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Flying high in a new age: An investigation into building airline brand equity through the interactivity of social media

Introduction

Social media communication is a relatively new phenomenon, which merits investigation as it is growing in power and popularity, but insufficient research has yet been conducted to assess its value for businesses, and provide guidelines for interaction. This project sought to explore the ways in which social media can be harnessed by companies to develop their brand equity and tests the theory that empowering consumers through interactivity will ultimately lead to increasing brand equity in the context of the airline industry.

This particular industry was chosen because sales and promotion are already conducted online, so social media could be the next logical step. The researcher also believes that the travel sector has an opportunity to add value to customer experience by providing a more comprehensive service through social networking sites.

In-depth individual interviews were conducted with eight airline business customers, followed by one group interview with eight leisure customers, aged 18-24 years. All participants had sufficient and regular experience with social networking sites and were asked to discuss their responses to interacting with airlines via social media.
The findings demonstrated a significant positive relationship across both samples between interactivity and building brand equity, indicating that social networking sites provide an excellent opportunity for all brands. Participants were especially open if it would drive a more efficient and informative service, and if the brand would be interactive and open to suggestions. 

Some participants were initially hesitant, but all showed interest if they would have control of the interaction, and would not be bombarded. Findings also indicated that the more control or influence consumers felt; the more brand equity was built. 

In conclusion, this study has demonstrated that interactivity has a significant impact on brand equity on social networking sites. Airline brands would benefit from interacting, but must not target customers with sales-driven messages. They must also be willing to change in response to customer engagement and feedback. The project tested and established a credible theory for measuring brand equity within the airline industry and additionally offered a model for measuring brand equity built via online interactivity, which could both be investigated and applied to other sectors. More research is recommended with a wider sample set and within alternative industries.

Research Aim

To establish the degree to which the interactivity of social media communication between customers and airline companies can effectively contribute to building brand equity, enhancing the brand’s reputation with their customers.

Research Objectives

· To define brand equity, in terms of building a company’s reputation with  its customers (potential and existing)

· To find out if brand equity exists within the airline industry 

· To find an effective way to measure brand equity

· To determine whether social media by nature is predominantly interactive and is used in this way by airline companies 

· To find out if airline customers currently use social media

· To find out if airline customers want to use social media as a tool to communicate with airline companies

· To find out if brand equity can be built with airline customers via interactive corporate communication on social media

· To find out what messages airline customers want to receive from airline companies online and which would affect their perceptions of the brand’s equity

· To find an effective way to measure the impact of interactive corporate communication via social media on brand equity 

Key Literature

Brand Equity

Brand equity can be defined as a set of assets linked to a brand’s name and symbol that add value. The main assets are brand name awareness; brand loyalty; perceived quality and brand associations (Aaker, 2002).  

From a customer’s point of view, brand equity is the perception or desire that a brand will meet its promise of benefits (Raggio & Leone, 2007 cited in Raggio & Leone, 2009), demonstrated by their biased behaviour for a branded product versus an unbranded equivalent (Faircloth et al. 2001 and Raggio & Leone, 2009).

This project focuses on the driver or cause of this biased behaviour using Keller’s customer-based definition of brand equity (Keller, 1993 cited in Raggio & Leone, 2009).

Social Media Communication

Ind suggests that brands must enhance their customer’s sense of well-being and freedom to build long-term value (2003, p4-5). If used correctly, social media naturally lends itself to developing this, as the emerging model of social media emphasises two-way ‘mutual’ communication, relying on audience interactivity and encouraging feedback (Edwards, 2006; Weber, L., 2007). Audiences now demand transparency and honesty from corporate communication online (Farrington, n.d; Bressler & Grantham, 2000, p223; Ind, 2003, p15; Weber, L., 2007, p21-2; first direct, 2009) which contradicts the one-way communication model that PR began with (Grunig & Hunt, 1984).

Lawson-Body and Limayem’s study (2006) into the impact of customer relationship management (CRM) on customer loyalty demonstrated that using online interactivity to support an organisation’s CRM significantly increases their customer loyalty, which could increase their brand equity.

Interactivity of Social Media

Online interactivity focuses on the engagement of the user, (Dewdney & Ride, 2006, p216) and this project explores the users’ perception of interactivity (McMillan, 2000, 2002a; Kiousis, 2002 cited in Leiner & Quiring, 2008), to find out if this can increase the users’ brand equity. Wu (2000, cited in Dongyoung & Byung-Kwan, 2006) attributed three underlying dimensions to perceived interactivity, and these can be applied effectively to brand-consumer communication through social media: perceived personalisation (consumer-created content online), perceived responsiveness (the brand listening and engaging quickly with the customer), and perceived control (giving freedom of expression to the customer, thus customers relying on peer-to-peer reviews).

Corporate Social Media Communication

A benefit of corporate social media is reaching consumers and building strong relationships with them, encouraging fans to become evangelists for the business and spread good word-of-mouth (Weber, S., 2007, p10).

It is possible to use the interactivity of social media to influence opinions, as discovered by Utz (2009) in her mixed methods study into ‘The (Potential) Benefits of Campaigning via Social Network Sites’ for political candidates. But this is also a potential disadvantage, as social media is a “double-edged sword”. The online platform belongs to consumers just as much as businesses, and a single member of the community could be very effective in voicing a contrary opinion (Weber, S., 2007, p11).

Impacts on PR

The researcher believes this demonstrates that corporate social media should become a public relations activity, with the support of customer services, as it requires expertise in building and maintaining relationships, and in providing consistent, targeted communication. 

Psychologist, Dr. Pamela Rutledge (2009) asserts that companies must now empower their customers through social media by providing value - offering current and accurate information – to build stronger relationships.

The researcher feels this ‘consumer empowerment’ stems from interactivity itself and is fundamental to the project, requiring further exploration in relation to building brand equity. 

Power

According to Crosno, Freling and Skinner’s study (2009), a person bestows power on brands just as they would on another person, and they call this ‘brand social power’, or, “the ability of a brand to influence the behaviour of consumers and to cause consumers to do something he or she would not have done otherwise.” Treated as a component of brand equity, Crosno, Freling and Skinner adapted French and Raven’s (1959) typology of social influence to develop five bases for why consumers will bestow power upon a brand, which includes the brand’s perceived reputation and the associated benefits.

However, this theory does not fit within the context of social media and two-way communication, as brands must build equity through interactivity online by bestowing consumers with ‘perceived control’. Therefore, the researcher has developed a counter-part model, called ‘social brand power’, or “the ability of a consumer to influence the behaviour of a brand and to cause it to do something it would not have done otherwise”. This is similarly based upon five clear reasons why a brand might recognise the power of a consumer within the context of the social media network or ‘blogosphere’, including the blogger’s perceived reputation or expertise when giving feedback.

"When consumers read online reviews, they pay attention not only to review scores but to other contextual information such as a reviewer's reputation and exposure. The market responds more favourably to reviews written by reviewers with better reputation and higher exposure” (Springer, 2008).

Due to limited resources, it was not possible for this project to test the model however, provided that brands are open to flexibility as a result of listening to feedback, the researcher asserts that empowering consumers through interactivity will ultimately lead to increasing brand equity.

Measuring Brand Equity

Finally, the best measurement of brand equity that is built via interactivity with consumers online depends on the type of company or industry (Mitchell, 2000). The researcher has chosen to focus this project on the airline industry because their customers are already engaged with issues that can build brand equity. These include loyalty schemes and air miles, environmental impact, quality or value of service, and themes of luxury and exotic travel.

Aaker’s (2002) ‘Brand Equity Ten’ model can be tailored to track and measure brand equity in different organisations and industries, and it was adapted to create a general brand equity measurement appropriate for the airline industry to be used as a guide in this project. As brand equity is based on opinions, it is crucial to find a tangible way to measure it, and this was a key objective of the project.

Brand equity built specifically via online interactivity can most accurately be measured against the aim and methods of the brand’s online engagement or campaign. However, the general purpose of online interactivity is engagement; therefore the researcher theorises that brand equity can be measured by the level of engagement, including the volume and tone of user-generated content and the number of bookings via the social media site.

Conclusion

In relation to the objectives, this project uses primary research to test the theory that empowering consumers through interactivity will ultimately lead to increasing brand equity in the context of the airline industry.

Methodology

The research must establish the participants’ interpretations of ‘social media’, ‘interactivity’ and ‘brand equity’, in the context of the airline industry. Therefore, this project employs an anti-foundationalist ontology, because it is driven by the subjective meaning that these individuals attribute to their activities and environments (Flick, 2002, p17).

Using an interpretivist epistemology, the researcher closely engages with participants to generate detailed explanations of their viewpoints (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 2006). Interpretivism asserts that “an emphasis on hypothesis testing should not neglect the importance of discovery through alternative understandings” (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p8-9). This is particularly important because, whilst the literature review has developed a theoretical structure to test, the project seeks to establish participants’ own theories, and then contrast these to develop conclusions. This increases the validity of the findings, by acknowledging that “reality is viewed through particular perspectives; hence our accounts represent reality, they do not reproduce it” (Hammersley, 1992, cited in Silverman, 2006, p281). 

Methods

The qualitative research methods used are:

· In-depth semi-structured individual interviews with eight airline business customers 
· One group interview with eight airline leisure customers (18-24 year-olds)

The individual interviews were chosen to explore the business perspective on engaging with airline companies via social media. Semi-structured interviews facilitate a strong element of discovery and “set the perspectives heard within the context of personal history or experience” (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p58).

This is beneficial in this study to explore the impact of personal characteristics on construction of meaning for ‘brand equity’ and preferences in engaging with brands. Yet, the ‘semi-structure’ facilitates consistency (Punch, 1998/2004) and limits leading the interviewee because most of the interview questions will produce unpredictable participant responses.

The group interview was chosen to uncover richer data by providing a social context within which ‘social media’ and ‘brand equity’ can be experienced, exploring how this can shape people’s views. It is especially fitting as the research topic is based on social experiences and engagement.

The group dynamic helped to encourage other perspectives and provide a comparison to validate the other findings (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p61). Therefore, it took place after the individual interviews and focused on fewer topics to allow adequate time for all members to be drawn into the discussion (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p123). 

Data Collection: Interview Stimulus

All interview discussions were rooted in case examples of current airline activity on social media, adding depth and richness to the data (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p127) and clarifying the context with participants. However, to remain consistent with the research philosophy, interviewees described their opinions and reactions openly first, before seeing examples. Participants were selected based on their level of experience with social media to ensure they had sufficient expertise to provide valuable and accurate insights.

Sample

Stratified purposeful sampling was used to select participants because it “illustrates the characteristics of particular subgroups of interest and facilitates comparison” (Wengraf, 2001, p102).

The general characteristics required for the entire sample were:

· Mix of genders

· Customers that fly at least once per year

· Customers who have previously had both negative and positive experiences with various airline companies (not specifically online)
· Customers who actively create their own online content, to ensure they have enough expertise to comment on the interactivity of social media
· Mix of customers that do and do not already interact with companies online

Characteristics fundamental to the individual interview sample were: 

· Customers who fly predominantly for business

· Range of ages 

· Customers that use three or more different social networking sites, (e.g. facebook, YouTube and blogging), and use at least one of these a minimum of once per week
Characteristics fundamental to the group interview sample were:

· Customers aged between 18 and 24 years old

· Customers who fly predominantly for leisure

· Customers who use three or more social networking sites, and use at least one of these a minimum of once per day
Ethical Considerations

Fundamental to all research, ethical considerations were made to ensure the well-being of the participants (Punch, 2006, p56), including respecting the autonomy of the individual; avoiding causing harm; acting with integrity; and using resources as beneficially as possible.

Data Analysis

Each interview was conducted without interruptions, recorded and then accurately transcribed by one researcher to maximise consistency. Transcriptions included contextual details such as tone of expression to provide a richer data.

Content analysis was the chosen procedure, using categories derived from theoretical models, rather than the empirical material, but the categories were repeatedly assessed against it and modified as necessary (Flick, 2002, p190). All participants were asked the prepared questions and were prompted as appropriate to elicit adequate responses, so this assisted a comprehensive analysis for commonalities (Gillham, 2005, p70-73).

Inter-rater reliability checks were used to ensure that the categories were sufficiently precise, improving the reliability of its measures (Silverman, 2006, p159-286).

Data Findings

This study informs airline brands how their customers might respond to interaction on SNS, and recommends the most appropriate content to maximise engagement. It also provides insight into the changing nature of social media and how brands can exploit this to build equity with customers.

In summary, the research provided the following answers:

Brand equity

· Aaker’s brand equity definition is consistent with customers’ definitions, indicating that the adapted model may be applicable to measure brand equity with airline customers

· Most brand equity-builders within the airline industry centre on the flight experience, but the findings also indicate that all elements relating to customer service can be enhanced through interaction on social networking sites

Social media

· The academic literature and research findings conclude that social media is inherently interactive and airlines are beginning to engage in this way

· There is a significant positive relationship across both samples between interactivity of a brand and customer and building brand equity, further indicating that social networking sites provide an excellent opportunity for all brands

· The primary difference between business and leisure customers is that business customers indicated there is a positive relationship between the regular frequency of flying, and the influence brand equity has on their purchase decisions. This suggests that regular business customers will be the most valuable stakeholder group to engage with on SNS

· Whilst there was some hesitation towards the concept of airline brands engaging on SNS, both samples were particularly attracted by the level of interactivity this could provide and indicated that current opinions on the purposes of SNS are evolving

Power

· Both samples were significantly more open to interacting with airlines via SNS once they had seen the case study examples (stimuli), and felt that they would be in control of the relationship

· There is a significant positive relationship across both samples between a consumer feeling ‘powerful’ or exerting control over a brand and the level of brand equity that could result

Messages

· Over-bombardment was consistently considered inappropriate interactivity on SNS

· The most appropriate messages considered for SNS were discounts or other rewards for customer loyalty, valuable or relevant travel information including tips and advice, as well as requesting customer feedback

· There was consistent agreement that customer engagement on SNS is a positive expression of brand equity and can logistically be measured by:

· Volume of user-generated content on site (if offered)

· Number of fans/followers/members

· Volume and tone of comment and discussion online

· Number of bookings via social media sites

· Volume and tone of feedback received from consumers

· Number of consumers the brand is able to respond to

· Number of consumers who seem satisfied with feedback response

Analysis

It is important to determine the value of these research findings in their contribution to wider knowledge and understanding, by discussing their limitations and context.

Validity

The researcher feels confident that by conducting hour-long individual interviews with eight candidates and an hour-long group interview with a further eight candidates, sufficient data has been obtained to draw solid conclusions. Using verifiable research tools, such as digital recorders to capture exact interview content, and research field notes to accurately describe events, the findings are also precise.

The philosophical assumptions of this study both limit and increase the validity, as it is impossible to scientifically prove the accuracy of the findings, but yet, the aim is not to reproduce reality, only to represent it through detailed accounts (Hammersley, 1992, cited in Silverman, 2006, p281).

The study’s objectives and methods were well-informed by the literature review, as the existing knowledge underpins and verifies the study’s own findings. This in turn confirms the content validity (Denscombe, 2002, p102). 

Because the research explored intangible perceptions of interactivity and brand equity, measurable indicators were used instead that best reflected these concepts, including statements and associated behaviours. Comprehensive research was conducted into interactivity and brand equity to ensure that there were no more appropriate measures.

The literature review also examined a similar study on the interactivity of social media (Utz, 2009) that can now be used as an external benchmark in assessing the project’s criterion validity (Denscombe, 2002, p104). As both studies uncovered similar results through different methods, the researcher is as confident as is reasonably possible that these findings reflect the truth.

Reliability

To ensure the reliability of the results, they have been assessed in terms of the normality of the setting, and the neutrality and consistency of the research tools used to generate them (Denscombe, 2002, p98).

Whilst any research disrupts normality to a certain degree, this was minimised by relaxing interviewees and emphasising the value of their answers. However, the ‘halo’ effect must be acknowledged for its impact on their behaviour; typically adjusted in response to the researcher and the ways in which the data might be used (Denscombe, 2002, p107).

Semi-structured interviews were specifically chosen to increase the consistency and reliability of the research methods. Additionally, inter-item consistency shows that the question responses within the data set exhibit a relatively consistent pattern (Denscombe, 2002, p109). 

The researcher can also be viewed as a research tool, significantly impacting the findings through such close proximity. The researcher’s own interest and acquired knowledge in social media and branding further influence the reliability. Therefore, objectivity plays a crucial role in maintaining ‘relative neutrality’ within the study. 

The research was designed, conducted and reported in a genuine spirit of exploration. However, the analysis relied upon accurate interpretation, so inter-rater reliability was also conducted to assess and reduce researcher bias.

Predominantly, both analyses agreed on the codes, but the findings highlighted several phrases that had been overlooked because the question aims were guiding the researcher’s process unintentionally. There was also a lack of clarity and minor overlap within part of the coding system, so the redevelopment produced a more reliable final analysis.

The primary concern of reliability lies in the research sample though. Participants required substantial experience with airlines and social media, but three of the eight business respondents worked in the aviation industry themselves, and this heightened knowledge could have influenced their answers. If the study was repeated with another sample, the findings may differ and this reduces the reliability.

Nevertheless, the remaining five business respondents worked in alternative industries and no significant differences were noted between their opinions on the research topic. Further investigation would help to clarify the sample’s impacts on the findings, as this was prevented within the study itself due to limited resources.

Transferability

To infer how the findings might relate to other situations, detailed information on the sample must be combined with the research context and limitations (Denscombe, 2002, p149-50).

The sample included both leisure and business customers, across a range of ages and occupations, who all had sufficient experience with social networking sites. This shared characteristic is believed to be widespread, particularly within Britain. Therefore, the sample may be transferable to other population groups to a certain degree, depending on the research focus.

The sample size was small however, and focused solely on the ‘customer’ stakeholder group within one industry. Although this included several past and existing employees of airline brands, their interviews largely focused on the research topic from the customer perspective. Therefore, the researcher feels that these findings are not transferable to other stakeholder groups that have different motivations and requirements for engaging via SNS.

The sixteen detailed accounts could be loosely applied to other similar industries to predict customer responses to SNS activity; particularly service providers that already engage with their customers online. However, the SNS content guidelines specified in the findings are not readily transferable, due to their narrow travel industry focus.

Finally, social media as a research context is constantly changing in nature, demonstrated through participants’ evolving opinions on its use and purpose even within this short study. This therefore reduces the timeframe within which the findings can be accurately applied or transferred, but may still serve to indicate the direction in which social media is currently headed.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The aim of this study was to investigate how interactive social media can be harnessed by brands to build equity.

The findings have indicated that social media interaction will require careful management. Personalised communication generates the most positive outcomes, whilst mass-marketing and ‘push’ messages generate the least. Consumers should not be ignored by brands within this medium either, as they are prepared to publish any negative feedback.

· It is therefore recommended that social media communication on behalf of airline brands would be best managed by the public relations and customer service departments, using personalised content and responses.

The findings confirm that trust is built through transparency on SNS (first direct, 2009) and consumer opinions are significantly influenced by unbiased reviews (Fenwick & Wertime, 2008, p42). SNS appear to breed a strong sense of online community (Wood & Smith, 2005) but consumers are currently hesitant and cynical towards interacting with airline brands. 

· Therefore, it is recommended that airline brands are open and transparent in order to earn their place in the online community and build their equity.

These findings also verify the emerging ‘two-way communication’ model of social media (Edwards, 2006; Weber, L., 2007), indicating that customers will be open to interaction if they are given the freedom to express themselves, and the power to control the relationship and influence the brand. This supports Wu’s three underlying dimensions of interactivity (2000, cited in Dongyoung & Byung-Kwan, 2006) and suggests this can build brand equity on SNS. It also reinforces Ind’s theory that brands must enhance a customer’s sense of well-being and freedom to build long-term value (2003, p4-5).

· As SNS are a domain of power for consumers, it is therefore recommended that airline brands show them respect within this environment, valuing their opinion, providing them with useful and relevant content to enjoy, and only engaging upon invitation.

The research suggests that all brands seeking to build equity via SNS would benefit from performing ‘external brand management’ (Lane Keller, 2000). Brands can learn which of their elements are successful and which are failing to add value by using SNS to engage in an ‘external’ dialogue with customers. This can then inform their ‘internal’ business strategy, to be adapted as appropriate.

· Therefore, any brands not willing to evolve in response to consumer feedback are not recommended to engage on SNS.

Respondents suggested that the brands they are most likely to engage with are service-providers who use SNS to drive efficiencies for consumers, or brands that are inherently social in nature, for example club events or restaurants. Consumers expressed concerns in distinguishing their personal lives from their professional lives online, and repeatedly described SNS as ‘addictive’.

· Therefore, brands will benefit most if they can use this fundamentally social technology (Sproull & Faraj, 1997; Parks & Roberts, 1998 cited in Lievrouw, & Livingstone, (Eds.), 2002) to integrate themselves into their consumers’ lifestyles, connecting on a personal rather than professional level. 

In conclusion, if the airline industry can capitalise on the social aspects of travel to entice interactive engagement, and also use SNS to provide a more efficient service for customers, then this could prove to be a very effective method in building brand equity.

Overall, the findings indicate a strong link between interactivity of SNS and building and equity. It is now even easier for brands to measure their equity using online tools that monitor engagement. Therefore, the researcher wishes this study to be considered as further evidence to support the growing argument that interactive social media is indeed promising to revolutionise corporate public relations and communication trends.
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