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The negative impact of a sense of 
community on consumers: 
focusing on trash talk
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In today’s hyperconnected digital landscape, brands cultivate a sense of community 
among consumers to enhance engagement and loyalty. While such efforts can 
foster positive brand relationships, they may also lead to unintended negative 
consequences. This study examines how a strong sense of community among 
brand consumers can contribute to hostile behaviors, specifically trash talk against 
rival brands. Drawing on social identity theory, we hypothesize that a sense of 
community fosters trash talk, mediated by inter-brand and inter-consumer rivalry. 
A survey of Japanese consumers (N = 310) reveals that while inter-brand rivalry 
does not significantly drive trash talk, inter-consumer rivalry plays a critical role. 
Consumers with a sense of community are likely to develop inter-consumer 
rivalry, which in turn amplifies trash talk. Moreover, a sequential mediation effect 
is identified, where a sense of community heightens inter-brand rivalry, which 
subsequently fuels inter-consumer rivalry, leading to trash talk. These findings 
underscore the risks associated with fostering a sense of community in brand 
management. While strengthening consumer connections can enhance loyalty, 
it may also intensify competitive hostility, potentially harming brand equity. This 
study expands existing research by highlighting the dual nature of a sense of 
community and its implications for brand strategy.
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1 Introduction

In today’s digital marketplace, consumer connections play a crucial role in shaping brand 
loyalty and engagement. Social media enables consumers to easily interact with others who 
share their brand preferences, strengthening their attachment to brands and fostering 
community dynamics (Cova, 1997; Kohls et al., 2023; Marchowska-Raza and Rowley, 2024; 
Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). The bonds between consumers have transcended the boundaries 
of traditional brand communities and are now being formed in a broader communicative 
space (Arnould et al., 2021; Arvidsson and Caliandro, 2016). This study conceptualizes these 
connections as a sense of community (Carlson et al., 2008).

While a sense of community has been verified to contribute positively to consumers’ brand 
loyalty, commitment, and word-of-mouth intentions (Carlson et al., 2008; Lyu and Kim-Vick, 
2022), its potential negative effects remain largely unexplored. A strong sense of community 
can promote hostile behaviors toward rival brands, commonly referred to as trash talk. Trash 
talk involves derogatory comments aimed at rival brands, often used by consumers as a means 
of emphasizing their loyalty to their own brand (Hickman and Ward, 2007).

For example, Apple and Samsung have long been at the center of intense brand rivalries, 
fueled not only by their technological competition but also by their marketing strategies and 
consumer communities (Ilhan et al., 2018). Apple’s branding often positions its products as 
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part of an exclusive and innovative ecosystem, implicitly setting itself 
apart from competitors like Samsung. Meanwhile, Samsung frequently 
engages in comparative advertising that directly critiques Apple, 
reinforcing the perception of rivalry among consumers. As a result, 
loyal Apple users often express their brand preference through 
negative comments about Samsung devices on social media, 
illustrating how a strong sense of community can sometimes manifest 
in trash talk. While such rivalry and trash talk can enhance brand 
engagement, it also poses risks, as excessive negativity can alienate 
potential consumers and damage brand reputation (Ewing et al., 2013; 
Fisk et al., 2010; Laroche et al., 2012; Lee, 2005; Wang et al., 2012).

As consumer advocacy and brand interactions increasingly take 
place in digital spaces, understanding trash talk is crucial for 
maintaining brand reputation and consumer trust. This study 
examines how a sense of community fosters trash talk through inter-
brand and inter-consumer rivalries. Drawing on social identity theory 
(Turner et al., 1979), which explains how group membership shapes 
individual self-perception, we examine the mechanisms that lead to 
hostile brand-related behaviors.

To address this research purpose, we pose the following specific 
research questions. First, how does a sense of community contribute 
to the emergence of trash talk? Second, what roles do inter-brand 
rivalry and inter-consumer rivalry play in mediating the relationship 
between a sense of community and trash talk?

This study makes several contributions to the literature. First, it 
extends a sense of community research by exploring the potential 
negative outcomes. This extension provides a more nuanced 
understanding of the double-edged nature of consumer-to-consumer 
relationships. Second, it introduces and empirically tests a model that 
explains the process by which a sense of community leads to trash talk, 
mediated by different forms of rivalry. This model offers a novel 
perspective on the dynamics of inter-brand competition and its 
impact on consumer behavior.

This paper is structured as follows. First, it reviews relevant prior 
research on a sense of community, social identity theory, and trash 
talk. Next, it presents the theoretical framework and develops 
hypotheses. The research methodology is then detailed, followed by a 
report of the analysis results. Finally, theoretical and practical 
implications are discussed, and the limitations of this study and 
directions for future research are presented.

2 Literature review and hypotheses 
development

2.1 Sense of community

The concept of a sense of community, which originated in 
community psychology, has gained significant traction in consumer 
behavior and marketing research. Carlson et al. (2008, p. 286) defines 
it as “the degree to which an individual perceives relational bonds with 
other brand users.” Unlike traditional brand communities, this 
concept can exist without formal membership or direct interaction, 
whether real or online (Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 2010; Carlson 
et al., 2008; Kohls et al., 2023; Sjöblom and Hamari, 2017).

The rise of social media has dramatically transformed how 
consumers connect with others who share their brand preferences, 
regardless of how niche those preferences might be. Particularly, 

features like hashtags enable consumers to easily discover and connect 
with others who share their interests in specific brands, products, or 
topics (Arvidsson and Caliandro, 2016). This functionality has 
lowered the barriers for forming consumer networks, as individuals 
can join conversations and find like-minded consumers simply by 
following or using relevant hashtags. In this hyperconnected 
environment, consumers can interact and engage with one another 
across diverse settings, leading to both strengthened brand preferences 
and the discovery of new brand values (Cova, 1997; Muñiz and Schau, 
2005; Swaminathan et  al., 2020). These consumer-to-consumer 
relationships collectively form what we  understand as a sense 
of community.

Furthermore, research has empirically demonstrated that this 
sense of community serves as a fundamental driver of consumer 
behavior in the digital age. Specifically, it enhances various aspects of 
brand relationships. Consumers with a stronger sense of community 
exhibit greater brand loyalty, actively engage in positive word-of-
mouth communication, and demonstrate stronger brand advocacy 
(Bauer, 2022; Carlson et  al., 2008; Lyu and Kim-Vick, 2022). The 
significance of these effects is particularly pronounced in today’s 
hyperconnected society, where consumer interactions and influence 
extend far beyond traditional geographical and social boundaries.

When examining a sense of community, it is essential to 
distinguish it from related concepts, particularly identification with 
the brand community. While both concepts focus on consumer-to-
consumer relationships, there is a fundamental difference between 
them (Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 2010). Identification with the brand 
community, a core concept in brand community studies, measures the 
perceived similarity between community members and their 
community (Algesheimer et al., 2005; Demiray and Burnaz, 2019). 
This identification requires conscious awareness of and affiliation with 
the community. In contrast, a sense of community can develop 
without formal community membership. This distinction is crucial as 
it allows the concept to describe not only the specific relationships 
within brand communities but also the broader, looser consumer-to-
consumer connections that form in other contexts, such as brand 
publics (Arvidsson and Caliandro, 2016).

2.2 Social identity theory

Consumers with a sense of community develop an awareness of 
“in-group” and “out-group,” a concept central to social identity theory. 
Social identity theory, which emerged within social psychology to 
explain in-group bias and out-group bias in intergroup dynamics, has 
become increasingly relevant in understanding the relationship 
between a sense of community and brand relationships (Carlson et al., 
2008; Rosenbaum et  al., 2005). This theoretical framework, now 
widely applied in consumer behavior research, provides valuable 
insights into how consumers form and maintain brand relationships. 
This section outlines the fundamental elements of social identity 
theory and its application to brand relationships.

At its core, social identity theory posits that individuals construct 
their self-concept through a combination of personal identity 
(individual traits and capabilities) and social identity (characteristics 
derived from affiliated social groups) (Hogg and Abrams, 1988; 
Turner, 1984). When individuals categorize themselves as members of 
a particular group (their “in-group”) distinct from other groups 
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(“out-groups”), they typically demonstrate favorable (unfavorable) 
bias toward their in-group (out-groups) (Ferguson and Kelley, 1964; 
Tajfel et al., 1971). This preferential evaluation serves to enhance self-
esteem through positive in-group association (Hogg and Abrams, 
1988). Thus, social identification theory effectively explains the 
mechanisms underlying intergroup discrimination (Tajfel and 
Turner, 2000).

Social identity theory has proven particularly valuable in brand 
community research, where consumer collectives are examined. 
Following Algesheimer et  al.'s (2005) introduction of brand 
community identification, numerous studies have empirically 
validated that stronger identification with the brand community 
enhances both community and brand relationships (Chang et  al., 
2019; Mandl and Hogreve, 2020; Zhou et al., 2012). Building on this 
research stream, scholars have increasingly focused on the broader 
concept of a sense of community, with empirical studies confirming 
that developing a sense of community among consumers strengthens 
brand relationships (Carlson et al., 2008; Rosenbaum et al., 2005; 
Swimberghe et al., 2018). In the context of brand consumption, this 
sense of community leads consumers to recognize clear boundaries 
that distinguish between users of the brand and non-users. This 
boundary recognition inherently creates group biases that would not 
emerge without such a sense of community.

The extensive body of research demonstrates that fostering a sense 
of community has become a crucial strategy for enterprises seeking to 
enhance brand relationships in today’s market environment. However, 
this phenomenon requires careful consideration of its potential 
drawbacks. While cultivating a sense of community generates 
beneficial in-group bias, it simultaneously creates negative biases 
toward out-groups, particularly rival brands. These negative biases can 
manifest as oppositional behaviors toward rival brands, which existing 
research has not thoroughly explored. This suggests an important 
direction for investigation, particularly in understanding how group 
biases generated by a sense of community lead to oppositional 
brand behaviors.

2.3 Trash talk

In the field of consumer behavior research, oppositional brand 
loyalty—which focuses on negative actions and attitudes toward rival 
brands—is attracting considerable attention. First introduced by 
Muniz and Hamer (2001), oppositional brand loyalty describes hostile 
behaviors directed at rival brands of a preferred brand. This concept 
is distinct from brand hate, which denotes a profound negative 
sentiment toward a specific brand. While brand hate exclusively 
focuses on intense negative sentiments toward a particular brand, 
oppositional brand loyalty is fundamentally rooted in both the robust 
endorsement of a specific brand and the presence of rival brands 
(Attiq et al., 2023; Japutra et al., 2014; Liao et al., 2021; Zarantonello 
et al., 2016).

Oppositional brand loyalty manifests through various behaviors, 
including the avoidance and rejection of rival brands, schadenfreude, 
negative word-of-mouth, and trash talk, which have been used as 
proxy variables in research. Among these manifestations, this study 
specifically focuses on trash talk—the active insult or denigration of 
rival brands (Hickman and Ward, 2007; Liao et al., 2023). Two key 
reasons justify this focus. First, given the growing influence of 

word-of-mouth on social media (Keller and Fay, 2018), trash talk has 
become increasingly significant. It can provoke reactions from fans of 
rival brands, potentially leading to new conflicts and damaging the 
user image of the favored brand.

Second, while trash talk is observed in various contexts, it remains 
understudied in consumer behavior research. Originally a concept 
from sports research, trash talk was introduced to consumer behavior 
studies by Hickman and Ward (2007), particularly within brand 
community research. Subsequently, Japutra et al. (2018) revealed that 
trash talk occurs independently of community participation and is 
reinforced by strong brand relationships. The relative novelty of trash 
talk in consumer behavior research, coupled with limited existing 
studies, indicates a significant need for further investigation.

Given this focus on trash talk, it is crucial to distinguish it from 
negative word-of-mouth, as they represent distinct concepts. Hickman 
and Ward (2007) and Marticotte et al. (2016) highlight key distinctions 
between negative word-of-mouth and trash talk. Negative word-of-
mouth arises from specific experiences, such as dissatisfaction, 
whereas trash talk does not require such an experiential basis. 
Furthermore, trash talk simultaneously involves rejecting rival brands 
while endorsing a favored brand, a dual dynamic absent in negative 
word-of-mouth. Consequently, trash talk represents a more intense 
and active behavior compared to negative word-of-mouth (Liao 
et al., 2023).

2.4 Social identity theory and trash talk

Understanding the antecedents of trash talk is essential for both 
theoretical development and practical brand management. By 
clarifying the factors that drive consumers to engage in trash talk, 
brand managers can better prevent potential brand damage stemming 
from conflicts between brand users, while simultaneously advancing 
the theoretical understanding of brand relationship dynamics. Prior 
research has explored various antecedents of trash talk, often focusing 
on consumers’ relationships with their preferred brand and its users 
(Hickman and Ward, 2007; Japutra et al., 2018, 2022). However, the 
findings have been inconsistent regarding the mechanisms that drive 
trash talk behavior.

Hickman and Ward (2007), in their study of brand community 
participants, found that stronger identification with the brand 
community enhances in-group/out-group biases, which, in turn, 
promotes trash talk. Their findings suggest that trash talk is more 
likely to emerge when consumers strongly value the brand or feel 
emotional warmth toward fellow consumers. Similarly, Marticotte 
et al. (2016) examined the role of brand community identification, 
brand loyalty, and self-brand connection in trash talk behavior. Their 
study revealed that brand community identification had no significant 
effect on trash talk, which they attributed to the cognitive rather than 
emotional nature of interactions in specific contexts like video 
game communities.

In contrast, Japutra et al. (2022) highlighted the role of emotional 
attachment, particularly brand attachment, in driving behaviors 
such as impulse buying, which in turn promotes trash talk. However, 
recent studies have challenged these findings. Junaid et al. (2022) 
argued that brand love has minimal impact on trash talk, suggesting 
that while brand love increases support for the brand, it may 
suppress negative opinions toward rival brands. Liao et al. (2023) 
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further noted that brand identification often leads to passive 
behaviors, such as avoiding rival brands, rather than active behaviors 
like trash talk. They suggested that disidentification with rival brands 
might be a stronger predictor of trash talk than brand identification.

These inconsistencies highlight the need to explore new 
dimensions of consumer relationships that could explain trash talk 
more comprehensively. Notably, while prior studies focused on brand 
identification, there has been limited attention on the broader sense 
of community that can exist without formal membership. A sense of 
community refers to the perceived bond among individuals who feel 
they belong to a group, which can foster in-group/out-group dynamics 
(Tajfel, 1984). This study seeks to address this gap by investigating how 
a sense of community, distinct from formal brand communities, drives 
trash talk through group biases.

When consumers develop a strong sense of community, they 
perceive themselves as part of a distinct social group, which increases 
their loyalty and connection to that group (Mamonov et al., 2016; 
Swimberghe et al., 2018). This enhanced group identity leads to the 
recognition of boundaries between the in-group (users of their 
preferred brand) and out-group (users of rival brands). Social identity 
theory posits that such group distinctions intensify in-group 
favoritism and out-group hostility, which can manifest as negative 
behaviors toward out-group members, such as trash talk (Tajfel, 1984).

H1: A sense of community positively affects trash talk.

2.5 Inter-brand rivalry and inter-consumer 
rivalry

While it is possible to directly link a sense of community with 
trash talk, introducing mediating variables can facilitate a more precise 
understanding of the mechanism through which trash talk emerges. 
This study focuses on brand rivalry as a potential mediating variable. 
Although rivalry has been discussed as a motive for hostile behavior 
(Muniz and Hamer, 2001), its relationship with trash talk, particularly 
in the context of a sense of community, requires further investigation. 
The widespread observation of rivalry in social media environments, 
characterized by anonymity and ease of communication (Ewing et al., 
2013), underscores the importance of examining this mechanism.

Research has shown that consumers engage in hostile behavior 
when rival brands threaten their preferred brands (Ewing et al., 2013; 
Marticotte et al., 2016; Muniz and Hamer, 2001). This phenomenon is 
particularly evident in markets with clear rivalries, such as Coca-Cola 
versus Pepsi or Ford versus Holden (Ewing et al., 2013; Muniz and 
Hamer, 2001). Interestingly, Hickman and Ward (2007) found that 
when consumers evaluate their in-group significantly higher than the 
out-group, they are less likely to perceive others as rivals, reducing the 
likelihood of trash talk. Furthermore, consumers who perceive strong 
rivalry exhibit an increased desire to protect their preferred brands, 
strengthening the relationship between brand identification and 
oppositional brand loyalty (Liao et  al., 2021). This connection is 
further supported by evidence that disidentification with rival brands 
directly influences trash talk behavior (Liao et  al., 2023). These 
findings show that rivalry toward rival brands is a key factor in 
deepening our understanding of hostile behaviors such as trash talk.

A sense of community is expected to enhance rivalry through 
several psychological mechanisms. Consumers with a strong sense of 

community maintain clear boundaries between in-groups and 
out-groups. Through social comparison processes (Festinger, 1954; 
Turner et al., 1979), they actively define their in-group identity by 
contrasting it with out-groups, which intensifies rivalry. Additionally, 
as in-group connections strengthen, competition with out-groups 
naturally emerges (Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Carron and Brawley, 
2000), often manifesting as hostile behaviors such as trash talk 
(Mullen and Copper, 1994).

Rivalry is inherently bidirectional, not unidirectional (Berendt 
et al., 2018; Osuna Ramírez et al., 2024). Unlike concepts such as 
brand hate, which represent unidirectional rejection of specific brands 
(Attiq et al., 2023), rivalry requires the presence of both supporting 
and opposing brands. This rivalry can be categorized into two distinct 
but related forms, inter-brand rivalry and inter-consumer rivalry 
(Berendt et al., 2018; Hickman and Ward, 2007). Inter-brand rivalry 
occurs between brands themselves, while inter-consumer rivalry 
develops among users of competing brands.

The relationship between these two forms of rivalry is sequential. 
Berendt et al. (2018) demonstrated that increased inter-brand rivalry 
leads consumers to become more aware of brand competition, which 
subsequently promotes inter-consumer rivalry. This suggests a 
spillover effect where brand-level competition catalyzes competitive 
behavior among consumers. Based on this discussion, it can 
be  inferred that inter-brand rivalry develops first, subsequently 
leading to an increase in inter-consumer rivalry. This sequential 
relationship suggests that the impact of a sense of community on trash 
talk may follow two distinct but interconnected paths, one through 
inter-brand rivalry and another through inter-consumer rivalry.

A strong sense of community reinforces consumer rivalry in 
multiple way. First, through social comparison processes, they develop 
inter-brand rivalry by clearly distinguishing their preferred brands 
from competing ones. This rivalry can directly lead to trash talk as a 
means of asserting brand superiority. Second, as community members 
interact with each other, they develop inter-consumer rivalry, which 
can also trigger trash talk as a form of collective opposition against rival 
brand users. Moreover, these two forms of rivalry are interconnected. 
The awareness of inter-brand competition often spills over into 
consumer-level interactions, creating a cascade effect where brand-
level rivalry intensifies consumer-level rivalry and subsequent trash 
talk behavior.

While rivalry serves as a key mediating mechanism, the 
relationship between a sense of community and trash talk is likely 
more complex than simple full mediation. A sense of community can 
also directly influence trash talk through other mechanisms, such as 
the need to maintain group distinctiveness or demonstrate group 
loyalty, independent of rivalry (Hickman and Ward, 2007). 
Furthermore, consumers may engage in trash talk as a manifestation 
of strengthened brand relationships developed through a sense of 
community. These direct effects, combined with the parallel pathways 
through both brand-focused and consumer-focused rivalry (Liao 
et al., 2021), suggest a partial mediation model. These relationships are 
illustrated in Figure 1, leading to the following hypotheses.

H2: Inter-brand rivalry mediates the effects of a sense of 
community on trash talk.

H3: Inter-consumer rivalry mediates the effects of a sense of 
community on trash talk.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2025.1583048
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication
https://www.frontiersin.org


Hato 10.3389/fcomm.2025.1583048

Frontiers in Communication 05 frontiersin.org

H4: Inter-brand rivalry and inter-consumer rivalry serially mediate 
the relationship between a sense of community and trash talk.

3 Methodology

3.1 Data collection

A web-based survey was conducted to investigate the relationships 
between sense of community, inter-brand/inter-consumer rivalry, and 
trash talk. This study presumes that consumers have a brand they 
support, as the presence of rivalry necessitates brand support (Berendt 
et al., 2018). Therefore, participants were instructed to answer the 
survey questions with their favorite brand in mind. Data collection was 
conducted in July 2024 through a crowdsourcing service provided by 
iBRIDGE Corp., Japan. The initial sample consisted of 400 participants 
(equally divided between men and women) residing throughout Japan. 
To ensure balanced age representation, 80 samples were gathered from 
each of five age categories (20s, 30s, 40s, 50s, and 60s).

To address the common issue of participants minimizing effort in 
online surveys (Aust et al., 2013), we implemented two attention check 
questions to identify and exclude undesirable response behaviors. The 
first attention check question was embedded within the scale items, 
instructing participants to “Select neither for this question” among five 
response options (“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”). The second 
attention check involved a simple numerical calculation (74–47 = ?), 
where participants selected from five response options (Iseki et al., 
2022). Additionally, participants who indicated their favorite brand 
had no competitors or provided insincere responses (e.g., patterned 
selections) were excluded from the analysis. After these quality control 
measures, the final sample consisted of 310 valid responses, yielding 
an effective participation rate of 77.5%. The demographic details are 
presented in Table 1.

Analysis of the final sample revealed no significant gender bias. 
However, there was a slightly higher proportion of participants aged 
40 and above, which may be attributed to older participants’ tendency 
to respond more attentively to survey items, thus being more likely to 
pass the attention checks.

3.2 Measures

Except for inter-brand rivalry, all measures were adapted from 
previous studies using five-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree to 

5 = strongly agree). Table 2 presents the measurement items with their 
factor loadings. A sense of community was measured using six items 
from Carlson et al. (2008). Both inter-brand and inter-consumer rivalry 
measures were based on Berendt et al. (2018), with inter-brand rivalry 
assessed through a single item (1 = not very intense to 10 = very intense) 
after participants identified a rival brand, while inter-consumer rivalry 
was measured using three items. The dependent variable, trash talk, was 
measured using three items adapted from Hickman and Ward (2007).

Although inter-brand rivalry was measured with a single item, 
research suggests that reliability can be maintained when the target 
construct is specific and clear (Bergkvist and Rossiter, 2007; Wanous 
and Hudy, 2001). Since participants can easily assess the intensity of 
inter-brand rivalry (Berendt et al., 2018), a single-item measure was 
deemed appropriate.

Since all measurement scales originated from English-language 
literature, we implemented a back-translation procedure (Douglas and 
Craig, 1983). First, we  translated the items into Japanese, then a 
bilingual researcher translated them back to English. A native English 
speaker compared the original and re-translated versions to ensure 
semantic and nuanced equivalence. Items requiring revision 
underwent this process iteratively until no discrepancies remained.

3.3 Reliability and validity of the measures

To address potential common method bias due to self-reported 
data collected at a single time point, we  conducted Harman’s 

FIGURE 1

Hypothesized model.

TABLE 1 Profile of participants.

Characteristics Frequency (%)

Gender

Men 165 53.2

Women 145 46.8

Age

20s 51 16.5

30s 46 14.8

40s 68 21.9

50s 73 23.5

60s 72 23.2
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single-factor test (Podsakoff et  al., 2003). The largest explained 
variance before rotation was 49.01% (<50%), indicating no significant 
common method bias.

Before testing our hypotheses, we conducted confirmatory factor 
analysis to evaluate measurement properties (Table 2). The model 
demonstrated satisfactory fit indices with χ2(51) = 74.782, CFI = 0.993, 
GFI = 0.962, AGFI = 0.942, and RMSEA = 0.039, all of which exceed 
recommended thresholds (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Reliability was 
confirmed through composite reliability (CR), with all constructs 
exceeding the standard threshold of 0.60 (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988).

Convergent validity was assessed through factor loadings and 
average variance extracted (AVE) (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988; Hair et al., 
2013). With one exception in the inter-consumer rivalry construct, all 
factor loadings exceeded 0.60. Additionally, AVE values for all 
constructs surpassed the standard threshold of 0.50 (Bagozzi and Yi, 
1988; Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Hair et  al., 2013), confirming 
convergent validity. Discriminant validity was verified by comparing 
the square root of AVE with correlation coefficients (Fornell and 
Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 2013), revealing no concerns.

4 Results

All hypotheses were tested using SPSS 29. First, linear regression 
was conducted to test the effect of a sense of community on trash talk 
(H1). The results of the linear regression analysis indicated that a sense 
of community significantly affected trash talk (β = 0.29, t(308) = 5.94, 
p < 0.001). The coefficient of determination (R2) was 0.08 
(F(1,308) = 27.58, p < 0.001), indicating that a sense of community 
explained 8% of the variance in trash talk. Thus, H1 is supported.

To test H2 through H4, we conducted a serial mediation analysis 
using Hayes’ (2022) PROCESS macro (Model 6). This model allowed 
us to examine the indirect effect with a sense of community as the 

predictor variable and inter-brand rivalry and inter-consumer rivalry 
as the mediators, with trash talk as the outcome variable. Furthermore, 
since age and gender have been suggested to be related to trash talk 
(Ewing et  al., 2013), they were included as control variables. To 
generate 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals and test the 
statistical significance of the direct and indirect effects, we applied 
10,000 bootstrap resamples. We chose to use bootstrap resamples 
because this approach provides superior outcomes for indirect effects 
by effectively controlling Type I error and not assuming normality in 
the sampling distribution (Mackinnon et  al., 2004). An effect is 
considered statistically significant when the bootstrap confidence 
intervals do not include zero (i.e., when both the upper and lower 
limits are either entirely above or below zero). Conversely, if the 
confidence interval straddles zero, the effect is not statistically 
significant (Hayes, 2022).

Regarding the control variables, age has a significant negative 
effect on inter-consumer rivalry (β = −0.10, SE = 0.00, p < 0.05) and 
trash talk (β = −0.14, SE = 0.00, p < 0.01), indicating that older 
individuals are less likely to engage in these behaviors. However, its 
effect on inter-brand rivalry is not significant (β = 0.02, SE = 0.01, 
p = 0.679). Gender (0 = women, 1 = men) has a significant positive 
effect on inter-consumer rivalry (β = 0.09, SE = 0.08, p < 0.05) and 
trash talk (β = 0.11, SE = 0.09, p < 0.05), suggesting that men are more 
likely to engage in these behaviors. However, its effect on inter-brand 
rivalry is not significant (β = 0.06, SE = 0.26, p = 0.283).

In examining the hypothesis, the findings revealed that inter-
brand rivalry did not significantly mediate the relationship between a 
sense of community and trash talk (95% CI [−0.049, 0.016], β = −0.01, 
SE = 0.02). Although a sense of community positively affected inter-
brand rivalry (β = 0.29, SE = 0.14, p < 0.001), inter-brand rivalry did 
not positively affect trash talk (β = −0.49, SE = 0.02, p = 0.374).

Inter-consumer rivalry significantly mediated the relationship 
between a sense of community and trash talk (95% CI [0.120, 0.258], 

TABLE 2 Measurement items with factor loading and composite reliability.

Mean SD CR AVE Loadings

Sense of community 2.62 0.82 0.95 0.76

I feel strong ties to other users of the same brand 0.88

I find it very easy to form a bond with other users of the same brand 0.81

I feel a sense of being connected to other users of the same brand 0.89

A strong feeling of camaraderie exists between me and other users of the same brand 0.89

Users of the same brand give me a sense of community 0.88

I feel a sense of community with other people who use the same brand 0.89

Inter-brand rivalry 5.15 2.34

In your perception, how intense do you think is the rivalry between your favorite brand and the rival brand

Inter-consumer rivalry 2.62 0.82 0.79 0.57

The rivalry between my favorite brand users and the rival brand users is mutual 0.51

For the rival users, my favorite brand users are also the archrivals 0.86

The rival users consider my favorite brand users serious rivals 0.84

Trash talk 1.70 0.93 0.96 0.90

I talk about how negative I feel about rival brands to other people 0.93

I talk about how inferior rival brands compare to my favorite brand to other people 0.97

I say negative things about competing brands to other people 0.94
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β = 0.19, SE = 0.04). A sense of community positively affected inter-
consumer rivalry (β = 0.45, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001). Inter-consumer 
rivalry then positively affected trash talk (β = 0.41, SE = 0.07, 
p < 0.001).

The sequential mediation indirect effect, wherein a sense of 
community indirectly affects trash talk through inter-brand rivalry 
and inter-consumer rivalry, was significant (95% CI [0.015, 0.053], 
β = 0.03, SE = 0.01). Although an indirect effect of a sense of 
community on trash talk was observed, no significant direct effects 
were identified (β = 0.05, SE = 0.06, p = 0.366). The total effect of a 
sense of community on trash talk was significant (95% CI [0.131, 
0.280], β = 0.20, SE = 0.04). All results are presented in Figure 2. In 
conclusion, H2 was not supported, while H3 and H4 
were supported.

5 Discussion

This study examined how a sense of community influences trash 
talk behavior, focusing on the mediating roles of inter-brand and 
inter-consumer rivalry. The results confirmed Hypothesis 1 (H1), 
demonstrating that a stronger sense of community directly leads to 
more negative behaviors toward rival brands. However, this direct 
effect disappeared when the two types of rivalry were introduced 
as mediators.

Further analysis of the underlying mechanisms revealed that 
inter-brand rivalry did not mediate this relationship (H2), consistent 
with Liao et al. (2023), who found that brand rivalry primarily leads 
to passive behaviors, such as brand avoidance, rather than active 
negative behaviors like trash talk. In contrast, inter-consumer 
rivalry emerged as a significant mediator (H3), indicating that 
heightened group-level competition directly fosters active negative 
behaviors, supporting Hickman and Ward’s (2007) argument that 
perceptions of in-group superiority drive consumers to engage in 
trash talk.

Additionally, our sequential mediation model (H4) revealed that 
a sense of community first intensifies inter-brand rivalry, which then 
escalates into inter-consumer rivalry, ultimately fostering trash talk 
behavior. This chain reaction suggests that brand-level competition 
evolves into consumer-level rivalry, further promoting negative 
behavioral outcomes. These findings underscore the paradoxical 

role of a sense of community in encouraging negative behaviors 
through the complex interplay of brand and consumer 
rivalry dynamics.

6 Implication

6.1 Theoretical implications

This study offers three significant theoretical contributions to 
the understanding of consumer behavior and brand communities. 
First, it illuminates the previously underexplored dark side of a 
sense of community. While existing research has extensively 
documented the positive outcomes of community belonging, such 
as enhanced word-of-mouth intentions and brand loyalty 
(Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen, 2010; Carlson et  al., 2008; Kohls 
et  al., 2023; Swimberghe et  al., 2018), the potential negative 
consequences have received limited attention. By quantitatively 
examining the relationship between a sense of community and 
trash talk, this study extends the work of scholars who have 
investigated similar phenomena in brand community 
identification contexts (Hickman and Ward, 2007; Marticotte 
et al., 2016).

Second, this research enhances our understanding of how rivalry 
mediates the relationship between a sense of community and trash 
talk. By distinguishing between inter-brand and inter-consumer 
rivalry, we reveal a more nuanced perspective in which inter-brand 
rivalry alone does not directly lead to trash talk but contributes to 
negative behaviors through its interaction with inter-consumer rivalry. 
This finding adds complexity to the existing discourse on rivalry in 
consumer behavior research.

Third, our sequential mediation model challenges the assumption 
of a direct relationship between a sense of community and trash talk. 
These findings indicate that the relationship between a sense of 
community and trash talk is more complex than previously assumed, 
requiring specific mediating factors. In fact, an analysis without 
mediating variables showed a significant effect of a sense of 
community on trash talk. However, when rivalry relationships were 
incorporated as mediating variables, the direct effect became 
non-significant.

FIGURE 2

Results of hypothesized model.
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6.2 Managerial implications

These findings have some critical implications for marketing 
practitioners. First, while fostering a sense of community remains a 
valuable marketing strategy, managers must be  aware that it can 
unintentionally encourage hostile consumer behaviors. To protect 
brand image and maintain positive relationships with competitors’ 
consumers, companies should carefully monitor consumer 
interactions. To mitigate potential negative effects, brands should frame 
competition at the brand level rather than promoting direct rivalry 
among consumers. Our findings indicate that while inter-brand rivalry 
alone does not significantly increase trash talk, inter-consumer 
rivalry does.

Furthermore, according to the findings of the present study and 
Hickman and Ward (2007), when consumers do not perceive 
out-groups as rivals, trash talk does not occur. This suggests that 
strengthening the positive aspects of a brand community without 
making comparisons to out-groups can help prevent trash talk 
about competitors. In other words, campaigns that foster a positive 
self-perception without emphasizing rivalry are likely to 
be effective.

Companies that have adopted this type of promotional strategy 
include LEGO and Allbirds. For example, LEGO’s “Rebuild the 
World” campaign, launched in 2019, strategically shifts consumer 
engagement from competition to creativity and collaboration. Rather 
than emphasizing superiority over competing toy brands, the 
campaign encourages users to see LEGO as a tool for imaginative 
exploration and problem-solving. This approach fosters a positive 
sense of community without positioning rival brands as inferior, 
effectively reducing inter-brand rivalry while strengthening 
brand attachment.

Allbirds strategically cultivates a sense of community that is 
centered on shared values rather than market competition. The brand’s 
slogan, “We Are Allbirds” fosters a collective identity among its 
consumers by emphasizing sustainability and environmental 
responsibility. Instead of differentiating itself through direct comparisons 
with competitors, Allbirds builds loyalty by reinforcing a sense of 
community around a movement that extends beyond footwear. This 
approach minimizes inter-consumer rivalry and encourages positive 
brand advocacy, reducing the likelihood of trash talk against 
competing brands.

6.3 Limitations and future research

This study has three primary limitations that suggest directions 
for future research. First, our focus on Japanese consumers raises 
questions about the cross-cultural applicability of our findings. 
Cultural dimensions such as individualism and collectivism (Hofstede 
and Hofstede, 2004) may influence how rivalry and community 
dynamics manifest across different societies. Moreover, the study’s 
broad approach, not specifying particular product categories or 
brands, leaves room for investigation of how these dynamics might 
vary across different market contexts (Muniz and Hamer, 2001).

Second, while our study identifies the relationship between a 
sense of community and trash talk, further research is needed to 
explore the underlying psychological mechanisms. Particularly 
intriguing is the unexpected finding that neither a sense of community 

nor inter-brand rivalry directly influences trash talk, highlighting the 
need for a more detailed examination of the mediating and 
moderating variables involved. Additionally, future research could 
achieve a deeper understanding by incorporating affective concepts 
central to brand research, such as brand attachment and engagement.

Addressing these limitations through future research will not only 
deepen theoretical understanding but also enable the development of 
more effective marketing strategies that can harness the benefits of 
community while mitigating its potential negative effects.
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