brand and I share the same objectives 0.72 13.04
The friendships I have with other people who dislike the brand mean a lot to me 0.87 16.11
I see myself as part of the group of people that do not support this brand 0.62 14.23
Community recommendation intentions g= 0.84; CR = 0.84;, AVE=0.73

I would definitely recommend friends or relatives to take part in this group 0.80 11.09
I never miss an opportunity to recommend activities of people who are against 0.90

this brand to others 12.06
Community engagement a = 0.82; CR = 0.83; AVE=0.61

I am motivated to participate in online activities organized by people who oppose 0.72 10.89
this brand because...I feel better afterwards

... They allow me to support other members 0.85 12.65
...They allow me to reach personal goals 0.78 12.05

CFA Model Fit: Chi-square = 669.442 (df: 354; p= 0.000), CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.92, CMIN =
1.89; RMSEA = 0.05

Table 3: Measurement model
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F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7
F1. Negative emotional exchange 0.74
F2. Communication -0.12 10.71
F3. Social approval 0.24 1027 (0.71
F4. Oppositional loyalty 0.32 [-0.04 |10.32 [0.76
F5. Community engagement 0.16 |0.29 [0.58 [0.29 |0.78
F6. Community identification 0.27 1020 |0.70 [0.46 |0.63 |0.76
F7. Community recommendation intention |0.20 |0.27 ]0.53 ]0.22 ]0.59 [0.55 [0.85

Table 4: Reliability and discriminant validity
NB: Diagonal values represent the square root of the AVEs and below the diagonal are the
pairwise correlations.

Causal path Sv:glgliletgs vatl-ue Sig. Support
Hla [Emotional Connection -->Oppositional Loyalty 0.33  |3.96 |*** |Supported
H1b |[Communication --> Oppositional Loyalty 0.02  ]0.29 |0.77 |Not supported
H2a [Emotional Connection --> Social Approval 0.30 |3.90 [*** |Supported
H2b (Communication --> Social Approval 0.33 |3.88 [*** |Supported
H3a [Oppositional Loyalty --> Community Engagement 0.01  |0.31 |0.75 |Not supported
H3b Oppositional Loyalty --> Community Identification 030 4.60 [*** |Supported
H4a |Social Approval --> Community Engagement 0.30 [3.24 [**  |Supported
H4b [Social Approval --> Community Identification 0.64 |8.42 P*** Supported
HS5 |Community Identification --> Community Engagement 0.41  |3.72 |*** |Supported
H6 |Community Engagement --> Community Recommendation [0.38  4.55 [*** |Supported
H7 |Community Identification --> Community Recommendation/0.38  [3.36 [*** |Supported

0.05.

*#% Significant at the 0.001 level ** significant at the 0.01 level
Model fit: Chi-square = 698.141 (df: 362, p < 0.001), CFI=0.92, TLI =0.91, CMIN = 1.92; RMSEA =

Table 5: Summary of SEM results
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