

[image: image1]
How does innovative customer knowledge influence electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior through egoistic and altruistic approaches? Testing a moderated mediation model









 


	
	
ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 27 November 2024
doi: 10.3389/fcomm.2024.1488675








[image: image2]

How does innovative customer knowledge influence electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior through egoistic and altruistic approaches? Testing a moderated mediation model

Xiaobo Qi*


School of Logistics, Guangdong Mechanical and Electrical Polytechnic, Guangzhou, Guangdong, China

Edited by
 Tereza Semerádová, Technical University of Liberec, Czechia

Reviewed by
 Ana Lisboa, Polytechnic Institute of Leiria, Portugal
 Pinghao Ye, Wuhan Business University, China

*Correspondence
 Xiaobo Qi, 258835093@qq.com 

Received 30 August 2024
 Accepted 18 November 2024
 Published 27 November 2024

Citation
 Qi X (2024) How does innovative customer knowledge influence electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior through egoistic and altruistic approaches? Testing a moderated mediation model. Front. Commun. 9:1488675. doi: 10.3389/fcomm.2024.1488675
 

Introduction: At present, innovative customer knowledge on social media platforms is mostly treated as a kind of “self-entertainment” activity content, and has not been effectively integrated and used by sales-oriented social media enterprises. As a result, the problem of electronic word-of-mouth recommendation reducing for such enterprises is more prominent. Theoretically, on the one hand, researches in the field of customer knowledge are mainly concentrated in the field of knowledge management led by the enterprise, which lacks to discuss the influence of innovative knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior from the perspective of customer dominance. On the other hand, previous studies lack to explore the formation mechanism of electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior of innovative customers from the dual paths of altruism and egoism. The professional characteristics and social characteristics of innovative customers are not analyzed as boundary conditions. In this context, based on social learning theory and social identity theory, this study explores the influence mechanism of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.

Methods: Data were collected by Likert 5-level scale using questionnaire survey method. A total of 452 valid questionnaires were collected from Northeast, Northwest, East, North, Central, South and southwest China by random sampling method. SPSS21.0 software and Bootstrap (PROCESS3.0) program were used to analyze the multilevel linear regression, structural equation model and robustness test of the model.

Results: (1) Innovative customer knowledge had a significant positive impact on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior and professional identity; (2) Professional identity had a significant positive effect on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior; (3) Professional identity played mediating role between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior; (4) Compared with high professional status and high social status, low professional status and low social status had a stronger moderating effect on the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, and there was a moderated mediation effect.

Discussion: Innovative customer knowledge generates electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior through two paths: altruism and egoism. These two paths are affected by the external characteristics of innovative customers, that is, professional characteristics and social characteristics have a moderating effect on them.
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1 Introduction

Web 3.0 technology spawns the era of Marketing 4.0. On social media shopping platforms (in China, such as Taobao, Tmall, Jingdong, Pinduoduo, various live streaming platforms, etc.), consumers first pay attention to electronic word-of-mouth (such as likes and comments) before shopping. In addition, sales-oriented social media enterprises mainly achieve the purpose of improving sales performance through the electronic word-of-mouth recommendation effect formed by likes and praise. Philip Kotler, “the father of modern Marketing,” also pointed out that in the era of Marketing 4.0, “recommendation behavior” has become an important part of influencing customers’ purchasing activities (Kotler et al., 2017). However, in reality, many sales-oriented social media enterprises cannot effectively integrate innovative customer knowledge, so that the professionalism of customers is not recognized, resulting in the reduction of electronic word-of-mouth. The results manifest in the “losing fans” in the live-streaming sales, and the lacking motivation for customers to fill in the praise for merchants on the online shopping platform. Finally, the decline of electronic word-of-mouth has a negative impact on consumers’ purchase intention (Liu, 2015). In terms of theoretical research, the research in this field mainly focuses on the impact of service innovation on word-of-mouth (Lee et al., 2022), and the impact of information and value expression on the usefulness of electronic word-of-mouth (Hung et al., 2023). However, the formation mechanism of electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior is not discussed from the perspective of customer knowledge innovation. Therefore, this study is based on this.

Innovative customers refer to those who participate in the company’s product/service innovation activities (including the process of design, research, development and promotion), invest their intellectual, physical and emotional efforts, and ultimately create valuable results for the company (Zhang et al., 2017). Innovative customer knowledge refers to certain innovative content in the form of audio, video, text and pictures generated by innovative customers in the process of participating in product or service innovation based on social media. As an important external resource of enterprises, innovative customer knowledge is also a key intangible asset (Koniorczyk, 2015), which has attracted more and more enterprises’ attention. For example, innovative customers can customize exclusive cola, pens, personalized cakes, clothes, and photo albums in the stores of sales-oriented social media enterprises such as Taobao, Tmall, and Pinduoduo with the help of the innovative knowledge they have mastered. The innovative customer knowledge is eventually transformed into highly personalized new products. In recent years, the consumption mode of innovative customers to generate new products with the help of innovative knowledge has become a consumption trend in China, and this trend is easy to form electronic word-of-mouth recommendation effect with the help of social media. For enterprises, innovative customer knowledge is a strategic resource and unique knowledge stock outside the enterprise, which contribute to the formation of sustainable competitive advantage (Levy et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2019). Therefore, in the future, the market value of innovative customer knowledge will become the focus of development of sales-oriented social media enterprises.

However, in reality, innovative customer knowledge is more as a kind of “self-entertainment” activity content to promote. How to transform it into electronic word-of-mouth, this problem has not been effectively solved. In terms of theory, the academic community has achieved valuable research results in the field of customer knowledge, but scholars still pay little attention to customer knowledge (García-Murillo and Annabi, 2002). Moreover, the research is more concentrated in the field of customer knowledge management led by the enterprise (Bratianu et al., 2023; Kolour and Nikkhah, 2024; Ramadhan et al., 2024). Be manifested in: First, enterprises pay more attention to the impact of the valuable knowledge products they provide on customer satisfaction (Kolour and Nikkhah, 2024), and the knowledge transfer initiated by the corporate headquarters (Zhang et al., 2024).

Second, by encouraging customer participation and using customers as co-developers and information sources, enterprises can acquire relevant knowledge about customer needs (Wang, 2022; Zhang et al., 2024). Or gain knowledge about customers through social media data (He et al., 2019).

Third, enterprises through the management of customer knowledge and utilization (Boateng, 2016; Chari et al., 2016), improving product innovation and innovation quality (Chaithanapat et al., 2022; Bratianu et al., 2023; Kolour and Nikkhah, 2024), improving enterprise performance and innovation performance (Falasca et al., 2017; Jin et al., 2020; Johansson et al., 2019; Wen et al., 2020). Therefore, there is a lack of studies on the influence of innovation knowledge on customer follow-up behavior and firm performance from the perspective of customer dominance.

Among the only studies on customer-led innovation knowledge, a small number of scholars have studied the impact of customer knowledge on innovation and customer loyalty (Komejani and Mohaghegh, 2017; Wahab et al., 2023), and also preliminarily discussed the positive correlation between customer knowledge level and recommendation intention (Zhang et al., 2020). However, on the one hand, these studies did not deeply explore the mechanism of the influence of innovative customer knowledge on word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Previous studies on customer knowledge mainly focused on the sources of knowledge for ordinary customers, including “knowledge about customers,” “knowledge from customers” and “knowledge owned by customers” (Valacherry and Pakkeerappa, 2018), and rarely involved customer innovation knowledge. Unlike ordinary customers, innovative customers are “quasi-experts” who can generate innovative knowledge, and they have a stronger willingness to spread their innovative knowledge. This kind of innovative knowledge has a certain degree of professionalism, and its dissemination on social media has a stronger influence, which is more conducive to the spread of electronic word-of-mouth of sales-oriented social media enterprises. However, what is the mechanism of the influence of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior? From the perspective of altruism, social learning theory holds that people learn to engage in behaviors that help others, which is a prosocial behavior (Branscombe and Baron, 2017). From the perspective of egoism, social identity theory holds that people do certain behaviors mainly in the hope of gaining positive views of themselves and others (Ferrucci et al., 2020). Social learning theory and social identity theory are mainly applied to the research in the field of sociology. However, how to apply these two theories to the field of customer innovation in marketing, and explain how innovative customer knowledge affects electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior through altruism and egoism? At present, there is a lack of theoretical expansion in this area and a lack of clear and targeted conclusions in this field. Therefore, based on the theory of social identity and social learning, the research is carried out in two ways: altruism and egoism.

On the other hand, the two potential motivations for individuals to generate citizenship behavior are egoism and altruism (Lemmon and Wayne, 2015). Electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior is a kind of customer citizenship behavior, so it is necessary to explore the mechanism of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior from the two paths of egoism and altruism. What is the intrinsic motivation of innovative customers in the process of the influence of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior? What factors are affected by the external environment in the process of influence? The only research on the influence of customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth shows that expert customers with higher professional knowledge will generate cognition and behavior centered on expert attributes, while novice customers with lower professional knowledge will generate cognition and behavior centered on interests (Park and Kim, 2008). Therefore, the process of innovative customer knowledge affecting electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior may also have an attribute-centered altruism path and an interest-centered egoism path. Further, studies have shown that egoism has the most significant impact on individuals with higher levels of identification (Graham et al., 2020). Although this study (Park and Kim, 2008) preliminarily proposed the altruistic and egoistic paths through which customer knowledge affects electronic word-of-mouth. However, it does not deeply explore the role of professional identity in the path of egoistic influence. From the perspective of intrinsic motivation of egoism, in order to distinguish themselves from others and emphasize their sense of superiority as “professionals,” innovative customers will generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior through the mediating role of professional identity. With the knowledge of innovation, the behavior of innovative customers will be affected by the external environment. This kind of influence is reflected in the status of innovative customers. The professionalism of innovative knowledge changes their professional status, and the social communication of innovative knowledge changes their social status. Research shows that for customers with high professional degree, the influence of professional attribute is greater than that of interest center; on the contrary, for customers with low professional degree, the influence of interest center is greater than that of professional attribute (Park and Kim, 2008). From the perspective of egoistic factors of external environment, compared with high professional status and high social status, innovative customers with low professional status and low social status have stronger motivation to moderate the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, so as to obtain a better image and higher degree of respect. Therefore, the analysis of the mediating factors of professional identity and the moderating factors of professional status and social status is of great value to unlock the mechanism of the influence of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. However, existing research has not explored this dimension in depth. Therefore, this study introduces professional identity as the mediating variable and professional status and social status as the moderating variable, which complements the shortcomings of existing studies on altruism and egoism. Moreover, the research is extended to the field of customer innovation, which enriches the research results of the influence of customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth.

Professional identity is a self-perceived construct that describes how people perceive themselves as professionals (Ranz et al., 2017; Kunrath et al., 2020). When innovative customers use innovative knowledge to “show “their innovative products on social media circle of friends (such as WeChat moments), they often get likes and praise from members of the circle of friends, which makes it easy for them to obtain professional recognition based on innovative knowledge. However, the research on professional identity is mainly carried out from the perspective of enterprise employees, lacking from the perspective of customers, and also lack of research on the relationship between innovative customer knowledge and professional identity. In terms of employees, more studies focus on the impact of employees’ professional identity on customer interaction attitude, knowledge sharing attitude and response attitude in the process of customer value co-creation (Amin et al., 2024). In terms of knowledge relationship with customers, customers’ knowledge sharing attitude towards value co-creation positively affects customers’ behavior (Amin et al., 2024), and practitioners’ perception of their professional identity will give priority to and influence their subsequent behavior (Pierson, 2024). As innovative customers gain certain professional identity, their professional status and social status in their peers also change, however, what boundary role do these two factors play in the process of innovative customers forming electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior? There are few researches on this issue.

For professional status. Innovative customer knowledge is knowledge with high content quality, which directly affect customers’ behavioral intention and purchase intention (Filieri et al., 2023). Studies have also shown that employee positions matching professional status have a moderating effect on identity motivation and value co-creation attitude (Amin et al., 2024). Therefore, professional status may moderate the relationship between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. For social status, self-perceived social status positively affects participation challenge and electronic word-of-mouth adoption (Zhang et al., 2021; Kim and Kiura, 2023). Moreover, professional identity is related to personal social status (Bossio and Sacco, 2017). In short, professional identity, professional status and social status are the potential factors affecting the relationship between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Therefore, this paper attempted to introduce professional identity as mediating variable and professional status, and social status as moderating variables into the relationship model between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.

In order to answer the above practical and theoretical questions, this paper takes innovative customers as the research object, builds a moderated mediation model based on social learning theory and social identity theory, and discusses the influence mechanism of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. And as well as discusses the mediating role of professional identity, and the moderating role of professional status and social status. The contribution of this study is as follows: first, it reveals the influence mechanism of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, and enriches the research results of social learning theory; The second is to verify the mediating role and the moderated mediating role of professional identity, and expand the research results of social identity theory in the field of customer innovation; The third is to consider the professional and social characteristics of innovative customers, introduce professional status and social status as moderating variables, and explore the boundary effect of the two on the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. In addition, this research conclusion is helpful for sales-oriented social media enterprises to effectively guide the transformation of innovative customer knowledge into electronic word-of-mouth, expand the consumer market and improve sales performance.

In order to carry out the research effectively, I made the following design for the structure of the paper. The first part is introduction, which introduces the background and significance of this study. The second part is the literature review and hypothesis development. According to the literature review, seven research hypotheses are proposed. The third part is the research method, which introduces the sample collection and scale. The fourth part is the research results, which mainly analyzes the mediating effect, moderating effect and the robustness of the results. The fifth part is for discussion, introducing the theoretical contribution, practical value, research limitations and future research direction. The sixth part is the conclusion, in-depth overview of the research findings of this paper.



2 Literature review and hypotheses development


2.1 Innovative customer knowledge

Innovative customers refer to those who participate in the company’s product/service innovation activities (including the process of design, research, development and promotion), invest their intellectual, physical and emotional efforts, and ultimately create valuable results for the company (Zhang et al., 2017). Compared with ordinary customers, innovative customers are the holders, users and sharers of innovative knowledge. And they are also a kind of knowledge customer, whose innovation activity is a kind of professional activity which is the comprehensive application of innovation knowledge. In a narrow sense, customer knowledge is the knowledge about customer needs, preferences and behaviors (Tang and Marinova, 2020). In a broad sense, customer knowledge comes from outside the enterprise, including “knowledge about customers,” “knowledge from customers” and “knowledge owned by customers” (Valacherry and Pakkeerappa, 2018). For customers, the more complex the innovation context, the more innovative knowledge learners will acquire (van Lysebetten et al., 2020). Innovative customer knowledge is often reflected in the creation process of personalized goods, which is a kind of User-Generated Content, including audio, video, text, pictures, etc. (Xu et al., 2018).

Based on the above definition and background, this study defines innovative customer knowledge as certain innovative content in the form of audio, video, text and pictures generated by innovative customers in the process of participating in product or service innovation based on social media.



2.2 Innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior

The behavioral motivation of innovative customer groups is related to the situation they are in. When innovative customers are in a non-competitive situation, they do not need to be recognized by others, and their behavior is pure and altruistic. Social learning theory holds that people learn to engage in a certain behavior because of the pleasurable feeling that comes after the behavior. And if the behavior is to help others, it is a prosocial behavior (Branscombe and Baron, 2017). Altruistic behavior is a voluntary behavior that is intended to benefit others, rather than the expectation of obtaining an external reward or avoiding an externally generated aversive stimulus or punishment (Eisenberg and Miller, 1987).

Electronic word-of-mouth is positively correlated with knowledge sharing on social media (Choi and Scott, 2013). Therefore, Electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior is an innovative customer knowledge sharing behavior. In social media, altruism not only positively affects individual knowledge sharing behavior (Wang and Hou, 2015), but also has a positive impact on Electronic word-of-mouth (Sundaram et al., 1998; Mahmood et al., 2019). At the same time, innovative customer knowledge is an important condition for participating in product innovation, and it also reflects the innovation ability of customers, and participation in product and customer innovation ability positively affects electronic word-of-mouth behavior (Sundaram et al., 1998;. Yusuf et al., 2018). Therefore, from the perspective of altruism, electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior is the altruistic result of innovative customer knowledge.

The altruistic internal mechanism of innovative customer knowledge affecting electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior is embodied in knowledge sharing attitude, professional knowledge sharing and knowledge exchange promotion. First, the altruistic sharing attitude in innovation activities contributes to the generation of electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Innovative activities are always intertwined with innovative knowledge, and not only innovative customers’ attitude towards knowledge sharing positively affects customer behavior (Amin et al., 2024), but also innovating itself also has a positive impact on knowledge sharing behavior (Afriyie et al., 2020).

Second, the experience of innovative customer knowledge triggers the sharing behavior of altruism, which has a positive impact on the electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Innovative customer knowledge is a collection of content expressed by audio, video, text, pictures, etc. In social media, such knowledge can not only exert influence as a kind of experience, opinion and judgment (Park, 2013), but also customer expertise itself will positively affect customer knowledge sharing (Guan et al., 2018). The electronic word-of-mouth generated by innovative customers is a kind of knowledge word-of-mouth. Based on the altruistic desire to share knowledge, innovative customer knowledge positively affects the electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.

Third, innovative knowledge shapes the “quasi-expert” identity of innovative customers, and the altruistic exchange of professional knowledge among experts promotes the sharing of electronic word-of-mouth. Innovative customers are “quasi-experts” between innovative experts and ordinary customers, who have mastered more professional knowledge of innovation and carry out interpersonal communication through word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. This is because one of the motivations for sharing positive reputation among experts is professional knowledge (Wojnicki and Godes, 2017). Based on the above analysis, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:


H1: Innovative customer knowledge positively affects electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.
 



2.3 Innovative customer knowledge and professional identity

Professional identity is a social and self-perceived construct that is one of the multiple social identities a person holds (Ranz et al., 2017), and it describes how people perceive themselves as professionals (Kunrath et al., 2020). The influence of innovative customer knowledge on professional identity is embodied in three aspects, that is, innovative customer knowledge positively affects professional identity through professionalism, creativity and technicality of knowledge.

First, the specialization of innovative knowledge contributes to the formation of professional identity. Professional identity includes cognition (Zhao and Zhang, 2017), the core of which is personal knowledge resources (Echeverri and Akesson, 2018). Innovative customer knowledge is a kind of knowledge resource, which constitutes the advanced cognition of innovative customers that is different from ordinary customers. Therefore, this advanced cognition is the basis for the formation of professional identity.

Second, the creativity of innovative knowledge helps to form professional identity. Innovative customer knowledge is not only the basis of creativity, but also the embodiment of personality. Creativity is the personal attribute of an individual to obtain professional identity (Kunrath et al., 2020). Therefore, the creativity of innovative customer knowledge is the embodiment of innovative customer’s personality in innovative professional knowledge, and it helps innovative customer to obtain professional recognition.

Third, the technicality of innovative customer knowledge is the condition of forming professional identity. Innovative customer knowledge is the basis of innovative technology, which is manifested in the operation of network, the use of software, the application of programs, etc. In the process of innovation, while technology is the condition that affects professional identity (Echeverri and Akesson, 2018). After customers master innovative knowledge, the knowledge gradually evolves into innovative technology in the process of application of innovative activities. When innovative customers have these innovative technologies, they have the conditions for professional recognition. Therefore, innovative customer knowledge as an antecedent condition produces professional identity. Based on the above analysis, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:


H2: Innovative customer knowledge positively influences professional identity.
 



2.4 Professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior

In a certain professional context, professional identity allows individuals to identify themselves as professionals who develop attitudes and behaviors (Marquardt et al., 2016; Pierson, 2024). Professional identity generates electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, which reflects the egoistic motive of innovative customers.

First, based on the egoistic motive, the word-of-mouth sharing of innovative customers is to obtain others’ praise, learn and imitate. In virtual communities, innovative customers are more willing to share their knowledge (Ma and Agarwal, 2007; Lifshitz-Assaf, 2018). These innovative products are rich in innovative knowledge and have won professional recognition. Innovative customers make use of the strong communication of social media to publicize innovative products through electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, so that more netizens can understand, praise, learn and imitate.

Second, based on egoistic needs, innovative customers, after gaining professional recognition, publicize their innovative and valuable innovative products through electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, which can highlight their stronger innovation ability and professional ability compared with ordinary people. Self-enhancement is the ability to affirm oneself. On the one hand, innovative customers generally take actions to enhance themselves in order to improve their perception in the eyes of others (Wojnicki and Godes, 2017). On social media, this action takes the form of presenting innovative products through electronic word-of-mouth recommendation and gaining a sense of superiority. On the other hand, in order to gain authority in the field of innovation, innovative customers show their ability to peers through electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior and gain self-enhancement perception. Compared with ordinary customers, one of the motivations for sharing positive word-of-mouth among experts is self-enhancement (Wojnicki and Godes, 2017).

Third, based on egoistic needs, after obtaining professional recognition, innovative customers communicate with others through network word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, which can further obtain praise from others. For one thing, innovative customers show their innovative products to others through word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. And the process of online shoppers receiving word-of-mouth information and making praise and evaluation meets the social needs of innovative customers for interpersonal interaction. For another thing, in the context of social media, identification is also carried out through interactions with others (Bossio and Sacco, 2017; Petriglieri and Obodaru, 2019). Based on the above analysis, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:


H3: Professional identity positively affects electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.
 



2.5 The mediating effect of professional identity

The behavioral motivation of innovative customer groups is complex. When they are in a competitive situation and need the professional recognition of others in order to improve their status, their egoistic motivation is triggered. Electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior is the result of satisfying their egoistic needs. According to the social identity theory, people want to get a positive view of themselves and others (Ferrucci et al., 2020). And professional identity is a kind of social identity for individuals to distinguish themselves from other individuals (Barbour and Lammers, 2015). Innovative customers also want to gain professional identity and be viewed positively by others. Under the motivation of egoism, innovative customers further generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.

On the one hand, innovative customer knowledge positively influences professional identity, which is the basis of professional identity formation. To participate in innovation, they need to possess certain knowledge of the design and production of audio, video, text and pictures, the application of software and programs, as well as the knowledge of color matching, literature and aesthetics, which shapes the professional identity (Abbott, 1988; Kunrath et al., 2020).

On the other hand, professional identity positively affects the electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, which is the egoistic antecedent of the electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Professional identity with knowledge resources as the core (Echeverri and Akesson, 2018) is formed in the process of knowledge sharing, which helps innovative customers gain respect (Flynn, 2003). Through further innovation, customers can also gain positive views from others and form a better personal image, which is driven by these egoistic needs to generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behaviors (Yang, 2017). Thus, innovative customer knowledge positively affects professional identity, and professional identity further promotes innovative customers to generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Based on the above analysis, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:


H4: Professional identity mediates the relationship between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.
 



2.6 The moderating effect of professional status

Innovative customers who gain professional recognition gain self-enhanced perception (Wojnicki and Godes, 2017). Compared with ordinary customers, innovative customers also gain the status of “quasi-experts” at this time. Further, self-enhancement positively affects word-of-mouth sharing among experts (Wojnicki and Godes, 2017). At the same time, the specialization of innovative customer knowledge triggers the external environmental factor of professional status. The high and low professional status of innovative customers represents the strong and weak recognition degree given to them by the outside world.

When innovative customers have high professional status, they can offer advice to others, they are often the senders of information (Axtell et al., 2020), and they are not prone to feeling incompetent in their self-image (Berger et al., 1980). High professional status means high professional contribution, so the contribution sensitivity of such innovative customers is not high (Liu et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2021). Thus, after high professional status innovation customers obtain professional recognition, the motivation of electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior is weak in order to improve self-image and contribution degree. Therefore, the influence of high professional status on the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior is weak.

When innovative customers have low professional status, individuals usually use their professional status to protect their own image, rather than appearing incompetent (Axtell et al., 2020). Moreover, they have a strong motivation to obtain positive evaluations from others (Berger et al., 1980). Furthermore, people with lower status often seek advice or solutions from those with higher status (Bianchi et al., 2012). More critically, innovative customers with low professional status are more sensitive to prestige, reputation and contribution, and are more willing to continuously link their personal identity with their professional identity through participation, observation, interpretation and reinterpretation of personal experience (Beijaard et al., 2004; Liu et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2021). Thus, after the innovative customers with low professional status obtain professional recognition, they have a strong motivation to generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior in order to improve their self-image and contribution degree. That is, low professional status has a strong influence on the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.

Therefore, compared with high professional status, the cross-effect of low professional status and professional identity has a stronger influence on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Based on the above analysis, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:


H5: Compared with high professional status, low professional status has a stronger moderating effect on the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.
 



2.7 The moderating effect of social status

In the context of social media, identification occurs through interactions with others (Bossio and Sacco, 2017; Petriglieri and Obodaru, 2019). Word-of-mouth is a form of online interaction (Wang and Yu, 2017). Therefore, professional identity positively affects electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.

Social status is the degree to which an individual or group is respected by others (Magee and Galinsky, 2008), which is mainly composed of advantages and prestige (Mattan et al., 2017). Social status is correlated with professional identity (Bossio and Sacco, 2017), and is an external feature of value identity (Zhao and Zhang, 2017). According to the social identity theory, people mainly obtain self-perception and self-concept from the social category to which they belong (Hogg and Abrams, 2010). And social status perception is an important factor in determining individual social actions. The influence of high and low social status of innovative customers on their social behavior is quite different.

When innovative customers are in a high social status, on the one hand, they already have a high social influence and popularity (Boukarras et al., 2020). On the other hand, they also gain life satisfaction and happiness due to their high social status (Haller and Hadler, 2006). Therefore, innovative customers with high social status are less motivated to generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior for the purpose of popularity and happiness after gaining professional identity.

When innovative customers are in a low social status, they are more likely to expect competence perception, popularity, self-honor, prestige and influence (Groysberg et al., 2011; Boukarras et al., 2020). More importantly, innovative customers with low social status are more inclined to view the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior from the perspective of egoism. This is because the charitable donation (Liu and Hao, 2017), commitment (Liu, 2019) and utilitarian consumption behavior (Chen et al., 2019) of individuals with low social status are more based on egoism. Moreover, innovative customers with low social status are more likely to obtain the life satisfaction and happiness generated by high social status (Haller and Hadler, 2006). This means that innovative customers with low social status, after gaining professional identity, have stronger motivation to generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behaviors for their own ability perception, popularity, prestige, influence and happiness.

Therefore, compared with high social status, the cross-effect of low social status and professional identity has a stronger influence on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Based on the above analysis, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:


H6: Compared with high social status, low social status has a stronger moderating effect on the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.
 



2.8 The moderated mediation effect of professional status and social status

According to the generation mechanism of moderated mediation effect (Wen-Zhonglin and Hou, 2006), the generation of moderated mediation effect should meet the following two points at the same time: First, the effect of independent variable on mediating variable, the effect of mediating variable on dependent variable, and the mediating effect are all significant. Second, the moderating effect exists, and the cross term between the moderating variable and the mediating variable has a significant influence on the dependent variable.

For the first point, according to the above analysis, innovative customer knowledge has a positive impact on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior (Wojnicki and Godes, 2017; Guan et al., 2018; Amin et al., 2024), and professional identity mediates the relationship between the two (Abbott, 1988; Wojnicki and Godes, 2017; Kunrath et al., 2020). That is to say, innovative customer knowledge has a significant effect on professional identification, professional identification has a significant effect on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, and professional identification has a significant mediating effect.

For the second point, compared with high professional status, low professional status has a stronger moderating effect on the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior (Bianchi et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2014; Axtell et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2021). Compared with high social status, low social status has a stronger moderating effect on the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior (Haller and Hadler, 2006; Groysberg et al., 2011; Boukarras et al., 2020). Thus, compared with high professional status and high social status, low professional status and low social status have a stronger moderating effect on the mediating effect of professional identity between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. That is, the moderating effect of professional identity and social identity exists. Moreover, the cross-effects of professional status, social status and professional identity, respectively, have obvious differences on the influence of electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior at high and low levels. Thus, there is a second-stage moderating mediating effect. Based on the above analysis, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:


H7: Compared with high professional status and high social status, low professional status and low social status have a stronger moderating effect on the mediating effect of professional identity on the relationship between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.
 

In summary, this study builds a theoretical model as showed in Figure 1.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Theoretical model. ICK, innovative customer knowledge; PI, professional identity; EWOMB, electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior; PS, professional status; SS, social status.





3 Research methodology


3.1 Sample and data collection

Customers who participated in customer innovation activities on social media were randomly recruited for the survey. And the sample covered Northeast, Northwest, East, North, central, South and Southwest China. A total of 550 questionnaires were sent out and 452 valid questionnaires were collected, with an effective recovery rate of 82.18%. The data collection process was divided into three stages: (1) Questionnaire design: Through the study of a large number of literatures, the scale with high maturity that has been widely verified in existing literatures was selected. After repeated discussions between doctoral supervisors in the field and a number of doctoral students and master’s students, the questionnaire was made after revising the item statements that may cause ambiguity. And the Likert 5-level scale was adopted (1 represents complete disagreement, 5 represents complete agreement); (2) Pre-test: In order to ensure the reliability of questionnaire items, 77 initial questionnaires were sent out for pre-survey before the formal questionnaire was formed. And then a small number of items were modified and deleted according to the test results to form a formal questionnaire with good reliability and validity; (3) Did formal research. The sample characteristics are showed in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Composition and distribution of samples.
[image: Table1]



3.2 Measures

1. Innovative customer knowledge. The research results of Zhang et al. (2020) were used for reference, including five items such as “I am familiar with applications and functions related to customer innovation in social media.” The Cronbach’s α coefficient of this scale was 0.921.

2. Professional identity. The research results of Bennett (2010) were used for reference, including six items such as “I strongly feel that I am an innovative customer.” Cronbach’s α coefficient of this scale was 0.897.

3. Professional status. Based on the research results of Lount et al. (2019), which included three items such as “I believe that my innovative products make me respected by the people around me.” The Cronbach’s α coefficient of this scale was 0.871.

4. Social status. Flynn’s (2003) research results were used for reference, including three items such as “As an innovative customer, I am respected by others.” Cronbach’s α coefficient of this scale was 0.872.

5. Electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. The research results of Sayil et al. (2016) were used for reference, including three items such as “in social media, I will tell others about the positive information of the innovative products I participate in.” Cronbach’s α coefficient of this scale was 0.872.

According to previous studies, gender, age and education background were selected as control variables in this study.




4 Research results


4.1 Reliability and validity analysis

Reliability test. As showed in Table 2, To begin with, Cronbach’s α coefficient of all scales was greater than 0.7; Then, the combined reliability value CR of innovative customer knowledge, professional identity, professional status, social status and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior were greater than 0.7; Finally, the CICT of each variable corresponding to the item were calculated, and its value were between 0.691 and 0.849, both of which were greater than 0.4. To sum up, the reliability level of each variable was high.



TABLE 2 Reliability and validity analysis.
[image: Table2]

The validity test includes structural validity, convergence validity and discriminative validity. (1) The structural validity was tested by exploratory factor analysis (EFA). The KMO value of each variable was greater than 0.7, and the corresponding Bartlett sphericity test was significant at the p < 0.001 level, indicating that each scale had good structural validity. (2) The convergence validity was tested by AVE of each variable, as showed in Table 2: AVE values were all greater than 0.5, indicating that each scale had good convergence validity. (3) The AVE square root of each variable was greater than the value of its row and column, as showed in Table 3, indicating that each variable meets the requirement of discrimination validity. Therefore, all scales in this study had good reliability and validity.



TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis of variables (N = 452).
[image: Table3]



4.2 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

As shown in Table 3, innovative customer knowledge and professional identity (r = 0.633, p < 0.01), professional status (r = 0.540, p < 0.01), social status (r = 0.600, p < 0.01), electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior (r = 0.495, p < 0.01); Professional identity and professional status (r = 0.752, p < 0.01), social status (r = 0.757, p < 0.01), electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior (r = 0.741, p < 0.01); Professional status and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior (r = 0.639, p < 0.01); Social status and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior (r = 0.709, p < 0.01). The above variables were significantly positively correlated, and the results preliminarily supported the research hypothesis of this paper and provided a basis for the next hypothesis test.



4.3 Structural equation model analysis


4.3.1 Main effect analysis and mediating effect test

SPSS 21.0 was used to test the main effect and mediating effect by multiple linear regression method. As showed in Table 4: According to models 2 and 6, innovative customer knowledge had a significant positive impact on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior (M2, β = 0.502, p < 0.001) and professional identity (M6, β = 0.636, p < 0.001). Thus, H1 and H2 were supported. According to model 3, professional identification had a significant positive effect on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior (M3, β = 0.742, p < 0.001), and H3 was supported. Meanwhile, Model 4 shows that professional identity (M4, β = 0.711, p < 0.001) had a significant indirect effect on the relationship between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Therefore, the mediating effect of professional identity was significant, and H4 was supported.



TABLE 4 Results of multilevel linear regression test.
[image: Table4]



4.3.2 Moderating effect test

The PROCESS 3.0 program of SPSS 21.0 was used to analyze the moderating effect. As shown in Table 5, the Effect value of the interaction term between low professional status and professional identity was greater than that of high professional status (Effect: low professional status: 0.673 > Effect: high professional status: 0.560), and the T-value was significant at the 0.05 level. The interaction terms of low social status and professional identity were larger than those of high social status (Effect: low social status: 0.562 > Effect: high social status: 0.457). And the T-value was significant at 0.05 level. These results indicated that the effect values of each interaction item had significant differences between the high and low professional status groups and between the high and low social status groups. Therefore, H5 and H6 were supported. To further verified the moderating effect, this paper drew a moderating effect chart based on the research results of Aiken and West (1991). As shown in Figures 2, 3, the slope of the group with low professional status was greater than that of the group with high professional status, and the slope of the group with low social status was greater than that of the group with high social status. Low professional status and low social status had a stronger moderating effect between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. And H5 and H6 had been confirmed again.



TABLE 5 Test results of moderating effect.
[image: Table5]
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FIGURE 2
 The moderating effect of professional status. LPI, low professional identity; HPI, high professional identity; EWOMB, electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior; LPS, low professional status; HPS, high professional status.


[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 The moderating effect of social status. LPI, low professional identity; HPI, high professional identity; EWOMB, electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior; LSS, low social status; HSS, high social status.




4.3.3 Moderated mediation effect test

First of all, Bootstrapping method was used to test, and one standard deviation above the mean (+1SD) and one standard deviation below the mean (−1SD) were selected as the high and low values of the moderating variables, as shown in Table 6. The indirect effect of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior through professional identity was greater in the low professional status group than in the high professional status group (Effect: low professional status group: 0.397 > Effect: high professional status group: 0.331). The indirect Effect value of the low social status group was greater than that of the high social status group (Effect: low social status group: 0.331 > Effect: high social status group: 0.270). And in both cases, the 95%Boot confidence interval of indirect effect did not contain 0, which was significant, indicating that the lower the professional status and social status, the stronger the mediating effect of professional identity between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Secondly, the PROCESS 3.0 program of SPSS 21.0 was used to analyze and show that the 95%Boot confidence intervals of the moderated mediation INDEX. Index of professional status and social status were CI: professional status = [−0.060, −0.005] and CI: social status = [−0.054, −0.010], none of them contained 0, indicating that the moderated mediation effect was significant. Thus, H7 was confirmed.



TABLE 6 Test results of moderated mediating effects in the second stage.
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4.3.4 Robustness checks

If Bootstrapping method is used to further verify the hierarchical regression results and the same conclusion can be obtained, it can be proved that the conclusion has a certain robustness (Hu et al., 2017). Therefore, Bootstrapping method was used in this paper to further test the mediating effect and moderating effect. The sample size was set to 5,000 and the confidence interval was set to 95%. Among them, the mediating effect test results are shown in Table 7. Boot confidence interval of indirect effect of professional identity did not contain 0 (CI = [0.371, 0.534]). Therefore, the mediating effect of professional identity was significant, and H4 was again supported.



TABLE 7 Robustness test results of the mediation effect of Bootstrapping method.
[image: Table7]

At the same time, it can be seen from Table 6 that Bootstrapping tests the moderated mediating effect. The results show that Boot confidence intervals for indirect effects at both low and high levels did not contain 0. And Boot confidence intervals for the moderated mediating INDEX did not contain 0. That is, the moderating effect was significant, and H5 and H6 had been confirmed for the third time. Therefore, the results of hierarchical linear regression were verified again by Bootstrapping method, which shows that the conclusion of this paper had good robustness.





5 Discussion


5.1 Theoretical contributions

Based on social learning theory and social identity theory, with professional identity as the mediating variable, with professional status and social status as the moderating variable, this study explored the mechanism of the influence of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.

First, it proved that innovative customer knowledge positively affected electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. On the one hand, previous studies mainly focus on the impact of enterprise-led knowledge management on innovation performance, service performance and firm performance. This study explored in depth the internal mechanism of how innovative customer knowledge affected electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior from a customer-led perspective. And the research conclusions deepen and enrich the research results in this field. On the other hand, according to social learning theory, a certain behavior is derived from the pleasant feeling brought about by the behavior. And if the behavior is to help others, it is a prosocial behavior. The conclusion of this paper confirmed the altruistic path of innovative customer knowledge to electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. That is, innovative customers with altruistic thoughts can directly generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior without additional conditions. It further expands the research results of social learning theory in the field of customer innovation.

Second, it was confirmed that innovative customer knowledge positively affects professional identity, professional identity positively affects electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, and professional identity mediates innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Previous studies rarely explore in depth the mediating factors that influence innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. The conclusion of this study shows that professional identity, as an egoistic factor, is the main mediating variable affecting innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. Innovative customers with egoistic thoughts need professional identity to generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. It is further confirmed that there is an egoistic path to the influence of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. On the one hand, previous studies mainly regard electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior as a purely profitable behavior, but this study shows that innovative customers also generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior through the egoistic motivation of professional identification. This further indicates that the formation mechanism of electronic word-of-mouth of innovative customers is complex, which is not only influenced by the “single track” of altruism motivation, but also by the “double track” joint motivation composed of altruism and self-interest. Social identity theory, on the other hand, states that people want to be viewed positively by themselves and others. This conclusion indicates that innovative customers generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behaviors precisely to obtain professional identity (positive perception of others), which enriches the research results of social identity theory in the field of electronic word-of-mouth recommendation.

Thirdly, the relationship between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation was confirmed by professional status and social status. In other words, compared with high professional status and high social status, low professional status and low social status have a stronger moderating effect between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. In the past, the research on the formation mechanism of electronic word-of-mouth rarely included the customer’s status factor. However, with the advent of the era of Marketing4.0, the status of customers in social media has been unprecedented. Thus, this paper incorporates innovative customer status factors into the research model and subdivided them into professional status and social status, which reflect professional and social characteristics. The moderating and moderated mediating effects between professional identity and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior were verified. And the boundary conditions for the influence of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior through professional identity were revealed.



5.2 Practical implications

First, sales-oriented social media enterprises should incorporate innovative customer knowledge into their marketing performance expansion system as a formal resource. At present, the application of innovative customer knowledge is in the state of “self-entertainment,” and enterprises have not integrated it as a formal knowledge resource system. According to the conclusion that innovative customer knowledge positively affects electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, sales-oriented social media enterprises should establish a collection, training and guidance system for innovative customer knowledge on the basis of the existing sales system. On the one hand, they should actively help customers master innovative knowledge and skills under the background of social media, and constantly stimulate their innovation vitality. On the other hand, the innovative customers who guide altruistic tendency produce electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior based on altruistic motivation.

Secondly, sales-oriented social media enterprises should take a two-pronged approach to open up a “dual path” of altruism and egoism to develop electronic word-of-mouth marketing strategies. In view of the realistic problem of “losing fans” in live marketing of sales-oriented social media enterprises, two approaches should be adopted to develop electronic word-of-mouth for innovative customers. For innovative customers with high altruistic tendency, the focus should be on stimulating their pro-social motivation, and the relationship between electronic word-of-mouth recommendation and helping others should be taken as the focus of publicity. For innovative customers with high egoistic tendency, a professional identity evaluation system should be established. Through online excellent innovative product evaluation, offline excellent innovative customers meeting with fans and other activities, the social recognition and self-enhancement effect brought by professional identity should be emphasized. So as to meet their needs for image enhancement, prestige enhancement and self-enhancement, and then stimulate their electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.

Third, sales-oriented social media enterprises should actively pay attention to the external professional and social characteristics of innovative customers, and focus on innovative customers with low professional status and low social status as key objects for the development of electronic word-of-mouth recommendation. The conclusion of this study shows that innovative customers with low professional status and low social status are more motivated to generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior based on egoistic motivation than innovative customers with high professional status and high social status. Therefore, sales-oriented social media enterprises should take these two types of customers as key development objects, increase their innovation knowledge, enhance their professional identity and stimulate their electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.



5.3 Limitations and future research directions

This paper also has some shortcomings and limitations: First, in data collection, questionnaire method was used, which may lead to common methodology bias caused by data from a single source. In future research design, the mixed research method of “questionnaire method + experimental method” can be used, especially the field experiment method. Second, this study preliminarily found that innovative customer knowledge affects the altruistic path and egoistic path of electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, but the relationship and interaction between these two paths have not been deeply discussed. Therefore, further research can be carried out on this. Thirdly, this paper confirmed that professional identity plays a partial mediating role between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. This conclusion suggests that other mediating variables should be explored in future studies to fully uncover the mechanism of the influence of innovative customer knowledge on electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior.




6 Conclusion

In this study, the multi-level linear regression analysis, structural equation model analysis and robustness test show that my research conclusion has a certain stability. The process of generating electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior from innovative customer knowledge has two paths: altruism and egoism. In this process, it is moderated by the external characteristics of innovative customers.

First, I find that the essence of innovative customer knowledge directly and positively affects electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior was altruism. On the one hand, innovation activities can stimulate innovative customers’ desire to share knowledge, spread the experience and creativity of innovative knowledge. And then generate electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior to help others obtain useful information. On the other hand, innovative customers use knowledge as the medium to exchange professional knowledge with others through electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, so as to meet people’s learning needs and social needs.

Second, I find that professional identity mediates the relationship between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior. The mediating effect accounts for 89.15%, which indicates that professional identity is the main mediating variable between the two. But, it also means that there are other mediating variables, and the subsequent research can be further expanded based on this.

Third, I find that the external characteristics of innovative customers, namely professional characteristics (professional status) and social characteristics (social status), have a moderating effect on the relationship between innovative customer knowledge and electronic word-of-mouth recommendation behavior, and the moderated mediating effect exists. Moreover, the lower the professional status and social status, the stronger the moderating effect, mainly because the group with these characteristics has a stronger motivation to enhance self-image, enhance prestige, enhance reputation, and utilitarian. This also suggests that sales-oriented social media enterprises should focus on the development of electronic word-of-mouth by innovative customers with low professional status and low social status.
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