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Abstract

Virtual interactivity in marketing has evolved significantly in recent decades, becoming an
essential tool for effectively connecting with consumers in digital environments. Through
interactive digital platforms, brands can generate a two-way dialogue with their customers,
allowing them to obtain instant feedback and adapt their strategies quickly and effectively.
This not only improves but also contributes to strengthening brand love and fostering long-
term loyalty. In this context, this research aimed to analyze the effect of virtual interactivity
on customer loyalty and WOM through multiple sequential mediation paths, considering
the elements of relationship marketing and examining the cognitive (trust-commitment),
communicational (communication—conflict management), and experiential (brand love—
WOM) mechanisms that operate in digital consumer—brand interactions. A cross-sectional
and explanatory study was conducted, considering 417 frequent customers of brands who
also follow brands on social media. Participants included women (60.7%) and men (39.3%),
ranging in age from 19 to 52 years (M = 30.9 and SD = 6.0). Data were collected using a
self-report form on virtual interactivity, relationship marketing, WOW, customer loyalty,
and brand love, yielding an appropriate measurement model (x = between 0.791 and 0.908;
CR = between 0.791 and 0.916; AVE = between 0.679 and 0.845) which was statistically
analyzed using PLS-SEM. The hypotheses confirmed the proposed model, observing the
effect of virtual interactivity on important brand factors. This research provides valid
results linked to the digital world in banking contexts.

Keywords: digitalization; digital consciousness; virtual interactivity; relationship marketing;
WOW; customer loyalty; brand love

1. Introduction

Virtual interactivity in marketing has evolved significantly in recent decades, becoming
an essential tool for effectively connecting with consumers in digital environments (Nguyen
& Hoang, 2024; Yan et al., 2024). Through interactive digital platforms, brands can generate
a two-way dialogue with their customers, allowing them to obtain instant feedback and
adapt their strategies quickly and effectively (Arora & Banerji, 2024; Sawhney et al., 2024).

Adm. Sci. 2025, 15, 276

https://doi.org/10.3390 /admscil5070276


https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci15070276
https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci15070276
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/admsci
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9632-5293
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4197-8438
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6255-0505
https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci15070276
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/admsci15070276?type=check_update&version=1

Adm. Sci. 2025, 15, 276

2 of 25

This not only improves but also contributes to strengthening brand image and fostering
long-term loyalty. In contrast, relationship marketing (RM) provides an important and
direct connection between the customer and the brand (Obaze et al., 2023). This allows for
improvements in organizational development (Perisic et al., 2022), brand value (Olivares
et al., 2018), marketing development (Mulyana et al., 2020) and customer loyalty (Suarniki
& Lukiyanto, 2020).

The way the world interacts today is also transforming the way brands interact
with their customers (Arghashi & Yuksel, 2022; X. Jia et al., 2022). In this sense, virtual
interactivity creates a space where people can develop connections, exchange interests,
and share information, facilitating business relationships between sellers, buyers, and
intermediaries (Arghashi & Yuksel, 2022; Gaines, 2019). This is where word of mouth
(WOM) plays a crucial role for companies that want to achieve greater success in their
marketing goals compared to those that do not use this strategy. This is because WOM is a
more effective form of advertising that facilitates a greater number of consumers to engage
with a brand (Zasuwa, 2024). For this same reason, WOM could be considered an ally
of digitalized brands (Aljumah et al., 2023; Rubalcava de Ledn et al., 2019), as any social
media user can talk or comment about their favorite brands, sharing positive, neutral, or
negative opinions, which will influence a potential customer’s choices (Damayanti, 2023;
Rubalcava de Leodn et al., 2019).

The relevance of this study lies in the fact that, thanks to the creation of new tech-
nologies and algorithms, almost any type of information can now be accessed almost
immediately. With the expansion of technology in the business world, the way we manage
businesses has evolved over the last ten years (X. Jia et al., 2022). A total of 97.6% of the
world’s population has access to a smartphone, representing a 1.8% increase compared
to 2023, according to the “Digital 2024 Global Overview Report” (DataReportal, 2024).
These devices have a significant impact on purchasing habits and interaction due to their
widespread use among users. In this sense, as in other business environments, the banking
sector faces the challenge of retaining its customers and attracting new ones (Junaid et al.,
2019; Panduro-Ramirez et al., 2024), and in response to this, the specialists in question
have considered that virtual interactivity is essential to grow and retain loyal customers, in
addition to reducing desertion (Borishade et al., 2022).

On the one hand, the banking sector is implementing different strategies and methods
that emphasize brand love as an essential component (Amegbe et al., 2021; Chow & Ho,
2025; Panduro-Ramirez et al., 2024), as this approach is the most widely used to understand
the emotional bond, respect, and loyalty toward a brand. On the other hand, recent studies
have evaluated the link between this sector from the perspective of relationship marketing
theory (K. Hidayat & Idrus, 2023; Nguyen & Hoang, 2024; Zegullaj et al., 2023), WOM
(Dangaiso et al., 2024; Zasuwa, 2024), and the integrative role of the customer loyalty theory
in mobile banking (Arora & Banerji, 2024; Mulflih et al., 2024; Nguyen & Hoang, 2024). In
this context, establishing banking brands that connect emotionally has become a strategic
necessity to create lasting and differentiating relationships in a highly competitive and
digital market.

In this regard, after reviewing the aforementioned background, interest arose in
delving deeper into virtual interactivity, relationship marketing, WOM, customer loyalty,
and brand love as an integrative model that could add value to academics and professionals
in the banking sector. Bibliometric indicators reveal the ten countries that most disseminate
their scientific results, including Indonesia, India, Malaysia, Iran, the United Kingdom,
China, the United States, Australia, Vietham, and Spain; all of them are analyzed for virtual
interactivity. These countries have applied their research to diverse areas of knowledge,
sectors, and populations, including business, management and accounting, economics,
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econometrics, finance, and the social sciences. Despite this, no empirical research has been
found that examines how the suggested model behaves in banking environments, which
reveals a clear lack of scientific production for this cultural context. This lack of scientific
evidence prevents a proper understanding of the fundamental factors of virtual interactivity
in different sociocultural contexts. Briefly, with the intention of addressing this theoretical
and empirical gap, this study aims to analyze and validate the model in a Peruvian context,
thereby providing valuable information that will enrich both international knowledge
and the development of more effective strategies for digital environments in developing
countries. Consequently, the objective of this research was to analyze the effect of virtual
interactivity on customer loyalty and WOM through multiple sequential mediation paths,
considering the elements of relationship marketing and examining the cognitive (trust-
commitment), communicational (communication—conflict management), and experiential
(brand love-WOM) mechanisms that operate in digital consumer—brand interactions.

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Virtual Interactivity

Virtual interactivity (VI) is the process by which users can actively influence a digital
environment, modifying its content, structure, or behavior in real time, through technologi-
cal interfaces that allow bidirectional, multisensory, and dynamic communication between
people, devices, or virtual systems (K. Jia et al., 2022). The term “interactivity” has been
addressed by different authors at the end of the 20th century (Domagk et al., 2010; Smuts,
2009). Steuer et al. (1995) defined virtual interactivity in their theory as the degree to
which Internet users are involved in changing the content of sites in real time. Although
this definition was intended for the interaction of the time, it undoubtedly establishes the
foundations for the concept of virtual interactivity, now within the framework of current
technology, artificial intelligence, and the metaverse (Pillai et al., 2025).

Interactivity in marketing has become an essential tool for effectively connecting with
consumers in digital environments (Rubalcava de Leon et al., 2019). Others translate it
into greater interaction with the audience, facilitating the creation of personalized and
relevant experiences (C. Liu et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2013). Recent research addresses the
importance of virtual interactivity in marketing (Azila-Gbettor et al., 2024), referring to the
ability of consumers to actively participate in the digital experiences offered by brands. Its
importance lies in greater connection and interaction with the target audience, which in
turn can positively influence brand perception and consumer purchasing decisions (Sousa
et al., 2024). Instagram, for example, has become an interactive commercial platform that
connects with buyers, creating needs through advertising and marketing (Ooi et al., 2023).
In turn, virtual interactivity is considered a key factor for the competitiveness of companies
(Rizvanovi¢ et al., 2023).

2.2. Relationship Marketing

Relationship marketing is a business strategy focused on establishing, maintaining,
and strengthening strong and lasting relationships with customers and other stakeholders,
beyond the simple commercial transaction (Koesworodjati et al., 2024). Furthermore, it is
based on establishing quality bonds, which can generate significant benefits for companies
in terms of loyalty, satisfaction, and profitability (Hino, 2017; Panduro-Ramirez et al., 2024).
Relationship marketing is expressed through dimensions such as trust, communication,
commitment, and conflict resolution (Nguyen & Hoang, 2024; Suarniki & Lukiyanto, 2020).
Therefore, companies must be willing to make significant efforts and invest resources to
strengthen ties with loyal customers, or even with those with loyalty potential (Gomez-
Bayona et al., 2020). One of the distinctive characteristics of relationship marketing is the
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importance placed on two-way communication and continuous interaction between the
company and its customers (Macas et al., 2022). It also involves the use of information
technologies to efficiently manage customer interactions (Larregui-Candelaria et al., 2019;
Shen & Wang, 2024), where personalization and segmentation are key factors in the strategy,
enabling personalized customer experiences (Rahman et al., 2023).

2.3. Brand Love

Brand love (BL) is defined as the degree of passionate emotional attachment that a
satisfied consumer feels for a particular brand (Carroll & Ahuvia, 2006; Gumparthi & Patra,
2020). On the other hand, the definition of brand love has acquired great relevance in the
field of marketing and has also been the subject of study with research that has explored
this phenomenon from various perspectives (Arghashi et al., 2021; Bey & Moosmayer, 2023;
Junaid et al., 2019; Laura-Arias et al., 2024; Robertson et al., 2022). In this context, affective
commitment stands out as a key indicator of brand love (Choi et al., 2024; Hafez, 2021;
Trivedi, 2019). The emotional bond of attachment is associated with a positive emotional
connection (Batra et al., 2012). Current research has highlighted that brand love is an
essential factor in the modern marketing world, as it goes beyond the simple commercial
transaction to become a deep, personal emotional connection that the customer experi-
ences (Larregui-Candelaria et al., 2019; Modrofio, 2019; Suyoto & Tannady, 2022). This
emotional connection fosters customer loyalty, drives word of mouth recommendations,
and contributes to building a community of engaged followers (Juyumaya & Torres, 2023).
Therefore, it becomes a key differentiator that influences purchasing decisions and the
perception of value (Quezado et al., 2022).

2.4. Customer Loyalty

Customer loyalty (CL) refers to the propensity for attitudes and actions toward a
particular brand which is preferred over others, whether due to service quality, opera-
tional convenience, or simply the positive perception associated with the brand (Larsson &
Brostrom, 2020). Others associate it with repeated purchases of the same brand or requests
for the same service (Septiano et al., 2024). In turn, it implies a solid commitment to repur-
chase a product or service in a firm and constant manner (Saleem et al., 2018). Therefore,
loyal customers show a strong willingness to remain loyal to a company and to remain
regular customers over time (Mukerjee, 2018; Setiawan & Sayuti, 2017). Recent research
suggests that loyal customers tend to buy more banking products, try new products, collab-
orate in terms of cost, recommend the institution to others (Sang, 2022), and are less likely
to change banks, even in the face of changes in prices or incentives (D. R. Hidayat et al.,
2024; Macas et al., 2022).

2.5. Word of Mouth

Since the dawn of civilization, word of mouth (WOM) communication has been rec-
ognized and considered one of the most direct and powerful channels for transmitting
information between individuals about a product or company, since it represents a more
ancient form of marketing (Sang, 2022), which influences consumers when making purchas-
ing decisions (Rubalcava de Ledn et al., 2019). Currently, WOM has become highly relevant
to experts in the field, highlighted by being a lower-cost strategy in contrast to marketing
initiatives, in addition to being perceived as more authentic and valid (Celik & Topuz, 2021;
Mittal et al., 2022). This refers to communication between consumers where they share their
opinions and personal experiences when interacting with a brand or product (Khoo, 2022;
Torres et al., 2022). Currently, WOM is recognized as a significant influence in the consumer
market and has become a mechanism for customer loyalty towards products and services,
having a particular influence during the information search process that consumers carry
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out to make purchasing decisions (Jalees et al., 2023; Said et al., 2022; Setyawati et al.,
2018). Recent studies highlight that increasing customer trust is reflected in WOM (Arndt,
1967; Manyanga et al., 2022; Rahman et al., 2023). Other factors such as the perception
of value, the convenience experienced, and the level of satisfaction are essential elements
that contribute significantly to WOM, thus making it a fundamental tool for companies
(Jaakkola & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2019; Rahman et al., 2023).

2.6. Development of the Study Hypotheses

Taking into account the theory of pathways from a cognitive, communication, and
experiential perspective, it describes how people assimilate information and make decisions
in complex situations, especially in areas such as consumer behavior, influential commu-
nication, and education. Its relevance lies in the fact that this comprehensive approach
facilitates understanding of how different types of stimuli and contexts impact thinking,
attitudes, and behavior, providing a solid theoretical framework for developing evidence-
based interventions, campaigns, and strategies in sectors such as marketing, education,
public health, and psychology.

2.6.1. Cognitive Pathway: VI — Trust — Commitment — Customer Loyalty

This pathway is based on the Commitment-—Trust Model (Morgan & Hunt, 1994)
and Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964), suggesting that virtual interactivity generates
cognitive processes that strengthen trust, which subsequently facilitate the development of
psychological commitment to the brand, ultimately resulting in loyalty behaviors.

Customer loyalty encompasses a consistent commitment to a bank’s products/services,
potentially leading to higher satisfaction rates and a willingness to use a bank’s services.
Loyal customers, in turn, develop brand equity, as this elite group will begin to create
a competitive advantage through WOM, driving business growth (Xiao & Zeng, 2024).
The use of virtual channels, such as social media, interactive websites, and mobile apps,
encourages customers to engage in greater virtual interaction with the brand, thereby
increasing their loyalty (Gui et al., 2021). The digital age greatly benefits virtual interactivity,
generating greater engagement with digital customers, connecting them with the brand’s
online community, and potentially developing higher levels of customer loyalty (Islam
et al., 2018). These online communities allow customers to connect, share experiences, and
recommend bank products/services, which in turn can develop a sense of belonging and
brand attachment (Wongsansukcharoen, 2022; M. Zhang et al., 2020).

Based on the above, the following hypotheses of the cognitive path are presented:

H1: Virtual interactivity has a positive and significant effect on trust.
H4: Trust has a positive and significant effect on commitment.
He6: Commitment has a positive and significant effect on customer loyalty.

H11: Trust and commitment sequentially mediate the relationship between virtual interactivity
and customer loyalty, such that virtual interactivity increases brand trust, which generates greater
consumer commitment, which ultimately results in higher levels of customer loyalty.

2.6.2. Communication Path: VI — Communication — Conflict Handling —
Customer Loyalty

This path is based on Computer-Mediated Communication Theory (Walther, 1996)
and Relationship Management Theory (Gronroos, 2004), proposing that virtual interactivity
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improves communication quality, which facilitates proactive conflict management and
generates greater customer loyalty.

Nowadays, people can interact with each other online and feel more connected to a
specific brand, which generates a high level of trust. The more they interact with a virtual
platform, the more they will trust that it will provide them with the information they need.
Recent studies highlight the importance of online interaction in fostering trust among users
(X. Liu et al., 2022). On the other hand, Arghashi and Yuksel (2022) showed that when
people have a strong emotional experience, they trust the online community more and are
more likely to engage with the brand. Trust is an important factor when it comes to how
often people use social media and when they participate in brand communities (Phua et al.,
2017). When customers perceive virtual interactivity as increasingly interactive, it can build
brand trust, which is critical for the long-term success of any platform (Arghashi & Yuksel,
2022; Ye et al., 2024).

When customers interact with a brand’s content, it creates a pleasant and exciting ex-
perience that maintains their interest and potentially generates greater brand commitment
(K. Jia etal., 2022; X. Liu et al., 2022; H. Zhang et al., 2014). Thanks to virtual interactivity,
customer-brand communication has substantially improved. Studies indicate that people
experience greater joy and satisfaction in their communication when they can interact and
converse online. This can also develop a sense of community and increase the use of virtual
connections with the brand (X. Liu et al., 2023; Muftah, 2023; Wang et al., 2013). On the other
hand, the ability to connect virtually helps manage conflicts more effectively, as customers
who maintain strong ties with the brand tend to develop effective communication and, as a
result, can create a more sustainable relationship (Guevara et al., 2015; Pazos, 2012; Turesky
et al., 2020).

Based on the above, the following hypotheses of the communication path are presented:

H2: Virtual interactivity has a positive and significant effect on communication.
H5: Communication has a positive and significant effect on conflict handling.
H7: Conflict handling has a positive and significant effect on customer loyalty.

H12: Communication and conflict handling sequentially mediate the relationship between virtual
interactivity and customer loyalty. Specifically, virtual interactivity enhances communication,
which strengthens conflict handling effectiveness, ultimately resulting in greater customer loyalty.

2.6.3. Experiential Path: VI — Brand Love — WOM/Customer Loyalty

This path integrates the Consumer Information Processing Model (Bettman, 1979)
with the Brand Love Theory (Carroll & Ahuvia, 2006), suggesting that virtual interactivity
increases cognitive processing, which facilitates the development of intense emotional
bonds (brand love), generating both recommendations and loyalty. During the digital
era, WOM has been impacted by brands’ digital channels (K. Jia et al., 2022). Every
customer who interacts with a brand through its various online platforms shares opinions
and experiences with other customers (Ismagilova et al., 2020), which can influence their
purchasing decision (Sinha, 2021). Customer concerns, recommendations, and comments
could be addressed if virtual interactivity is developed, and therefore positive WOM is
achieved (Rubalcava de Leén et al., 2019). This, in turn, can improve customer satisfaction
and foster the creation of online communities, allowing WOM to remain a key factor
in building brand loyalty and making it easier for customers to remember the brand
(Wongsansukcharoen, 2022). WOM contributes to reducing the perceived risk associated
with product/service purchases (Rahman et al., 2023). In the online banking context, WOM
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has been identified as the communication of pleasant customer experiences with a digital
banking service (Mukerjee, 2018). In the context of online services, consumers rely on other
users’ opinions, suggestions, and discussion forums on websites, official social media blogs,
personal blogs, and other platforms where user-generated information makes it easier for
customers to make suggestions and share their experiences (Dangaiso et al., 2024).

Previous studies confirm that virtual interactivity has a positive impact on customer
behavior before purchasing (C. Liu et al., 2020). Maintaining interactivity between the
company and its users helps increase hedonic motivation and strengthens customer en-
gagement online. This drives companies to invest in creating quality content to engage
customers online, and generate brands that are more aware of the digital environment
(Dabbous & Barakat, 2020). In addition, virtual interactivity motivates customers to
create their own content, thus generating greater brand recognition and a higher pur-
chase intention. Therefore, by feeling involved in the creation of brand-related content,
customers develop a deeper bond and a more conscious and solid attitude towards it
(K. Jia et al., 2022).

From this perspective, Larregui-Candelaria et al. (2019) state that virtual consumer
interactions influence the emotional connection with a brand. This is because customers
tend to interact with brands that align with their own identity and values, which allows
for the creation of an emotional bond between consumers and brands. Therefore, it is
essential that companies strive to convey a sense of understanding and appreciation toward
their customers. Likewise, the emotional connection between the consumer and the brand
fosters a sense of identification, in which the customer is able to defend and support the
brand in the face of any threat (Belanche et al., 2021). This emotional loyalty is crucial to
maintaining a strong and lasting relationship with customers.

Based on the above, the following hypotheses of the experiential path are presented:

H3: Virtual interactivity has a positive and significant effect on brand love.
HS8: Brand love has a positive and significant effect on customer loyalty.
H9: Brand love has a positive and significant effect on WOM.

H10: Customer loyalty has a positive and significant effect on WOM.

H13a: Brand love and customer loyalty sequentially mediate the relationship between virtual
interactivity and WOM, such that virtual interactivity increases brand love, which strengthens
customer loyalty, which ultimately translates into greater WOM.

H13b: Brand love sequentially mediates the relationship between virtual interactivity and
WOM. Specifically, virtual interactivity generates brand love, which ultimately translates into
loyalty behaviors.

Taking into account the aforementioned hypotheses, the proposed theoretical model is
visualized, as represented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Theoretical model proposed.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Study Design and Participants

The study design was cross-sectional and explanatory (Ato et al., 2013). The popula-
tion consisted of banking product/service customers in Lima, the capital of Peru. Non-
probability convenience sampling was used to collect data for this research (Hair et al.,
2013; Otzen & Manterola, 2017). This type of sampling makes it possible to select cases that
can be easily accessed and that are willing to participate (easy accessibility and proximity
of the individuals to the researcher). Inclusion criteria were applied, such as (a) being at
least 18 years old, (b) residing in the city of Lima, and (c) being affiliated with a banking
product or service in Peru. The virtual survey was shared with 600 people who met all
inclusion criteria; however, only a total of 417 customers, aged between 19 and 52 years
(M =30.9 and SD = 6.0), completed the survey. Participation was predominantly female
(60.7%), aged between 25 and 34 years (63.3%), from the Peruvian coast (41.5%), and had
been customers of a particular brand for 6 to 10 years (46.3%), as detailed in Table 1. It is
important to note that a filter element, relevant to the study, was incorporated: “Bank that I
use most frequently and follow on social media”.

3.2. Measurement Scales and Adaptation Process

Prior to data collection, the translation, adaptation, and semantic validation processes
were carried out. A back-translation process was conducted, meaning that a professional
translator, who is bilingual and experienced in translating between English and Spanish,
translated the scales whose original versions were published in English (customer loyalty
and relationship marketing). This method made it possible to avoid any discrepancies
or loss of meaning from the original instrument (Behr, 2017). The translated scales were
subsequently presented in an online focus group session with six participants who met
the study’s inclusion criteria (Krueger & Casey, 2000). The meeting lasted approximately
35 min, during which time the participants compared, discussed, and adapted the trans-
lations to obtain an improved version of the instruments in Spanish, ensuring that each
item/statement was understandable, clear, and appropriate for use in a Peruvian popu-
lation, thus ensuring the semantic validity of both instruments. Following this, an online
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questionnaire was created, where brand love was assigned a five-point Likert-type response
format, ranging from one, “completely disagree”, to five, “completely agree,” and the other
metrics, ranging from one, “strongly disagree”, to five, “strongly agree”.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample.

Characteristic Category Frequency %
S Female 253 60.7
x Male 164 39.3
19-24 years old 49 11.8
Age range 25-34 years old 264 63.3
gerang 35-44 years old 90 216
45-52 years old 14 3.3
Peruvian Coast 173 41.5
Place of oriein Peruvian Sierra 133 31.9
& Peruvian Jungle 104 24.9
Foreign 7 1.7
Less than 1 year 14 3.4
Years as a customer Between 1 and 5 years 182 43.6
of the brand Between 6 and 10 years 193 46.3
11 years or more 28 6.7
Total 417 100.0

The online questionnaire was divided into three segments: instructions for comple-
tion and informed consent, sociodemographic information, and the measurement scales
described below: Relationship marketing (RM), a four-factor scale with 17 items, trust
(TR), commitment (COMM), communication (COMU), and conflict management (CH), and
customer loyalty (CL), a one-dimensional scale with two items, were both adapted from
Malaysia for this study (Ndubisi, 2007). Brand love (BL), a unidimensional scale with three
items (Larregui-Candelaria et al., 2019), virtual interactivity (VI), a one-dimensional scale
with three items, and word of mouth (WOM), a one-dimensional scale with three items,
were metrics adapted from Mexico for this study (Rubalcava de Ledn et al., 2019).

3.3. Procedure and Ethical Considerations

This research was previously reviewed, evaluated, and accepted by the Ethics Com-
mittee of the Universidad Peruana Unién (UPEU-2023-CE-EPG-00019). After organizing
the online questionnaire on the Google Forms platform, the link was shared with those who
met the standardized criteria. The questionnaire remained online for four months during
the second half of 2023. Before completing it, candidates were properly instructed regard-
ing their voluntary and anonymous participation. Throughout this study, data privacy
regulations and the guidelines established in the Declaration of Helsinki were respected
(Manzini, 2000; Puri et al., 2009).

3.4. Data Analysis

To perform the statistical analysis of the data, partial least squares (PLS)-SEM was
used to test the hypotheses. PLS-SEM is a comprehensive multivariate statistical analysis
approach that includes structural and measurement components to simultaneously examine
the relationships between each of the variables in a conceptual model, which has the
characteristic of multivariate analysis, i.e., it involves a number of variables equal to or
greater than three (Hair et al., 2010). In addition, PLS-SEM was used in this study because
it facilitates the construction of theories (Hair et al., 2011). SmartPLS (Version 4.0) was used
to perform the PLS-SEM analysis.
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To assess common method bias, we implemented Kock’s (2015) full collinearity test.
Variance inflation factors (VIFs) ranged from 1.000 to 1.918, all substantially below the
critical threshold of 3.3, confirming that the model is free of significant CMB contamination.
Multigroup analysis was also performed, segmenting the sample by sex (men, n = 164;
women, n = 253) and assessing measurement invariance of the model using the MICOM
procedure (Henseler et al., 2015). According to this criterion, in Step 2, all p-values from per-
mutation tests must be verified to be greater than 0.05 to confirm compositional invariance
and validate comparisons between groups (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2017).

3.5. Structural Model Quality Assessment

To provide a comprehensive assessment of the structural model’s quality, multiple
evaluation criteria were implemented following contemporary best practices in partial least
squares structural equation modeling (Hair et al., 2019). The assessment included four
main dimensions: explanatory power (R?), effect sizes (f2), predictive relevance (Q?), and
practical significance.

The explanatory power of each endogenous construct was assessed using the coeffi-
cients of determination (R?) and their adjusted versions (adjusted R?), following the criteria
established by Chin (1998), who suggests that R? values of 0.67, 0.33, and 0.19 represent
substantial, moderate, and weak levels, respectively. Additionally, we calculated the ad-
justed R? to control for the number of predictor variables and sample size, providing a
more conservative estimate of the explanatory power (Hair et al., 2017).

To assess the practical significance of the structural relationships, Cohen’s effect
sizes (f2) were calculated for each path relationship in the model (Cohen, 1988). The f?
values were interpreted according to the standard criteria: f> = 0.02 (small effect), > = 0.15
(moderate effect), and f2 = 0.35 (large effect). The calculation was performed using the
formula f? = (R? included — R? excluded)/(1 — R? included), where R? included represents
the explained variance of the endogenous construct when the predictor construct is included
in the model, and R? excluded when it is excluded (Hair et al., 2017).

The predictive capacity of the model was evaluated using the blindfolding procedure
implemented in SmartPLS, calculating Stone-Geisser Q? values for all endogenous con-
structs (Geisser, 1974; Stone, 1974). Following the recommendations of Hair et al. (2019), an
omission distance of D = 7 was used to ensure that the sample size was not divisible by
the number of omissions. Q? values were interpreted according to the established criteria:
Q? > 0 indicates predictive relevance, Q> > 0.25 represents moderate predictive relevance,
and Q? > 0.50 indicates high predictive relevance (Hair et al., 2017).

Finally, to assess statistical significance with practical relevance, a dual approach
was adopted that considers both the p-values obtained through bootstrapping (statistical
significance) and the f? effect sizes (practical significance), following the recommendations
of Ferguson (2009). This approach allows for the identification of statistically significant
but practically irrelevant relationships, as well as for the distinction between effects that are
both statistically significant and practically substantial (Kirk, 1996). In addition, practical
relevance was assessed by inspecting the 95% bootstrapping confidence intervals, consider-
ing that intervals that do not include zero indicate both statistical significance and practical
relevance (Cumming, 2014).

4. Results

As shown in Table 2, the constructs evaluated in the study meet the acceptable criteria
of reliability (e« and CR > 0.70) and convergent validity (AVE > 0.50) (Sarstedt et al., 2021). In
this sense, brand love (BL) obtained a Cronbach’s alpha (x) of 0.908, CR of 0.916, and AVE
of 0.845, with factor loadings between 0.902 and 0.950. Conflict handling (CH) registered an
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o of 0.842, CR of 0.846, and AVE of 0.760, with loadings between 0.831 and 0.900. Customer
loyalty (CL) had an « and CR of 0.791, with an AVE of 0.827 and factor loadings between
0.908 and 0.911. Commitment (COMM) recorded an « and CR of 0.908 and an AVE of 0.783,
with factor loadings ranging from 0.870 to 0.902. Communication (COMU) obtained an
o of 0.894, CR of 0.970, and AVE of 0.759, with factor loadings between 0.857 and 0.889.
Likewise, trust (TR) presented an « of 0.940, CR of 0.909, and AVE of 0.679, with factor
loadings between 0.702 and 0.873. Virtual interactivity (VI) registered an o of 0.893, CR of
0.895, and AVE of 0.824, with factor loadings between 0.898 and 0.919. Finally, word of
mouth (WOM) obtained an o of 0.892, CR of 0.895, and AVE of 0.822, with factor loadings
in the range of 0.882 to 0.929.

Table 2. Factor loadings, composite reliability, and mean variance extracted.

Variable Code Loadings o CR AVE
BL1 0.902
Brand Love (BL) BL2 0.950 0.908 0.916 0.845
BL3 0.904
. . CH1 0.882
C"“ﬂlc(tclf{a;“dhng CH2 0.831 0842 0846 0760
CH3 0.900
Customer Loyalty CL1 0.911
(CL) CL2 0.908 0.791 0.791 0.827
COMM1 0.870
Commitment COMM2 0.877
(COMM) COMM3 0.891 0.908 0.908 0.783
COMM4 0.902
COMU1 0.869
Communication COMU2 0.857
(COMU) COMU3 0.870 0.894 0.897 0.759
COMU4 0.889
TR1 0.702
TR2 0.833
TR3 0.839
Trust (TR) TR4 0.811 0.904 0.909 0.679
TR5 0.873
TR6 0.873
) .. VI1 0.919
Virtual I(r{’;;ractlwty VI2 0.907 0.893 0.895 0.824
VI3 0.898
WOM1 0.882
Worg/\‘]’éﬁg’uth WOM2 0.929 0.892 0.895 0.822
WOM3 0.908

To evaluate the discriminant validity of the model, this study applied the Heterotrait—
Monotrait (HTMT) ratio criterion, which measures the relationship between latent con-
structs by comparing the correlation between their indicators (Henseler et al., 2015). Ac-
cording to this criterion, discriminant validity is considered to be achieved if HTMT < 0.90
(flexible criterion) or HTMT < 0.85 (stricter criterion, used in models with high conceptual
similarity between constructs). In the present study, all the relationships between constructs
meet this requirement, since the HTMT values ranged from 0.529 to 0.817, indicating that
they were below the permissible threshold. Table 3 presents the details of these results.
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Table 3. Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio for discriminant validity.

BL CH CL COMM COMMU TR VI WOM
BL
CH 0.573
CL 0.565 0.718
COMM 0.562 0.754 0.659
COMMU 0.573 0.817 0.742 0.792
TR 0.667 0.769 0.747 0.766 0.781
VI 0.629 0.767 0.816 0.662 0.741 0.739
WOM 0.533 0.572 0.658 0.598 0.591 0.610 0.663
To address potential common method bias (CMB), we applied Kock’s (2015) complete
collinearity test. The results show that the variance inflation factors (VIFs) ranged from
1.000 to 1.918, all substantially below the critical threshold of 3.3, confirming that the model
is free from significant CMB contamination. This can be seen in Table 4.
Table 4. Collinearity statistics (VIFs)—inner model —list.
VIF
BL — CL 1.456
BL — WOM 1.305
CH — CL 1.893
CL — WOM 1.305
COMM — CL 1.918
COMU — CH 1.000
TR — COMM 1.000
VI — BL 1.000
VI - COMU 1.000
VI - TR 1.000
The MICOM invariance test confirmed that the comparisons were methodologically
valid (all p values > 0.05), indicating that men and women interpreted the constructs equally
(See Table 5).
Table 5. MICOM invariance assessment.
Original Correlation N Permutation .
Constructor Correlation Permutation Mean 5.0% p Value Interpretation
BL 1.000 1.000 0.999 0.947 Invariance
Confirmed
CH 1.000 1.000 0.999 0.370 Invariance
Confirmed
CL 0.999 1.000 0.998 0.151 Invariance
Confirmed
COMM 1.000 1.000 1.000 0.101 Invariance
Confirmed
COMU 1.000 1.000 1.000 0.917 Invariance
Confirmed
TR 0.999 0.999 0.998 0.087 Invariance
Confirmed
VI 1.000 1.000 0.999 0.494 Invariance
Confirmed
WOM 1.000 1.000 0.999 0.560 Invariance

Confirmed
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The multi-group analysis revealed no statistically significant differences between men
and women in the main path coefficients (all p > 0.05), suggesting that the effects of virtual
interactivity operate similarly regardless of the consumer’s sex (see Table 6).

Table 6. Multi-group analysis by sex: comparison of path coefficients.

Relationship Man Woman Difference p Value Significance Interpretation

BL — CL 0.146 0.244 —0.098 0.347 Not significant Equivalent between
groups

BL » WOM 0251 0.316 ~0.065 0.607 Not significant Eq““’a;;‘;;’stween

CH - CL 0.338 0.336 0.003 0.981 Not significant Equivalent between
groups

CL—WOM 0463 0.367 0.096 0.391 Not significant Eqmva;;‘i;’f““

COMM —CL 0271 0.199 0.072 0.534 Not significant Equw"gfgflﬁstween

COMU —CH  0.683 0.727 —0.044 0.564 Not significant Eqm"aglf;tll];’semee“

TR - COMM  0.667 0.717 0.049 0.474 Not significant Eqmva;f;‘;;’stween

VI BL 0.533 0.603 —0.070 0.467 Not significant Equivalent between
groups

VI COMU  0.653 0.677 —0.024 0.785 Not significant Eqm"a;f;tl;semeen

VI TR 0.667 0.667 —0.001 0.997 Not significant Equ“’a;f;‘;;jtween

Figure 2 presents the final structural model developed in SmartPLS, which illustrates
the causal relationships between virtual interactivity and its effects on consumer relational
variables through three distinct mediation paths. The model employs a standard graphical
representation, where latent constructs are shown as blue circles with their respective R?
values, observable variables appear as yellow rectangles, and structural relationships are
represented by directional arrows with their standardized path coefficients and signifi-
cance levels.

All constructs employ reflective measurement models, with indicators showing factor
loadings greater than 0.70, meeting individual item reliability criteria. The dependent
constructs (CL and WOM) have two indicators each, while IV includes three indicators, and
the mediating constructs vary between two and four indicators. Regarding the pathways,
it can be observed that the cognitive pathway (VI — TR - COMM — CL) is displayed at
the top of the model, starting from VI to TR (f = 0.665, p < 0.001), continuing to COMM
(B =0.696, p < 0.001), and ending at CL (3 = 0.242, p < 0.001). The graphical representation
shows a linear progression that reflects the theoretical logic of the sequential development
of trust and commitment. Regarding the communication path (VI - COMU — CH —
CL), located in the central section of the model, it shows a progression from VI to COMU
(B =0.664, p < 0.001), followed by the strongest relationship in the model toward CH
(B =0.710, p < 0.001), and culminating in CL ( = 0.329, p < 0.001). The central position
emphasizes its role as a primary mechanism for generating loyalty.

Finally, the experiential path (VI - BL - WOM/CL), positioned at the bottom,
presents a bifurcated structure where VI influences BL (3 = 0.572, p < 0.001), which subse-
quently affects both WOM (3 = 0.280, p < 0.001) and CL (f = 0.193, p < 0.001). This visual
configuration reflects the dual nature of brand love as a generator of both positive word of
mouth and loyalty.
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Figure 2. Structural model.

Table 7 presents the Path Hypothesis Testing. The results confirm the empirical validity
of the cognitive path as a fundamental mechanism for generating customer loyalty through
the sequential processes of trust and commitment. Virtual interactivity demonstrated a
significant and robust direct effect on brand trust (H1: § = 0.665, t = 15.721, p < 0.001),
followed by an equally strong effect of trust on consumer commitment (H4: 3 = 0.696,
t = 20.642, p < 0.001), representing the strongest relationship between mediating constructs
in the entire model. However, the conversion of psychological commitment into behavioral
loyalty exhibited a more moderate effect (H6: 3 = 0.242, t = 4.463, p < 0.001), suggesting that
while virtual interactivity is highly effective in generating relational cognitive processes,
the final translation into loyalty behaviors requires complementary factors. The sequential
mediation hypothesis (H11: VI — TR — COMM — CL) was supported with a significant
indirect effect of 0.112 (t = 3.876, p < 0.001), empirically validating the extension of the
Commitment-Trust Model (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) to virtual interactivity contexts and
confirming that traditional relational processes maintain their relevance in contemporary
digital environments.

The communication path emerged as the model’s most effective mechanism for gener-
ating customer loyalty, highlighting the critical importance of communication management
in interactive digital environments. Virtual interactivity exerted a positive and significant
effect on perceived communication quality (H2: 3 = 0.664, t = 15.969, p < 0.001), establishing
a solid foundation for effective two-way exchanges. Crucially, perceived communication
predicted conflict management ability with the highest t statistic in the entire model (H5:
B =0.710, t = 19.598, p < 0.001), evidencing that interactive platforms not only facilitate
communication, but also enable proactive and competent problem-solving. Conflict man-
agement capability subsequently generated a moderately strong effect on customer loyalty
(H7: p =0.329, t = 5.241, p < 0.001), outperforming the effect of commitment on the cogni-
tive route and confirming that consumers particularly value organizational competence to
effectively manage problems through digital media. The sequential mediation hypothesis
(H12: VI - COMU — CH — CL) was supported by the strongest indirect effect in the
model ( = 0.155, t = 4.229, p < 0.001), extending the Computer-Mediated Communication
Theory (Walther, 1996) and establishing communication management as the most potent
mechanism for converting virtual interactivity into customer behavioral loyalty.
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Table 7. Hypothesis testing.
Standard
. Original Sample . T Statistics . .
H Hypothesis Deviation p Values  Decision
Sample (O) Mean (M) (STDEV) (IO/STDEV )
H1 VI — TR 0.665 0.664 0.042 15.721 0.000  Accepted
H2 VI — COMU 0.664 0.663 0.042 15.969 0.000  Accepted
H3 VI — BL 0.572 0.571 0.045 12.793 0.000  Accepted
H4 TR — COMM 0.696 0.696 0.034 20.642 0.000  Accepted
H5 COMU — CH 0.710 0.709 0.036 19.598 0.000  Accepted
H6 COMM — CL 0.242 0.241 0.054 4463 0.000  Accepted
H7 CH — CL 0.329 0.331 0.063 5.241 0.000  Accepted
HS BL — CL 0.193 0.191 0.048 4.009 0.000  Accepted
HY BL — WOM 0.280 0.280 0.059 4761 0.000  Accepted
H10 CL — WOM 0.419 0.419 0.055 7.675 0.000  Accepted
HIT V17 TiéLCOMM 0.112 0.112 0.029 3.876 0.000  Accepted
pip T COMTECH g5 0.157 0.037 4229 0000  Accepted
Hiza V17 S\EOI}/ICL - 0.046 0.046 0.015 3.081 0.002  Accepted
H13b  VI— BL — WOM 0.160 0.161 0.040 4.050 0.000  Accepted

The experiential path revealed a unique dual-operation pattern that differentiates
between the generation of emotional advocacy and traditional loyalty behaviors, challeng-
ing conventional theoretical expectations about brand love. Virtual interactivity signif-
icantly influenced the development of brand love (H3: 3 = 0.572, t = 12.793, p < 0.001),
confirming that interactive digital experiences facilitate the formation of intense emo-
tional bonds. However, brand love displayed a distinct and counterintuitive pattern of
effects: it generated a stronger impact on positive word of mouth (H9: 3 = 0.280, t = 4.761,
p < 0.001) than on behavioral loyalty (H8: § = 0.193, t = 4.009, p < 0.001), suggesting that
emotional bonds motivate spontaneous advocacy more effectively than repeat purchase
behaviors in digital contexts. The corresponding mediation hypotheses confirmed this func-
tional differentiation: the indirect effect towards WOM (H13b: VI — BL — WOM = 0.160,
t =4.050, p < 0.001) outweighed the effect towards loyalty, while the multiple sequential
mediation path (H13a: VI - BL — CL — WOM = 0.046, t = 3.081, p = 0.002) reached sta-
tistical significance with a small effect size. Paradoxically, customer loyalty more strongly
predicted recommendations (H10: 3 = 0.419, t = 7.675, p < 0.001) than direct emotional love,
suggesting that in virtual environments, consistent behavioral satisfaction constitutes a
more robust predictor of advocacy than purely emotional ties, thus recontextualizing the
Brand Love Theory (Carroll & Ahuvia, 2006) for digital environments where functionality
may predominate over emotionality in generating authentic recommendations.

To provide a comprehensive assessment of the model, we analyzed multiple quality
indicators including the explanatory power (R?), effect sizes (f2), and predictive relevance
(Q?). The results reveal a robust model with an explanatory power ranging from moderate
to substantial. In terms of explanatory power, the mediating constructs showed substantial
RZs, indicating that their antecedents explain a considerable portion of their variance:
CH (50.5%), COMM (48.4%), TR (44.2%), and COMU (44.1%). The dependent constructs
exhibited moderate to substantial explanatory power: CL (42.1%) and WOM (36.7%).
Notably, BL showed the lowest R? (32.7%), suggesting the existence of additional factors
influencing the development of brand love in digital contexts. Effect size analysis (f?)
revealed that the most influential relationships in the model included COMU — CH
(f? =1.019) and TR — COMM (f? = 0.939), both classified as very large effects according



Adm. Sci. 2025, 15, 276

16 of 25

to Cohen’s (1988) criteria. The effects of VI on the primary mediators were also large,
confirming the substantial importance of virtual interactivity: VI — TR (f* = 0.794), VI —
COMU (f2 = 0.788), and VI — BL (2 = 0.485). Predictive relevance assessment using Q?
showed that all constructs exceeded the relevance threshold (Q? > 0), with values ranging
from 0.222 (BL) to 0.439 (TR and COMU). This confirms that the model has satisfactory
predictive capacity for all endogenous constructs. This can be seen in Table 8.

Table 8. Full model evaluation: explanatory power, effect sizes, and predictive relevance.

Construct R? Adjusted R? Interplr{gtatlon Q? Interpretation Q2 Main Predictors (f2)
Moderate
BL 0.327 0.325 Moderate 0.222 predictive VI (2 = 0.485)—Big
relevance
CH 0.505 0.504 Substantial 0403  Larsepredictive  oonpg g 019 Big
relevance
. CH (f2 = 0.099)—Small,
CL 0421 0417 Moderate. g7z Largepredictive COMM
(f2 = 0.053)—Small
Moderate-large
COMM 0.484 0.483 Substantial 0.335 predictive TR (f? = 0.939)—Big
relevance
COMU 0441 0.439 Moderate- 39 Largepredictive ;o780 pio
Substantial relevance
TR 0.442 0.441 Moderate— 0439 ~ Large predictive VI (£ = 0.794)—Big
Substantial relevance
Moderate CL (f2 =0.212)—
WOM 0.367 0.364 Moderate 0.273 predictive Moderate, BL
relevance (f> = 0.095)—Small

5. Discussion

Relationship marketing has gained a prominent place in the business world, not
only because it marks a transition from a transactional approach to one more focused
on building ongoing relationships between stakeholders, but also because it promotes
an organizational awareness that drives value creation from different spheres: academia,
business management, and marketing leaders (Gémez-Bayona et al., 2024). This study
fits precisely into this scenario, demonstrating how virtual interactivity, far from being
a simple communication channel, acts as a strategic driver that transforms customer—
brand relationships. An analysis of the behavior of 417 individuals confirms that virtual
interactivity generates a tangible impact on key variables such as trust, communication,
conflict management, and brand love. These variables highlight the fundamental aspects of
relationship marketing in digital environments, where interactive experiences strengthen
brand identity and stimulate loyal consumer behavior (Cachero-Martinez & Vazquez-
Casielles, 2021; De Ruyter & Wetzels, 2000).

Particularly in sectors such as financial services, the implementation of relational
digital strategies contributes to developing two-way and personalized communication,
which is essential for interpreting consumer tastes, needs, and expectations (Gaines, 2019).
This capacity for dynamic interaction is precisely what builds the bridge between the
brand and its audience, consolidating its positioning and generating meaningful emotional
bonds. The empirical results of this work reaffirm the importance of these interactions on
three levels.

In the cognitive path, the model demonstrates how virtual interactivity generates trust
(B = 0.665) and how that trust transforms into commitment (3 = 0.696). Following the
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logic of the Morgan and Hunt (1994) model, although the transition from commitment to
customer loyalty shows a lower intensity (3 = 0.242), it is still relevant, although it requires
strengthening additional factors such as service experience or personalization to fully close
this relational cycle. Even more compelling is the role of the communication route, where
digital interactivity positively influences communication quality (8 = 0.664), which, in turn,
enhances conflict management (3 = 0.710). These results not only confirm Walther’s (1996)
predictions about the effectiveness of computer-mediated communication, but also position
this route as the most influential in the model in terms of loyalty conversion (total indirect
effect = 0.155). Effective conflict management emerges as a key differential, even more so in
service contexts where the perception of rapid and effective resolution makes a decisive
difference in the customer experience (Gronroos, 2004; Smith et al., 1999).

Regarding the experiential route, the analysis reveals a more emotional and dual
dynamic. On the one hand, digital interactivity increases cognitive processing and generates
emotional bonds (brand love) with the brand (3 = 0.481), following the proposal by Carroll
and Ahuvia (2006). However, it is observed that brand love has a greater influence on
positive word of mouth (3 = 0.280) than on direct loyalty (3 = 0.193). This is particularly
interesting: in digital environments, emotional expression tends to be channeled more
into spontaneous recommendations than repeat purchases. In this sense, loyalty based on
specific behaviors seems to have a greater weight on WOM (3 = 0.419), which suggests that
consistent satisfaction has a greater predictive power than pure emotions.

This finding implies an adjustment to the classic theories of emotional marketing.
Rather than conceiving brand love as the core of loyalty, this study proposes that brand
love acts as a trigger for advocacy, while loyalty is built on rational and trustworthy
experiences. This distinction is key for marketers, who must recognize that in the digi-
tal environment, emotional bonds are relevant but must be accompanied by a coherent
functional value proposition.

Taken together, the results highlight the importance of incorporating virtual interac-
tivity as a structural component of relationship marketing strategies (Cachero-Martinez &
Vazquez-Casielles, 2021; Nambisan & Baron, 2007). Organizations that understand and
capitalize on these mechanisms will be able to improve the quality of their customer rela-
tionships, foster lasting bonds, and build more human and relatable brands. Furthermore,
the evidence from this study is consistent with the scientific reports of Yan et al. (2024), who
highlight how transparent communication and genuine engagement generate greater peace
of mind for consumers and, therefore, strengthen the brand’s reputation and positioning. It
is necessary to mention that this type of model also shows that digital tools not only serve
to attract customers, but, well managed, they allow for continuous support, anticipating
conflicts, personalizing responses, and maintaining an active dialogue with audiences.
Thus, the contribution of relationship marketing is not only limited to the business field,
but, as Gémez-Bayona et al. (2024) point out, it also becomes an opportunity to educate
communities on the importance of trust, satisfaction, and loyalty as shared values that
contribute to the development of a more conscious organizational culture. This study not
only validates the theoretical hypotheses raised, but also confirms the validity of traditional
models (Carroll & Ahuvia, 2006; Morgan & Hunt, 1994) by reinterpreting them in a digital
key, where virtual interactivity is shown as a multifaceted relational medium, capable of
activating cognitive, communicational, and affective processes, and translating them into
real behaviors that benefit both brands and consumers.

6. Conclusions

Virtual interactivity in marketing has evolved significantly in recent decades, becom-
ing an essential tool for effectively connecting with consumers in digital environments.



Adm. Sci. 2025, 15, 276

18 of 25

Through interactive digital platforms, brands can generate a two-way dialogue with their
customers, allowing them to obtain instant feedback and adapt their strategies quickly and
effectively. This not only improves brand image but also contributes to strengthening brand
image and fostering long-term loyalty. In this context, this research aimed to analyze the
effect of virtual interactivity on customer loyalty and WOM through multiple sequential
mediation pathways, considering the elements of relationship marketing and examining
the cognitive (trust-commitment), communication (communication—conflict management),
and experiential (brand love-WOM) mechanisms at work in digital interactions between
consumers and brands.

The study’s hypotheses confirmed the proposed model, which considered trajectory
theory: the cognitive trajectory (trust-commitment), which extends the Commitment—
Trust Model to the context of virtual interactivity; the communicational trajectory
(communication-resolution), which integrates Computer-Mediated Communication The-
ory with customer relationship management; and the experiential trajectory (cognitive—
affective), which combines cognitive processing with affective responses, and extends
the Brand Love Theory to interactive digital environments. In this sense, this research
provides valid results related to the digital world in banking contexts and considers ap-
plicable implications for business and industry management, which are detailed in the
subsequent sections.

6.1. Theoretical and Practical Implications

From a theoretical perspective, this study enriches the literature by integrating path
theory (cognitive, communicational, and experiential) with an empirical analysis of vir-
tual interactivity, explaining how people process information, generate connections, and
make decisions in complex digital contexts such as the banking sector. The cognitive
path extends the Commitment-Trust Model, demonstrating that trust and commitment
can be activated through interactive technologies. The communicational path, based on
Computer-Mediated Communication Theory, shows how digital platforms facilitate proac-
tive conflict resolution and improve relationship management. The experiential path
articulates cognitive processing with affective responses (brand love), extending the Brand
Love Theory to virtual environments. This approach not only allows us to understand
how virtuality transforms the interaction between banks and customers in aspects such
as functionality, experience, security, and loyalty, but also offers a solid framework for the
design of evidence-based models and strategies, useful both for academic purposes and for
innovation and competitiveness in the digital industry.

As a practical implication, this study suggests that organizations operating in digital
environments, such as the banking sector, should adopt a comprehensive approach based
on the three pathways. From the cognitive pathway, it is recommended to design interactive
experiences that strengthen customer trust and engagement. From the communication
pathway, it is key to implement tools that facilitate effective two-way communication
and early conflict resolution. Finally, the experiential pathway encourages the creation of
interactions that not only increase brand recognition but also generate lasting emotional
bonds, promoting customer loyalty and advocacy spontaneously.

It is important to recognize that, in the digital age, relationships between companies
and customers have evolved toward closer and more meaningful interactions. Virtual
interactivity not only transforms the way brands communicate with their audiences but
also strengthens bonds of trust and loyalty. When a company manages to genuinely
connect with its customers, they feel valued and heard, which reduces the likelihood
of them migrating to competitors. Furthermore, the ability to personalize the customer
experience in real time allows for more dynamic and effective relationship marketing
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strategies. Each interaction becomes an opportunity to better understand customer needs
and expectations, adjusting the offer of products or services more precisely.

Beyond commercial strategies, virtual interactivity contributes to building a solid
reputation and a brand identity with which customers can emotionally identify. This con-
nection goes beyond a simple commercial transaction: when people trust and value a brand,
they not only remain loyal to it but also recommend it, generating a positive impact on its
growth and sustainability. In a constantly changing digital environment, those companies
that manage to humanize their communication and adapt to their audience’s expectations
not only stand out in competitive markets, but also ensure their long-term relevance. From
a theoretical perspective, it has been proven that effective digital communication fosters
brand love and positive word of mouth, consolidating its impact on customer loyalty and
business development.

On the other hand, promoting brand affection through prompt, reliable, honest, and
accurate information will contribute to developing a stronger and more lasting brand.
Customers tend to feel affection for a brand when banks address complaints and other
issues effectively, aiming to anticipate potential sources of conflict before they arise. This
will allow the brand to build customer loyalty, strengthening their bond in situations of loss
and fraud, which are, above all, key aspects in this sector. Finally, it is essential to foster
clear communication and address conflicts diplomatically to reduce unnecessary losses and
problems for customers. An important aspect is WOM, as it can influence other customers.
Therefore, it is essential to create strategies to improve this element in the banking sector,
as this encourages customers to choose one brand over another.

6.2. Limitations and Future Research

This research acknowledges a significant contribution to the academic community
and the banking sector; however, some limitations have been identified that would be
valuable to consider for future studies. Initially, the respondents were residents of Lima,
the capital of Peru, famous for being a populous and culturally diverse city, where its
inhabitants come from diverse areas of the country. However, future research is likely to
consider other significant regions of the country, including cities located by the Peruvian
coast, mountains, and jungle, in order to achieve more homogeneous participation and
perception. Furthermore, the descriptive data indicated that 63.3% of respondents were
between 25 and 34 years old. This research focuses on a fairly young segment of the
Peruvian banking population, raising potential doubts regarding their opinions of the
sector, preventing the results from being generalized to other age groups. Further research
could examine psychosocial, sociodemographic, and specific environmental factors to
better understand their behavior.
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