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Introduction: With the advancement of new media, brand communication has been taken into consideration by lots of firms. Apparently, customer affection plays a significant role in brand communications, though few studies have determined how the twofold of information function works in this communication mechanism. Based on this research gap and practical background, this paper proposes a hybrid model of communication comprising the utilitarian and hedonic aspects.

Methods: For this study, 575 questionnaires were collected, followed by the structural equation modeling of the derived data to test the research model.

Results: The results of statistical analysis show that the brand communication can be improved in terms of both utilitarian and hedonic aspects. Moreover, psychological contract and customer engagement play a chain mediation role in this mechanism.

Discussion: These findings contribute to the research of brand communication mechanism in digital era. Likewise, the findings offers several practical implications to the brand management.
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1. Introduction

Brand communication in the digital era has been reshaped by new media platforms (Voorveld, 2019), which changed the idea of how brands communicate on social media. Based on prior studies on brand communication, it has been reached into the consensus that the brand function determines the spreading and communication effect of a brand (Lynch and de Chernatony, 2004; Steinmann et al., 2015). Thus, firms are always focusing on the effects exerted by the utilitarian function brought by a brand.

There are not only utilitarian functions provided by brands. Current realities indicate that psychological aspects of customers have begun to lie at the center of studies on customer behavior. However, to date, many firms still insist that brands can only deliver utilitarian functions to customers, thus, ignoring customers' spiritual aspect, which has been criticized by academics (Lynch and de Chernatony, 2004; Ham et al., 2019). Thus, consistent with the relational marketing era coming, it is of great necessity that the hedonic function, that is, spiritual aspects of brands, should be taken into consideration instead of the utilitarian function of brands (Choi and Choi, 2014). Such revealing on brand communication demonstrates that brand communication in this modern era is a hybrid mixture of utilitarian and hedonic functions (Underwood and Klein, 2002; Wijaya, 2013; Uzunoglu and Kip, 2014).

Moreover, the arousal of customer relationship management requires scholars to focus on the customer's psychological aspect in brand communication (Sullivan et al., 2020). Unfortunately, few researchers have investigated how utilitarian and hedonic functions simultaneously shape brand communication. There are existed few studies detecting this psychological role in the process of brand communication. In addition, prior studies have shown the roles of utilitarian or hedonic aspects in brand communication desperately, whereas few studies have integrated these two aspects into one consideration (Simon, 2017; Ham et al., 2019). This gives this study the main research question: how can we process a satisfying brand communication from the utilitarian and hedonic perspectives with linkage to the customer relationship?

Based on mentioned research gap and the practical background, this study poses a hybrid model of brand communication from the perspectives of a two-fold information function. Specifically, this hybrid model is focused on the utilitarian and hedonic functions of information. Relying on customer relationships, the customer psychological contract and customer engagement are proposed for the mediators. This study shows that brand communication can be strengthened both from utilitarian and hedonic perspectives. According to the results, the psychological aspects, that is, the hedonic function, take precedence over the utilitarian function in this communication mechanism. The results contribute to the studies on customer psychology and behavior.

This study is organized as follows. In the first part, the related literature is reviewed in order to introduce the theoretical background and then develop the research model. Hypotheses are also posed in this part. The second part mainly emphasizes the method. In this study, a survey was used to collect the data for testing the model. Then, structural equation modeling (SEM) was applied to evaluate the relationship among all the variables. At the end of this study, based on the results of data processing, we further discussed the results and proposed several theoretical contributions and practical implications. More specifically, the proposition on the hybrid model of brand communication contributes to the research of brand communication, especially if it is from a novel perspective of information functions, that is, the utilitarian and hedonic functions. Furthermore, it offers several practical implications for making branding strategies in the post-truth era.



2. Theoretical background and research model


2.1. Literature review
 
2.1.1. Brand communication: A perspective of information function

The rise of research on brand communication flourished because of the popularity of social media and first began in a top marketing research journal in 2008 (Voorveld, 2019). This fact suggests that brand communication is linked closely to the development of media. Based on this, as for the definition of brand communication, prior studies demonstrated that brand communication is any piece of brand-related communication “distributed via social media” (Yang and Battocchio, 2020; Arya et al., 2022). Thus, this definition can lead to an observation that brand communication is a reflection of the relationship between internet users and the brand. Furthermore, it can be conducted that brand communication is related to the customer–brand relationship (Sharma and Varki, 2018; Dewnarain et al., 2019; Youn and Jin, 2021).

Many scholars have brought up a large number of research regarding brand communication from diversified perspectives. According to Bergkvist et al. (2012), brand communication effect has been influenced by the headlines of an ad. The result of this research showed that a complete headline is beneficial for brand communication. Simultaneously, communication style may have an impact on brand communication. According to Steinmann et al. (2015), communication style influences the attitude and recommendation of the brand. Simon (2017) has found that communal media gratification contributed more to brand gratification. This finding was significant for brand communication from the perspective of media. As a result, prior studies have revealed the fact that brand communication is a complex concept linked with information and media; however, few studies take the viewpoint of information function into the research of brand communication.

Obviously, it is of significant necessity to identify the information foundation on brand communication, due to brand communication being an information process (Voorveld, 2019; Yang and Battocchio, 2020). Thus, several studies regarding the functions of information were reviewed as follows. First, the information function is known for the utilitarian and hedonic perspectives. As for utilitarian function, prior research has focused on information usefulness as a utilitarian feature of information. According to Luo et al. (2018), information usefulness is regarded as an extension that has an impact on the intention and behavior of individuals. Thus, various studies show that information usefulness is the information that is perceived as valuable by readers. This finding depicts the utilitarian aspect of information (Saeed and Abdinnour-Helm, 2008; Gottlieb, 2012; Ham et al., 2019). Moreover, as different forms of information presentation may activate the psychological aspect of the customer itself, information also provides a hedonic function. There are several examples serving as evidence that image may be one of the most important formations of information to trigger the sentiment or enjoyment of customers. According to its definition, an image can provide a sensory experience for customers (O'Shaughnessy and O'Shaughnessy, 2002; Wijaya, 2013; A-Qader et al., 2016; Japutra et al., 2021). This may lead the customer to behave more psychologically, and as such, there is a multitude of reviews with positive sentiments on Instagram (Yu and Egger, 2021; Rejeb et al., 2022). This fact shows that perceived image can trigger the psychological aspect of customers, which reflects the hedonic function in brand communication.

Overall, the information feature of brand communication reveals the necessity to discuss brand communication from the perspective of information function. However, few studies identify this process from such perspectives. Consistent with studies into information function from utilitarian and hedonic perspectives, this theoretical viewpoint offers a research gap for us to fill up on brand communication.



2.1.2. Building the brand communication mechanism from utilitarian and hedonic perspectives: The role of customer relationship

Although two aspects of information function have been revealed, in order to detect a more explicit mechanism of communication on how information function works, we have focused on customer relationships.

According to prior related studies, customer psychological contract and customer engagement have lied at the center of the research into customer–brand relationships (Gillani et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2021; Asante et al., 2022; Sim et al., 2022). When it comes to customer psychological contract, existing research has proposed that the psychological contract was first proposed in the studies of organizational behavior and then defined in a relatively straightforward manner, stressing individual and organizational perceptions of obligations while also highlighting the stability of their connection (Robinson et al., 1994; Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2019). Above all, a psychological contract is the manifestation of a spiritual contract. Moreover, the psychological contract has been extended to a variety of contexts in recent studies and is no longer limited to organizational settings. Customer psychological contract is the extension of the psychological contract from the organizational scenario to the marketing scenario, which specifically studies the relationship between the consumer and the enterprise (Bi, 2019; Tomprou and Lee, 2022). Previous studies have shown that transactional and relational psychological contracts are two types of psychological contracts (Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2019). In summary, the customer psychological contract symbolizes a process of deepening the relationship between subjects (e.g., individuals) and objects (e.g., the media). The two categories of psychological contract reveal that this concept typically describes the relationship from both utilitarian and hedonic perspectives (Ozturk et al., 2016).

In addition, with the transformation of media technology, we are entering the “engagement” era (Ferrer-Conill et al., 2021). Consistent with the acceleration of customer participation evolving into customer involvement, numerous studies have still classified these relationships as having no profound bonds (Myrick and Erlichman, 2020; Yamamoto et al., 2020; Barari et al., 2021).

Thus, the proposition of customer engagement found by researchers aimed to identify this profound connection. This novel relationship has resulted in customer engagement both in customer psychology and behavior. Thus, customer engagement is a typical manifestation of a deeper customer relationship (Brodie et al., 2019). Undoubtedly, the permeation of customer engagement has a typical impact on all customers (Gummerus et al., 2012; Meire et al., 2019). Kilger and Romer (2007) confirmed that customer engagement impacts consumer purchase intention. Lin et al. (2021) stated that the popularity of live broadcasting is directly related to customer engagement. Although prior studies have begun to explore the impact of customer engagement (Pentina et al., 2018), few have explored the role and impact of this novel relational formation in brand communication.

Building upon the new media has brought an evolved relationship between customers and media; brand communication has thus been shifted and influenced by this relationship transition (Youn and Jin, 2021). In addition to information function studies, this relational transition demonstrates that brand communication in the digital age may be shifted by psychological and behavioral aspects of customers (Park and Ha, 2016; Steinhoff et al., 2019). This analysis has offered a research gap for this study; therefore, we are aiming to figure out the effect of customer relationship exerting on brand communication.




2.2. Hypotheses deduction

According to the literature on psychological contracts mentioned before, there are two ways to construct a customer psychological contract from the perspectives of transaction and relation, which reflects the two-fold of information function (Ham et al., 2019; Yuan et al., 2022). First and foremost, from the utilitarian perspective, customers always seek out the value of information. From this standpoint, information value provided by the brand can facilitate customers to make useful decisions. Thus, customers could have “perceived quality” through the information value. This may lead to the construction of a psychological contract from a transactional aspect (Luo et al., 2018; Zhao et al., 2020). In contrast, there is also a relational and psychological way for customers to build up the customer psychological contract. In terms of customers, brand image can offer them a more hedonic and sentimental experience (A-Qader et al., 2016; Park and Kim, 2022). As a result, a brand image can have more influence on the customers' psychological aspect from the hedonic perspective. Overall, the compared hypotheses shall be posed and identified. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 and its sub-hypotheses can be proposed, as follows, in accordance with the preceding analysis.

H1. Different forms of information function lead to the construction of the customer psychological contract in both utilitarian and hedonic ways.

H1a. The perceived quality has more impact on the construction of a transactional psychological contract rather than a relational psychological contract via the utilitarian aspect.

H1b. The brand image has more impact on the construction of a relational psychological contract rather than a transactional psychological contract via the hedonic aspect.

In this study, however, considering that the customer psychological contract can be constructed by information from both utilitarian and hedonic perspectives, it can be deduced that the customer psychological contract can facilitate the customer relationship to march into the status of engagement (Kumar et al., 2019). According to current research, the psychological contract can be categorized into two aspects; one is behavioral, and the other is psychological (Gillani et al., 2021; Asante et al., 2022). When it comes to customer engagement, two constructive ways are to be recognized. Based on the two aspects of information function, the behavioral aspect of the psychological contract represents the utilitarian aspect. Similarly, the psychological aspect of the psychological contract represents the hedonic aspect. That is, the transactional psychological contract can be linked to the utilitarian aspect, and the relational psychological contract to the hedonic aspect (Tomprou and Lee, 2022; Yuan et al., 2022). Specifically, from the utilitarian perspective, the transactional psychological contract has played a critical role. Similarly, the relational psychological contract is necessary for customer engagement from a hedonic perspective. Once customer engagement has been activated, brand communication will be improved. Consequently, Hypothesis 2, with its sub-hypotheses, and Hypothesis 3 were developed here as follows.

H2. The customer psychological contract facilitates the achievement of customer engagement.

H2a. The transactional psychological contract facilitates the achievement of customer engagement via the utilitarian aspect.

H2b. The relational psychological contract facilitates the achievement of customer engagement via the hedonic aspect.

H3. Customer engagement improves brand communication.

In order to build the whole hybrid brand communication model, all the factors should be taken into consideration. To begin with, as for the utilitarian aspect, it can be concluded that perceived quality could benefit the construction of the transactional psychological contract. Furthermore, the transactional psychological contract facilitates the establishment of customer relationship and then lead to achieving customer engagement, ultimately improving brand communication via the utilitarian aspect. In addition, from the hedonic perspective, the brand image assists the construction of the relational psychological contract, thus resulting in customer engagement. Therefore, brand communication can be improved by this impact mechanism in a hedonic way.

In summary, this two-fold aspect of customer psychological contract, as well as customer engagement, offers a chain mediation to improve brand communication from both utilitarian and hedonic perspectives. Based on this, this study presents Hypothesis 4 and its sub-hypotheses, listed later.

H4. The psychological contract and customer engagement act as chain mediators in the mechanism of improving brand communication from both utilitarian and hedonic perspectives.

H4a. The transactional psychological contract and customer engagement play a chain mediating role in the mechanism of improving brand communication via the utilitarian aspect.

H4b. The relational psychological contract and customer engagement play a chain mediating role in the mechanism of improving brand communication via the hedonic aspect.



2.3. Research model

Consistent with the literature review mentioned before, it is of significance to figure out the effects of information function exerted in brand communication. The two-fold of information function has a different role in brand communication. Based on this, Figure 1 shows the research model developed in this study.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Research model of hybrid communication in utilitarian and hedonic aspects.


Specifically, to begin with, perceived quality facilitates the construction of the transactional psychological contract and leads to customer engagement, which improves brand communication from the utilitarian perspective. Moreover, the perceived image assists in building up the relational psychological contract hedonically. Then, brand communication will be improved as a result of customer engagement being achieved from the hedonic perspective. As for mediators, transactional psychological contract and customer engagement play a chain mediating role in this mechanism from the utilitarian perspective. Similarly, relational psychological contract and customer engagement act as hedonic chain mediators.




3. Method

This study has mainly relied on a survey method. All participants were required to finish the questionnaire for inclusion in the study. Therefore, we distributed our questionnaires through social media platforms, in which a third-party survey corporation was entrusted for distribution.

At the beginning of the questionnaire, all participants were requested to fill in a brand they were familiar with. The remaining questions were required to be finished in accordance with the brand they filled in.

Specifically, this questionnaire was designed in four parts. In the first part, after filling in the brand, there are questions about perceived quality and brand image. The second part is items of customer psychological contracts and customer engagement. The third part is for testing brand communication. The last part of the questionnaire was designed to collect the demographic data of participants as control variables. All parts of the questionnaire adopted a 5-point Likert scale for responses (from “1 = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly agree”).


3.1. Survey procedure

Due to the whole survey procedures were taken place in China from January 2021 to June 2021, it is necessary for our researchers to take the difference in the research context into consideration. In order to ensure the reliability and validity of the results of this study, it was decided that all the questionnaires be translated into Chinese and that local versions of the instruments be adopted as much as possible. This study tries to ensure that the instruments adopted by this research closely follow those already published in high-level domestic and international academic journals.

To ensure the suitability of the instrument, this study first introduced a pre-test for all questionnaires. Approximately 10 individuals were requested to finish and examine the instruments. After this small-scale testing, we revised the instrument based on the result of the data pre-test.

After that, a large-scale survey was conducted to verify the model. At the beginning of the instrument, participants were required to fill in a brand with which they were always communicating. Then, they were asked to finish the survey based on what they had filled in. The instrument was distributed by ourselves and the third-party survey corporation as well. Overall, a total of 575 valid questionnaires were collected in this study after setting up reverse question items, establishing question items in the same direction, and removing questions in which the answer time was too short (t < 180 s) and those with a series of identical answers. These 575 questionnaires include 325 from the “snowball” collection and 250 from the third-party survey corporation. The psychometric properties of the sample are displayed in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Psychometric properties of the survey.

[image: Table 1]

In the large-scale survey, 54.6% of the survey participants were female participants (Nfemale = 314, Msex = 0.454, SDsex = 0.208), which is slightly more than for male participants. It also can be observed that people aged 31–40 accounted for 32.2% of the total sample that paid more attention to this research (Mage = 3.715, SDage = 0.0486). At the same time, the majority of these participants, 52.5% of the whole sample, have a bachelor's degree (Medu = 2.93, SDedu = 0.0343). People from companies accounted for 52.5% of the entire sample (Mjob = 2.417, SDjob = 0.506). Finally, persons with a salary exceeding 8,000 CNY per month made up 37.9% of the whole sample (Msalary = 3.823, SDsalary = 0.05).



3.2. Measurement of variables

As for the measurement of variables, this research first adopted suitable items to test all six variables. Furthermore, in order to identify whether these items are fit for this research context, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and reliability analysis were employed for each measurement of these variables. Table 2 shows the reliability and convergent validity results of all the above-mentioned variables in the research model.


TABLE 2 Reliability and convergent validity result for measurements of variables.

[image: Table 2]

First, we attempted to find suitable items for measuring perceived quality and brand image. For measuring perceived quality, this study refers to the items of perceived quality provided by Yoo and Donthu (2001) and Snoj et al. (2004). Since this variable was measured by only two items, we just assessed its reliability and validity based on Cronbach's α, which was 0.749. In terms of brand image, there were six items that refer to measure this variable, according to Keller (1993) and Yoo and Donthu (2001). We then utilized CFA and reliability test to identify whether this measurement is fit for this research. The whole results show that this variable is suitable for this study.

Moreover, in terms of the variable of the psychological contract, we have referred to the research regarding employee psychological contract (Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2019) and customer psychological contract (Kingshott and Pecotich, 2007). After the interview of 30 people and grounding theory, five items for the transactional psychological contract and four items for the relational psychological contract have been generated. After CFA, the results of these two concepts show it has a great degree of validity and reliability. As for customer engagement, the measurements of this concept referred to some studies regarding social media engagement (Brown et al., 2022) and customer engagement (Brodie et al., 2013; Kumar et al., 2019). The pre-test results for testing customer engagement show that the measurement of this variable possesses a great degree of validity and reliability for this study.

Finally, according to some studies on communication and brand communication (Voorveld, 2019; Harrison and Windeler, 2020), the measurement of brand communication was considered based on two items from the perspective of personal influence. The brand communication passed the validity and reliability test based on its Cronbach's α of 0.676.



3.3. Data pre-test
 
3.3.1. Data quality

Since questionnaires were gathered in a variety of ways, an independent-sample t-test was conducted on the data from two distinct sources to determine whether the questionnaire collection method influenced the analytical results. The results of the independent-sample t-test are presented in Table 3. The test reveals that the alternative ways of questionnaire collection had no impact on the study results. In order to avoid common method biases (CMBs) in this survey, Harman's single factor test was used to test sample data in the statistical control, effectively also avoiding common approach deviations in procedural control. It can be observed from the analytical results that the CMB of this survey is within an acceptable range (Var%component 1 = 30.012, Cultimative%component 1 = 30.012).


TABLE 3 Independent-sample t-test for variation in the methods for instruments.
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3.3.2. Descriptive analysis and multicollinearity test

This study performed a statistical analysis and a validity test for a more comprehensive follow-up regression analysis. Table 4 displays the descriptive statistics, convergent, and discriminant validity results for the survey data. At a certain point, this study ran a multicollinearity test on the data to ensure that it was appropriate for regression analysis. Using SPSS 22.0, the VIF value of all variables was found to be <10, which indicates that the independent variables are not multicollinear, and regression statistical analysis can be conducted. Furthermore, when it comes to the convergent and discriminant validity of all these variables, we used AVE and CR to test whether the variables are of discriminant validity. Based on the results in Table 4, the A.V.E and C.R values are acceptable (AVE > 0.5; CR > 0.7). This result demonstrates that the variables in the theoretical framework are of acceptable discriminant validity.


TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics, convergent, and discriminant validity.
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4. Result

In order to test the model proposed in this study, this study depended on SEM through Amos 24.0. All results are displayed in Figure 2.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 SEM results of the hybrid communication model in utilitarian and hedonic aspects. N = 575; ***P < 0.001, **P < 0.01.


In this study, gender, age, education, occupation, and salary (monthly) are used as control variables. This research first concentrated on the main effect without control variables, then the control variables were added to the analysis. The results of SEM without control variables have already demonstrated a great degree of model fit. In turn, the results of SEM with control variables showed a better model fit than without controls. The coefficients of each path are shown in Figure 2 and Table 5. Specifically, the above estimates are parameters without controls, and those below are with controls.


TABLE 5 Results of SEM.

[image: Table 5]

It can be observed that these controls have some impact on brand communication. For the last estimate of this model, the main effect of brand communication is now not considered significant (p > 0.01). This demonstrates that brand communication, which is of great complexity, is primarily influenced by a variety of factors. Nevertheless, this does not prevent us from analyzing the whole communication mechanism. Table 5 details the results of SEM.


4.1. Improving brand communication from the utilitarian and hedonic perspectives

Based on the SEM results, it can be observed that brand communication can be improved through utilitarian and hedonic ways. This fact is supported by the evidence listed later. First, when it comes to the utilitarian aspect, perceived value influences the construction of the transactional psychological contract more than the relational psychological contract (βTransaction = 0.392, P < 0.001; βRelation = 0.143, P < 0.001; βTransaction > βRelation). For the customer, the utilitarian aspect of information has always been focused on making decisions and so on. In contrast, from the viewpoint of the hedonic aspect, a perceived image shows more impact on the construction of the relational psychological contract than on the transactional psychological contract (βTransaction = 0.564, P < 0.001; βRelation = 0.624, P < 0.001; βTransaction < βRelation). These results led to the identification and support of Hypothesis 1 and its sub-hypotheses.

Moreover, psychological contracts have accelerated the process of achieving customer engagement. Through the results offered by SEM, it can be observed that the psychological contracts, whether transactional or relational, positively influenced customer engagement overall (βTM = 0.124, P < 0.001; βRM = 1.035, P < 0.001; βTM < βRM). Thus, Hypothesis 2 and its sub-hypotheses are supported. These findings of estimates present us with a more interesting phenomenon that relational psychological contracts present greater impacts on customer engagement than transactional psychological contracts.

At the last stage of this communication process, customer engagement leads to the improvement of brand communication. Although brand communication was found to be influenced by many factors according to multiple previous studies (Harrison and Windeler, 2020), it is still positively influenced by customer engagement (βwithout controls = 0.837, P < 0.001; βwith controls = 0.134, P > 0.01). These analysis results support Hypothesis 3. Consequently, due to the results offered by SEM, it can be concluded that brand communication can be strengthened from both utilitarian and hedonic perspectives.



4.2. Mediating effect analysis

In order to test the whole mechanism, the mediation of this theoretical model was tested. According to Preacher and Hayes (2004), the test of the mediation effect has relied on the Bootstrap utilized through SPSS 24.0 PROCESS. The results of this test are displayed in Table 6.


TABLE 6 The chain mediation effect testing based on Bootstrap.
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Bootstrap is one of the primarily significant methods to identify mediating effects, especially chain mediating effects. In order to test whether there is mediation or not, we shall figure out whether the confidence interval contains 0. The provided results support Hypothesis 4 and its sub-hypotheses. From the perspective of cognition, the transactional psychological contract and customer engagement act as mediators in this mechanism. Through the Bootstrap findings, it can be observed that if one wants to strengthen brand communication in the utilitarian aspect, one should first start from the perceived value and then pass through the transactional psychological contract and customer engagement, ultimately achieving a great degree of brand communication [CI (95%)direct = (0.2979, 0.4203); CI (95%)indirect = (0.0899, 0.1861)]. Similarly, from the viewpoint of affection, the results show that the relational psychological contract and customer engagement play a chain mediation role in improving brand communication [CI (95%)direct = (0.1504, 0.334); CI (95%)indirect = (0.2184, 0.3755)]. Thus, through this finding, the mechanism by which the hedonic aspect strengthens brand communication was determined.




5. General discussion

This study has characterized the mechanism by which brand communication is improved from utilitarian and hedonic perspectives. In this study, the theoretical model was first proposed following a literature review based on the linkage of the practical background. Relying on the questionnaire survey method, this study applied SEM to test the theoretical model. The results of testing demonstrated that all the presented hypotheses were entirely supported. This finding leads to the conclusion that brand communication can be strengthened from utilitarian and hedonic perspectives. However, there are still some remaining aspects that require further discussion.


5.1. Theoretical contribution

This study offers some theoretical insights and contributions to the research of brand communication mechanisms. These are outlined as follows. To begin with, this study has established a hybrid model of brand communication mechanism from an information function perspective. The proposition of this hybrid model has filled up the research gap in the marketing and branding research area, as well as contributed to the related studies on customer psychology and behavior. Second, during the process of research, it can be identified that the information function of brands can provide both a utilitarian and a hedonic function to the customers. This is reflected by the chain mediation effect of the psychological contract and customer engagement. Finally, this study has provided some insights into understanding customer behavior in which their psychological aspect has dominated. All theoretical contributions have been organized as follows.

First and foremost, despite this model having been constructed with utilitarian and hedonic aspects, there is an issue in that the function and role of the customer's psychological aspect need to be identified in the digital era. According to prior studies, a variety of scholars have insisted that utilitarian aspects play a critical role, but they have not figured out the specific role of the customer's psychological aspect in the mechanism of brand communication (Hayes et al., 2020; Miao, 2021; Gbadeyan and Deliceirmak, 2022). Based on this theoretical gap, the model provided by this study may offer some explanation. Although it is necessary for many people to depend on the utility of a brand for the utilitarian aspect, the power of the hedonic aspect, that is, the customer's psychological aspect, cannot be neglected. In this model, the findings have offered insights given the fact that if there was a conflict between the utilitarian and hedonic aspects of brand communication, people would yield to their psychological aspects. It can be exemplified that the estimates of their sentiment are all above those of cognition. People need the stimulation of their psychological aspect for enjoyment and sentimental gratification. On the other hand, these dominant effects of the customer's psychological aspect in the process of brand communication also reveal that the function of the brand is mainly to provide a certain hedonic aspect to customers. This relationship is a typical way in which customers connect with brands. The role of sentiment and spirit of customers, therefore, reveals that this consumption is relational. Moreover, this fact reflects that our society may be a relational society, where every individual demands a connection between themselves and others. Consequently, this model provides some solutions for how the firms should make the strategy of brand communication.

Furthermore, despite the fact that the role of the hedonic aspect has taken precedence over that of the utilitarian aspect in brand communication, it can be questioned whether the utilitarian function of information provided by brands has lost its position. For the customers themselves, though a large amount of time spent on media has been filled with “searching for sensitive experiences of brands,” brands not only provide such experiences but also influence the rationale of people (Ong and Yusoff, 2015). Specifically, the utilitarian function of information provided by brands, that is, perceived quality, is still the bedrock demanded by customers. The model developed in this study also confirms the fact that people need information provided by brands to be rational. The improvement of brand communication from the utilitarian perspective cannot be neglected, no matter how dominant the customer's psychological aspect is.

Finally, in terms of brand communication, it can be demonstrated by the SEM results that this variable is of such great complexity that it may be influenced by many factors. Based on the results without the controls, it can be observed that customer engagement has more impact on brand communication (βwithout controls = 0.837, P < 0.001). However, when it comes to the status of controls, customer engagement has not played a critical role. For determining whether or not the control variables have a greater influence on brand communication, our study utilized SPSS 24.0 to establish a hierarchy regression model, and the results are depicted in Table 7.


TABLE 7 Hierarchy regression results of control variables and customer engagement on brand communication.
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It can be illustrated that, as mentioned earlier, hypothesis 3 is supported by these regression results. In this regression model, all the control variables were found not to have a significant influence on brand communication, and their β-values are less than those of customer engagement (βwithout controls = 0.495, P < 0.001). This result ultimately supports the fact that brand communication is a highly complex variable worthy of further study.

As a result, our findings contribute to the research of brand communication by taking utilitarian and hedonic perspectives. In order to explain the role that the information function played, a hybrid brand communication model has been constructed. The results of this study show that the psychological aspect takes precedence over the rationale of the customer in this modern era.



5.2. Practical implication

This research provides not only theoretical contributions to brand communication but also offers practical implications for managing brand information and communication in the post-truth era. Prior studies regarding media and journalism have demonstrated that we are marching into the post-truth era (Waisbord, 2018; Majin, 2021), in which the affection of people takes a dominant position. Based on the definition of the post-truth era from the Oxford Dictionary, the most significant feature of this era is “Relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief.” In addition, it can be observed that brand communication always has a close connection to the media and information from the perspective of its definition. Thus, the characteristics of the post-truth era have inevitably influenced brand communication. This research has revealed that the psychological aspect, that is, the hedonic aspect of customers, has played a significant role in the brand communication mechanism. This results in an important marketing strategy that corporations should pay more attention to customer relationship marketing.

Specifically, when managers make strategies for brand communication, they should consider both utilitarian and hedonic brand offerings. First, the utilitarian function is fundamental, so managers should not neglect this basic function. Thus, in terms of products, firms should focus on improving the quality of products, as well as constructing utilitarian information the brands are delivering. In contrast, in this relational era, according to the characteristics of post-truth, marketing strategy should lay emphasis on the hedonic function that brands convey. When these people start to work on brand communication strategy, they shall put the psychological aspect of brands to the primary position in order to build a sentimental and spiritual image of brands. Therefore, a “warmth” customer relationship can be built and sustained.




6. Limitations and future research

Our study has some limitations as the two-fold. On the one hand, as brand communication is of great complexity, this study only explored the impact mechanism of the psychological contract and customer engagement. It is necessary for scholars to discuss and explore the more general factors influencing brand communication. On the other hand, the total number of questionnaires should have been more than 575, which could have been achieved by conducting a larger-scale survey with more questions to resolve certain unknowns.

In terms of future studies, the results of this study provide several insights. Initially, the future study shall pay more attention to the relational demand of customers. The value of relationships has been delivered by this study, and it reveals a future research direction in brand communication. Second, the specific role and function of affection in communication should be more thoroughly discussed in future research. Finally, the results also recall the scholarship to balance the utilitarian and hedonic aspects in the process of brand communication in future.
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