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Objective: This study aims to examine the impact of virtual community-based
communication structures and customer behavioral perception on purchasing
propensity, behavioral commitment, and intention to participate, considering the
mediating role of sustainable customer relationship among Snap Shop users.
Methodology: The research employed an applied and descriptive-correlational design.
The statistical population consisted of customers of Snap Shop, an online retail
platform. Using simple random sampling and the Cochran formula, 384 participants
were selected. Data collection was conducted via a standard questionnaire with
Cronbach’s alpha values exceeding 0.7 across all variables. Data were analyzed using
SPSS and SmartPLS, and the model’s validity was confirmed through convergent and
discriminant validity indices.

Findings: The findings revealed significant effects of virtual community-based
communication structures (f=0.307, t=4.675) and customer behavioral perception
(B=0.633, t=2.205) on sustainable customer relationship. Moreover, sustainable
customer relationship significantly influenced purchasing propensity (B=0.860,
t=3.438), behavioral commitment (=0.826, t=8.895), and intention to participate
(B=0.913, t=3.460). Sobel test results confirmed the mediating role of sustainable
customer relationship in all proposed paths.

Conclusion: The results highlight the critical role of a sustainable customer
relationship in enhancing customer behavioral intentions. The findings offer practical
managerial implications for improving marketing strategies in virtual community
contexts and emphasize the necessity of long-term customer engagement initiatives in
online retail environments.

Keywords: Virtual community-based communication structures, customer behavioral
perception, purchasing propensity, behavioral commitment, intention to participate,
sustainable customer relationship
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

In recent years, the rapid proliferation of social media and virtual community-based
communication structures has fundamentally transformed the landscape of marketing and consumer
behavior. These digital platforms, such as Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter, have become integral
channels through which businesses engage with customers, promote products, and foster brand loyalty.
As (Fetais et al., 2023) indicates, social media marketing (SMM) activities have emerged as powerful tools
for cultivating customer-brand relationships and reinforcing behavioral engagement. The personalization,
interactivity, entertainment value, and immediacy afforded by social media platforms enable businesses
to establish dynamic and sustained connections with consumers (Wibowo et al., 2021). The relevance of
this transformation is especially significant in the context of e-commerce, where user-generated content,
peer influence, and digital storytelling are reshaping traditional consumer decision-making processes
(Ahmadnia et al., 2024).

One of the key constructs in this paradigm is the sustainable customer relationship—defined as an
enduring relationship built on trust and satisfaction, which mediates the effects of social media activities
on customer intentions. Several scholars have emphasized the mediating role of this relationship in
enhancing purchase intentions, behavioral commitment, and participation propensity (Ibrahim & Aljarah,
2023; Samarah et al., 2022). According to (Rastegar et al., 2023), customer satisfaction and perceived
relationship quality derived from social media interactions significantly influence behavioral intentions.
Moreover, the behavioral perception of customers—comprising sensory, emotional, cognitive, behavioral,
and relational dimensions—is recognized as a major driver of sustained customer engagement
(Mohammadi et al., 2022). As (Zollo et al., 2020) highlights, social media marketing effectiveness is closely
linked to how consumers experience and interpret brand interactions in virtual environments.

The influence of these virtual structures is not uniform, as contextual factors such as market
dynamics, cultural expectations, and technological readiness impact outcomes. In the Iranian e-commerce
context, platforms like Snap Shop have increasingly invested in social media-based customer engagement
strategies, yet the extent to which these investments yield desirable behavioral outcomes remains under-
explored. (Feridouni Kahmari, 2023) notes that despite increased digital entrepreneurship and marketing
adoption, empirical insights into the behavioral consequences of these strategies in Iranian markets are
limited. Additionally, research suggests that while social media enhances brand visibility and consumer
reach, it does not automatically translate into loyalty unless mediated by sustained customer relationships
and positive brand experiences (Banerji & Singh, 2024; Onoftei et al., 2022).

Another important research gap involves the combined influence of business activities in virtual
community structures and customers’ behavioral perceptions on behavioral outcomes. While previous
studies have examined these variables independently, few have integrated them in a comprehensive model
that considers the mediating influence of a sustainable customer relationship (Dao et al., 2025; Manzoor et
al., 2020). Moreover, the complexity of this dynamic is amplified in highly competitive and rapidly
evolving online retail environments, where businesses must not only attract but also retain and involve
consumers through relational marketing mechanisms (Hamidizadeh et al., 2023; Rahimi Baghmalek &
Padergani, 2023).



Therefore, the present study aims to analyze the business impact of virtual community-based
communication structures and customer behavioral perceptions on purchasing propensity, behavioral
commitment, and intention to participate, considering the mediating role of a sustainable customer
relationship in the context of Snap Shop, a leading Iranian online store. This research contributes to the
evolving discourse on digital marketing by offering an integrated perspective on the interplay between
business strategies, customer perceptions, and behavioral intentions, grounded in contemporary marketing
theory and empirical data from a developing market context.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted an applied and descriptive-correlational research design. The statistical
population included users of Snap Shop who engage with the brand through virtual community-based
communication platforms. A sample of 384 individuals was selected using Cochran’s formula for an
unlimited population, and simple random sampling was applied. Data were collected using a standardized
Likert-scale questionnaire, which was tested for reliability through Cronbach’s alpha. The constructs
measured included business activities of virtual community structures (entertainment, customization,
interaction, up-to-dateness, word-of-mouth), behavioral perceptions (sensory, affective, cognitive,
behavioral, and relational dimensions), sustainable customer relationship (trust and satisfaction), and
behavioral outcomes (purchase intention, behavioral commitment, and intention to participate).

The data were analyzed using SPSS 26 for descriptive statistics and SmartPLS for structural
equation modeling (SEM). Convergent and discriminant validity were assessed using Average Variance
Extracted (AVE), Composite Reliability (CR), Fornell-Larcker criteria, and HTMT ratio. The Sobel test
was used to evaluate the mediating effects.

Findings

The analysis revealed that business activities in virtual community-based communication
structures had a significant positive effect on the sustainable customer relationship (f = 0.307, t = 4.675).
Likewise, customer behavioral perception significantly influenced the sustainable relationship (f = 0.633,
t = 2.205). In turn, the sustainable relationship had a strong and significant impact on purchasing
propensity (B = 0.860, t = 3.438), behavioral commitment (B = 0.826, t = 8.895), and intention to
participate (f = 0.913, t = 3.460).

Mediation analysis using the Sobel test confirmed that the sustainable customer relationship played
a significant mediating role in all six hypothesized paths. Specifically, the mediating effect was validated
for the impact of both business activities and behavioral perception on each of the three behavioral
outcomes (purchase intention, commitment, participation), with z-values exceeding 1.96 in all cases.

The measurement model also demonstrated strong reliability and validity. Cronbach’s alpha and
composite reliability values exceeded the 0.70 threshold across all constructs. AVE values were above
0.50, confirming convergent validity. The Fornell-Larcker and HTMT criteria supported discriminant
validity, indicating that the constructs were distinct and measured independently.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study reinforce the centrality of virtual community-based communication
structures and customer behavioral perception in shaping customer behavioral outcomes in digital retail
environments. Business activities within social media platforms, when effectively designed and
implemented, contribute to the establishment of long-term, trust-based relationships with customers.
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These relationships serve as crucial mediators that convert online interactions and perceptions into
meaningful behavioral responses such as purchase decisions, loyalty behaviors, and participatory actions.

The confirmed mediating role of the sustainable customer relationship suggests that simply
engaging in social media marketing activities is not sufficient. Brands must focus on nurturing customer
trust and satisfaction to realize the full potential of digital marketing strategies. This insight supports the
argument that relational capital is a vital asset in digital ecosystems, especially in markets like Iran where
consumer trust in digital transactions may still be evolving.

The influence of behavioral perception on relational quality highlights the need for brands to
deliver emotionally resonant, cognitively stimulating, and socially engaging experiences across all
touchpoints. The strong effects of behavioral perception on relationship building underscore the
importance of customer-centric design and the personalization of content, tone, and interaction in virtual
settings.

Moreover, the strong direct effects of the sustainable relationship on all three behavioral outcomes
indicate that enduring customer relationships are powerful predictors of business success in e-commerce.
A customer who perceives a brand as trustworthy and satisfying is more likely to buy, remain loyal, and
engage in advocacy or co-creation behaviors. These insights are critical for managers seeking to enhance
customer lifetime value and optimize marketing return on investment in social media contexts.

In summary, this study contributes to the literature by providing empirical validation for an
integrated model of digital marketing that links business activities, behavioral perceptions, relationship
quality, and customer behavior. The results affirm the mediating role of relationship sustainability and
highlight the strategic importance of designing social media marketing activities that go beyond surface-
level engagement. For practitioners, this means that investment in content quality, responsiveness, and
long-term customer relationship management is essential for realizing the full behavioral potential of
online customer engagement.
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