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RESEARCH ARTICLE

The moderation effect of social factors on marketing factors in
consumer research

Xiaochuang Wua, Helen X. Chenb and Xiaohong Lic

aSchool of Business, Central South University, Changsha, China; bSchool of Marketing, Dublin Institute of Technology, Dublin, Ireland;
cSchool of Foreign Languages, Central South University, Changsha, China

ABSTRACT
Consumer research tends to isolate the impact of marketing and social factors. Little has been
done to include both. This paper aimed to find out what would happen when these two sets of
factors are included. Two models were built in this paper, Model I with the marketing factors
only and Model II with both the marketing and social factors. Data was collected in Ireland
among more than 1473 transition year students in a personal survey regarding their willingness
to learn Chinese. Data were analysed by using structural equation modelling (SEM). Results
showed the two social variables, acculturation and intergenerational influence, significantly con-
solidated the effects of brand awareness on both brand trust and purchase behaviour; and they
diminished the impact of brand trust on purchase behaviour. Empirical evidence suggested the
worthiness for marketing researchers to examine both marketing and social factors in con-
sumer research.
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Introduction

There seem to be at least two streams of consumer research. The first group of research tends to examine the
impact of marketing factors on consumers, such as Keller (1983), Morgan and Hunt (1994), Chaudhuri and
Holbrook (2001), Grant et al. (2008). For example, Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) argue that purchase behaviour
is affected by some marketing factors such as brand loyalty, which in turn is determined by the brand trust.
According to Morgan and Hunt (1994), consumer purchase behaviour is confirmed to be a relational asset of mar-
ket implications for the development and maintenance of brand trust, which is affected by brand awareness. The
second group of researchers, however, focus on the influence of social factors such as Durvasula and Lysonski
(2015), Kang (2006). They argue that consumer is surrounded by global brands and global consumer cultures
(Cleveland & Laroche, 2007; Durvasula & Lysonski, 2015) and thus social factors such as how much consumers are
ready to accept foreign consumer culture, i.e. acculturation be of interest and importance. In this stream, it has
been stressed in Heckler, Childers, and Arunachalam (1989) and Moore, Wilkie, and Lutz (2002) that parents influ-
ence their children on purchase behaviour through passing on information, attitudes, beliefs, resources and
behaviours to their children; and children also influence their parents (De Mol & Buysse, 2008). To date, little
research has been done on the impact of both social and marketing factors on purchase behaviour. To fill in the
gap, the focus of this paper is to combine these two sets of factors to examine consumer behaviour, specifically,
on how social factors such as acculturation and intergenerational influence moderate the effects of those market-
ing factors such as brand awareness and brand trust on purchase behaviour.

Literature review

Purchase behaviour is always on the agenda of organisations and researchers in consumer research as it helps in
understanding the customer acquisition rate, as well as the performance and competitiveness of organisations.
There are a few different schools of thought on purchase behaviour. Ajzen (1991), in his classic work ‘Theory of
Planned Behaviour’, proposes that purchase behaviour is an action which is a consequence of attitudes, norms
and behavioural control. Similarly, Assael (2004) defines purchase behaviour as a tendency of acting, such as the
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actual purchase of a product or service. While acknowledging that some attributes need to be considered before
consumers make a purchase decision, Schiffman and Kanuk (2010), however, treat purchase behaviour as a pro-
cess that takes place prior to the purchasing decision. The procedural view of purchase behaviour is out of scope
of the present paper. Instead, this present paper will follow Assael (2004)’s views of treating purchase behaviour
as a tendency of purchase or likelihood of purchase or willingness to purchase. Such a tendency or likelihood or
willingness is influenced by a number of factors namely the categories of cultural, social, personal, psychological
and marketing factors (Assael, 2004; Schiffman & Kanuk, 2010), which fits the objective of the present study.
Assael (2004) posits that the elements of the marketing mix are critical to the purchase behaviour of consumers
and these elements may include the advertising strategy or branding. Purchase intention or willingness to buy
has been confirmed to be positively associated with some marketing factors, such as brand attitude and brand
image (Shah et al., 2012; Rao & Monroe, 1988) as well as some social factors, such as intergenerational influences
(Heckler et al., 1989; Moore et al., 2002).

Brand awareness is recognised as an important determinant of purchase behaviour (Keller, 1993). It concerns
‘the strength of consumers’ memory in terms of brand node or trace’ (Grant et al., 2008; p.277), which may repre-
sent the value that a brand name can bring to a product (Keller, 1993). It also concerns how well consumers can
distinguish a brand from its competitors’ (Rossiter & Percy, 1987). Rossiter and Percy (1987) and Keller (1993)
argue that establishing brand awareness is a necessary objective for marketers to achieve as some attitudes con-
sumers may develop to a product or service may eventually influence their purchase behaviour. This might be
attributed to the fact that brand awareness saves time and energy for consumers in researching for information.
Thus, they tend to choose those brands that they are aware of. Therefore, Konecnik and Gartner (2007) argue
that the selection of a given brand first requires brand awareness in order to facilitate the purchase. It has been
agreed that brand awareness is an important factor in examining whether a brand is successful or not (Grant
et al., 2008). A product with a higher level of brand awareness has been confirmed to be associated with higher
market shares and quality evaluation (Grewal, Monroe, & Krishnan, 1998). Hoeffler and Keller (2002) point out
that brand awareness can be distinguished by depth and width. The depth of brand awareness refers to how
easy it is for consumers to recall or identify a brand while the width of brand awareness refers to how likely con-
sumers are to think about a brand when purchasing a product (Hoeffler & Keller 2002). It is concluded that brand
awareness has a causal effect on purchase behaviour (Keller, 1993). Thus Leong (1993) and Macdonald and Sharp
(2000) refer brand awareness as a heuristic when consumers purchase or select a product.

According to Morgan and Hunt (1994), purchase behaviour is a relational asset of market implications for the
development and maintenance of trust. Hiscock (2001) argues that the ultimate goal of marketing is to generate
an intense bond between the consumer and the brand. One of the most critical tasks in the bond is to build
brand trust (Delgado, Frank, & Phelps, 2005; Hiscock, 2001). Deutsch (1958) defines trust as a person’s willingness
to be dependent on another party in the belief that the party will not intentionally disappoint them, while Gulati
(1995) defines trust as a type of expectation that alleviates the fear that one’s partner will act opportunistically.
Alternatively, trust is placed in people (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995) and can be described as a
‘psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based on positive expectations of the inten-
tions or behaviour of another’ (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998, p. 396). In the marketing literature, brand
trust can be defined as ‘a consumer’s willingness to rely on the brand in the face of risk because of expectations
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Figure 1. Relationships between Brand Awareness, Brand Trust and Purchase Behaviour.
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that the brand will cause positive outcomes’ (Lau & Lee, 1999, p. 344). Some scholars such as Dahlgren (2011)
believe brand trust is a key driver of purchase behaviour due to the exchange relationship it facilitates. In this
respect, it is important to focus on building and maintaining brand trust since it represents the basis to develop
a long-term customer relationship (Burmann, Schaefer, and Maloney, 2009). Researchers have found out that
brand trust can reduce uncertainty dramatically when consumers are choosing brands, and as a result, their pur-
chase intention is determined by consumers’ brand trust (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Lau & Lee, 1999). Brand
trust is also considered as a bond between a consumer and a firm (Fournier, 1998) as the performance of a firm
is dependent on the bond, which is about how likely customers would be to make a purchase.

As in the existing literature, purchase behaviour is affected by brand awareness and mediated by brand trust.
This relationship can be depicted as follows in Figure 1.

Today’s societies, however, cannot escape the impact of social factors that have been promoted by globalisa-
tion, in which consumers are exposed to global brands. At the centre of the complex is the readiness of consum-
ers for such global brands and foreign cultures (Durvasula & Lysonski, 2015) among other classic social factors
such as reference group (Bearden & Etzel, 1982), power state (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008), etc. Acculturation and
intergenerational influences have been brought into the present study. Acculturation is defined as the process of
change that results from continuous first-hand contacts between people from different cultures (Redfield, Linton,
& Herskovits, 1936). There is a debate in the field regarding whether the unidimensional model or the bi-dimen-
sional model should hold (Kang, 2006). This paper followed the bi-dimensional model, which considers the minor-
ity culture that is independent of the mainstream culture as: ‘the bi-dimensional model is able to embrace not
only individuals with bicultural identities but also people who are not attached to either culture’ (Kang, 2006;
p.670). Therefore, not only might people from the minority culture move towards the mainstream culture but the
other directional movement is also possible. The advantage of using acculturation is that if consumers are
becoming more convergent, as argued by Durvasula and Lysonski (2015), then it is easier for businesses to adopt
transnational marketing strategies that would be acculturated to global consumer culture. The question is how to
treat acculturation in brand research. Acculturation is about consumer exposure to the marketing activities of
multinationals, language usage and exposure, social interactions, global mass media exposure, openness and
desire to emulate global consumer culture, and self-identification with global consumer culture (Cleveland &
Laroche, 2007). Therefore, the role acculturation plays might not be as direct as those marketing factors on pur-
chase behaviour but it does moderate the relationships of marketing factors and purchase behaviour.

In consumer research, it has been stressed that parents do influence their children on their purchase behaviour
through passing on information, attitudes, beliefs, resources and behaviour (Heckler et al., 1989; Moore et al.,
2002) and vice versa (De Mol & Buysse, 2008). This is identified as intergenerational influence. The general know-
ledge, on the one hand, is about children’s consumer behaviour emerging in their early ages due to such an
influence (McAlister & Cornwell, 2010). For example, it has been evidenced that the brands that are used in child-
hood are still being used in adulthood. The intergenerational influence is found to be in the two areas: cognitive
and environmental (Haynes et al., 1993). Hsieh, Chiu, and Lin (2006) argue that communicative effectiveness is
key to the positive transfer of intergenerational influence. There is some extant literature on the positive effect of
intergenerational influence on brand awareness, associations, attitudes and the perceived quality of brands
(Bravo Gil et al. 2007; Hsieh et al., 2006). On the other hand, children do influence their parents, something which
has been recognised since as early as 1960s (Bell 1969). Unlike the former approach, this approach studies child-
ren’s effects on parents in a non-agentic way (Russell & Russell, 1992). It indicates that, although it has been
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Figure 2. The Proposed Framework.
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recognised that children do influence their parents, it concerns effects that ‘do not entail much active involve-
ment on the part of the child (e.g. the child’s age, gender, temperament)’ (De Mol & Buysse, 2008; p.164).

It is believed that due to social factors such as acculturation and intergenerational influence, the formation of
consumers’ brand awareness and brand trust might be changed and thus would affect how marketing factors
affect purchase behaviour. It is not entirely clear at this stage how strong the moderation effects of these social
factors (acculturation and intergenerational influence) would be, which is exactly what the researchers attempted
to find out. The proposed framework of the present paper is depicted in Figure 2.

Methodology

Measurement

Given the proposed framework as featured in Figure 2, a questionnaire was designed to capture the five con-
structs. Acculturation was measured as in Durvasula and Lysonski (2015); intergeneration was measured as in Cai
et al. (2015); brand awareness was measured by using the methods in Aaker (1996); brand trust was measured
according to the approach of Lau and Lee (1999) and, lastly, willingness to learn to measure purchase behaviour,
which was taken as purchase behaviour in the study, was measured as in Miller et al. (2011).

Data collection

There are thirteen Chinese schools in Ireland providing Chinese lessons as of May 2017, of which seven are affili-
ated to some social or professional associations and six are privately owned. Most of the schools provide Chinese
lessons, not only to local children born to Chinese parents or one Chinese parent, but also to Irish students.
Given the recent announcement that Chinese will be a Leaving Certificate subject, it is predicted that there will
be more people showing an interest in learning Chinese in Ireland. The thirteen Chinese schools employ 101
teachers, of whom 23 trained to be teachers in China and 71 obtained their first degrees from China.

The questionnaire was administered in a few Dublin and Cork schools among those transition year students
and their parents who took Chinese lessons. Before the questionnaire was administered, a one-hour session of
training was provided to the Chinese teachers, who actually administered the questionnaire in class. A t-test was
performed to compare the different data coming from different schools and regions in Ireland before they were

Table 1. CFA of the model and model fitness.
AW W ACC T IN

AW2 0.836
AW3 0.847
AW4 0.798
AW5 0.793
W2 0.804
W3 0.808
ACC1 0.838
ACC2 0.835
ACC3 0.763
ACC4 0.813
T1 0.694
T2 0.813
T3 0.821
T4 0.805
IN1 0.834
IN2 0.887
IN3 0.844

Correlation
AW
W 0.35
ACC 0.02 0.11
T 0.12 0.21 0.16
IN 0.11 0.17 0.15 0.11
GFI 0.978
CFI 0.990
RMSEA 0.03
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combined into one dataset. No significant difference was identified. The total number of questionnaires com-
pleted by students that were collected was 1473. Data were first screened by treating missing data and cleaning
data to ensure the multivariant normality. Along with other tests, the Mahalanobis was computed accordingly. By
using a degree of freedom table, there were a few cases that showed multivariate abnormality and these were
deleted from the data set. The final number of usable observations in the dataset was 1393, which made a usable
rate of 94.5%.

Data analysis

Data were first analysed by using exploratory factor analysis (EFA). After the measurement was confirmed to be
valid for each construct, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed. The results are presented in Table 1.

The model fit indexes are GFI being 0.978, CFI being 0.990, and RMSEA being 0.03, all within the satisfactory
levels. Once the CFA was done, the study proceeded to the next stage, which was to test whether having the
two social factors, i.e. the two moderators would change the relationships between marketing factors, namely
brand awareness, brand trust and a willingness to learn Chinese with a certain Chinese language school (pur-
chase behaviour). To reach the objective, there were three stages of analysis. In Stage One, a model, Model I was
built with only the marketing factors to find out the b coefficients of brand awareness and brand trust on pur-
chase behaviour. This was done in SEM. In Stage Two, a different model, Model II was built, which included the
two moderators, acculturation and intergenerational influence. This was done by using Andrew Hayes’ macro
Model 76 in SPSS. In Stage Three, the b coefficients of Model I and Model II were compared to examine the effect
of the social factors on marketing factors. Figure 3 presents the results of Stage One, while Table 2 depicts the
results of Stage Two and Figure 4 shows the results of Stage Three.

The model fit indexes are: RFI being 0.980, CFI being 0.992, and RMSEA being 0.04, all of which are satisfac-
tory. In the model, Brand awareness has a significant positive effect on Brand trust (the b coefficient being
0.19���) and on Purchase behaviour (the b coefficient being 0.15���) and brand trust is positively associated
with purchase behaviour (the b coefficient being 0.67���). The findings seem to support the extant literature
(Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Grant et al. (2008; Keller, 1983; Morgan & Hunt, 1994).

In Model II, the two concerned social factors, intergenerational influence and acculturation were taken on
board and treated as moderators (see Figure 4). Given the complexity of the model, Andrew Hayes’s Macro in
SPSS was used for data analysis purposes. Results are presented in Table 2.

In order to compare Model I and Model II, Figure 4 was created.
As illustrated in Figure 4 it is obvious that when the two social factors were not included in the model as in

Model I, the b coefficients of brand awareness on brand trust was 0.19���, and when the two moderators were
included in the model, the b coefficient was increased to 0.39�, though at a lower significance level. The findings
support Rossiter & Percy (1987) and Keller (1993) that to establishing brand awareness is necessary as some atti-
tudes consumers may develop to a product or service may eventually influence their purchase behaviour. It con-
firmed that brand awareness is more about their attitude (Macdonald & Sharp, 2000), it may be retained in a
long term with consumers (Laroche, Kim & Zhou, 1996). In the present research, it is clear that when the two
social factors were excluded, the students’ brand awareness had a significant effect on brand trust that these

.19***

Brand 
awareness

Brand trust

Purchase 
behavior

Figure 3. Path Analysis of Model I (with marketing factors only).
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students had over the brand of the language school that they are willing to choose. However, when their
parents’ influence and their acculturation levels were taken into consideration, the importance of their brand
awareness on brand trust was intensified, the b was increased from 0.19 to 0.39, albeit the statistical power was
reduced. To the Irish transition year students, their parents may not have as much influence on their attitudes
towards what language they would like to learn and where they learn it. Their acculturation levels did not moder-
ate the effect of their brand awareness of a language school to learn Chinese on their selection.

Secondly, the b coefficient of brand awareness and consumers’ willingness to learn Chinese was 0.55��� with-
out the social factors in Model I but the b coefficient was fortified to 1.04��� when parents influence and their
acculturation levels were introduced in Model II. Grewal et al. (1998) argue that higher levels of brand awareness
have been confirmed to be associated with higher market shares and quality evaluation. In choosing cultural
products like the present one, students relied on their assessment of the influential power of the language and
the school. It could be inferred that to the Irish transition year students as well as their parents if students are
under the influence of acculturation and intergenerational relationship, brand awareness is a more important
attributing factor in their willingness to choose a Chinese language school. The finding reinforced the argument
of Rossiter & Percy (1987) on the fact that brand awareness comes from consumers’ evaluation of the quality of a
product or service. The implication here is that in Ireland the Chinese language schools need to spend more
resources in building brand awareness among Irish consumers. In accordance with Macdonald and Sharp (2003),
it is found that brand awareness can contribute to consumers forming the evoked set for purchase consideration
as well their final decision on their purchase.

Thirdly, the b coefficient between brand trust and the willingness to learn Chinese was 0.67��� without the
social factors in Model I, yet the b coefficient was reduced significantly to 0.04 when the two social factors were
taken on board in Model II. This simply indicates that when the two social factors were excluded, brand trust of
students on the Chinese language schools was significantly positive in relation to their choice of a school to learn
Chinese. According to Deutsch (1958), trust is defined as a person’s willingness to be dependent on another party
in the belief that the party will not intentionally disappoint them. Such an effect disappeared when the two social
factors were included in Model II. The intergenerational influence examines the personal interaction between
parents and children. The information parents and children have, and their beliefs and attitudes would perhaps
overcast the belief of consumers of their own (Moore et al., 2002). Therefore, it was implied in the present

Table 2. Model II Results by Andrew Hayes’ Macro in SPSS.
b SE t p value LLCI ULCI

Constant �0.7811 0.7760 �1.0066 .3143 �2.3033 0.7411
Brand Trust 0.0410 0.2261 0.1815 .8560 �0.4025 0.4845
Brand Awareness 1.0400 0.2019 5.1518 .0000 0.6440 1.4360
Acculturation 0.3659 0.1987 1.8416 .0657 �0.0239 0.7557
Intergenerational influence �0.0014 0.1133 �0.0124 .9901 �0.2237 0.2209
Trust�Awareness 0.0103 0.0555 0.1854 .8529 �0.0986 0.1192
Trust� Intergeneration 0.0306 0.0287 1.0650 .2871 �0.0258 0.0870
Awareness�Acculturation �0.1184 0.0496 �2.3875 .0171 �0.2156 �0.0211
Awareness� Intergeneration �0.0107 0.0295 �0.3636 .7162 �0.0685 0.0471

Brand 
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Figure 4. Comparison of Model I and Model II. p-value: ���p< .001, ��p< .01, �p< .05.
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research that if the Chinese language schools would like to attract more students to learn Chinese, they must
understand that the parents of students do influence their decision and it is likely that brand trust will lose its
impact on the willingness of students to choose a particular school to learn Chinese. The definition of trust in
Rousseau et al. (1998) placed importance on the influence of other people. It is not surprising that the transition
year students in the present study are under influence of their parents.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the significance of the study is on when consumer research is carried out, both social factors and
marketing factors should be included. As shown in the above discussion, the two social factors, namely accultur-
ation and intergenerational influences, changed the relationships dramatically between brand awareness, brand
trust and consumers’ willingness to learn Chinese. Apparently, without looking at social factors, suggestion could
be made to practitioners that brand awareness and brand trust need to be improved in order to foster consum-
ers’ willingness, as Model I might suggested. However, with some social factors being included as moderators,
namely acculturation and intergenerational influence in the present study, brand awareness has a significant
impact on brand trust and students’ willingness to learn Chinese in a particular school. At the same time, the
two social factors when included in brand research diminished the impact of brand trust on consumers’ willing-
ness. This finding is something that traditional studies would not be able to demonstrate. In today’s society,
when it comes to choosing a brand, an individual consumer is not only influenced by those marketing factors,
but also social factors such as parental influence and levels of the acculturation of the young consumers.

The present research is among the first pilot studies to argue that both social and marketing factors need to
be included in consumer research to help differentiate the effects of these factors. It should be noted that the
moderation impact of the two social factors, i.e. intergenerational influence and acculturation are confirmed in
the present study. Rao and Monroe (1988) argued that previous information could moderate the effect of some
marketing factors on brand equity. In the present paper, parents influence and acculturation are arguably to be a
type of previous information, not possessed by consumers themselves but their parents and their previ-
ous learning.

The limitation of the research can be to do with the research subject, which is cultural: to choose a language
school to learn a language, Chinese. Owing to the fact that Chinese was announced to be a leaving cert subject
in Ireland and China was also on the recent top discussion forum in the Irish media – the Ireland-China relation-
ship, both political and economic, has grown from strength to strength, there might be some students in the
sample who are by nature Chinese language and culture lovers despite their parents and social influences. Hence
the impact of brand awareness is so strong and the effect of brand trust could be lost once their parents’ influ-
ence and their acculturation levels were considered. Similarly, there might be some students who became to
place Chinese on their learning agenda under the influence of their parents and society due to the consideration
of their career prospect in the context of the uncertainties that might be created by Brexit. Hence the intergen-
erational influence and acculturation could reduce the effect of brand trust on consumers’ willingness in the pre-
sent study.
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