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Virtual Brand Communities (VBCs) have evolved into essential platforms for consumer-brand interactions,
fostering engagement, trust, and loyalty in digital spaces. Through a comprehensive bibliometric analysis of 424
Scopus-indexed articles dated from 2006 to 2024, this study maps the intellectual and thematic evolution of
VBCs research using VOSviewer and SciMAT. The analysis reveals a notable shift from early research focused on
technology and online community dynamics to more sophisticated research on digital marketing strategies,
consumer behavior patterns, and brand management approaches. Consumer engagement, brand trust, and
purchase intention emerge as central themes, with a growing emphasis on user-generated content, electronic
word-of-mouth (eWOM), and social commerce developments. Findings demonstrate that VBCs not only influence
consumer decision-making processes but also function as strategic assets for brands seeking to enhance customer
relationships and cultivate long-term loyalty. VBCs increasingly serve as innovation hubs where brands can co-
create value with consumers while building authentic connections. The research contributes significantly to
understanding VBCs’ evolving role in contemporary brand strategy, especially because VBCs represent a crucial
frontier where brands can differentiate themselves through meaningful consumer interactions and relationship
building beyond traditional marketing approaches. It is important to highlight that, by mapping both historical
foundations and emerging trajectories in VBCs studies, this review establishes a baseline for future research
directions while providing actionable insights for practitioners. Brands can leverage these findings to develop
more effective community management strategies and capitalize on the competitive advantages offered by well-
cultivated digital communities.

1. Introduction

The digital transformation has fundamentally altered the landscape
of consumer-brand interactions, with Virtual Brand Communities
(VBCs) emerging as pivotal platforms for engagement and relationship
building in the online environment. These communities represent a
significant shift in how consumers connect with brands and each other,
creating dynamic ecosystems of interaction and co-creation (Ahmed,
Zaidi, Alam, Streimikiene, & Parmar, 2023; Chen, 2023). The prolifer-
ation of social media and mobile technologies has accelerated this
phenomenon, enabling individuals with shared brand affinities to form
meaningful connections across geographical boundaries (Jiang, Mas-
tromartino, Yang, Zhang, & Zhang, 2022; Wang, Chih, Honora, & Wu,

2024).

The theoretical underpinnings of brand-consumer relationships
provide a framework for understanding these digital interactions. Mor-
gan and Hunt’s (1994) Commitment-Trust Theory establishes the
foundational elements of trust and commitment in fostering enduring
relationships. This perspective is enriched by Vivek, Beatty, and Morgan
(2012) and Van Doorn et al. (2010), that extend the concept of
commitment beyond mere transactions to encompass ongoing in-
teractions and active participation. Consumer Culture Theory (Holt,
2002; McCracken, 1986) adds a critical cultural dimension, recognizing
that consumers adopt brands as key elements in constructing their social
and personal identities. Furthermore, Tajfel’s (1978) Social Identity
Theory illuminates how consumers identify with brands through the
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social groups they represent, reinforcing loyalty through a sense of
collective identity. Complementing these perspectives, the Self-
Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) highlights the intrinsic
motivation driving consumer engagement, emphasizing the fulfillment
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs within a brand com-
munity. Additionally, the Psychological Ownership Theory (Pierce,
Kostova, & Dirks, 2001) explains how users develop a sense of personal
investment in brands, fostering stronger emotional connections and
deepening their commitment through perceived control, intimate
knowledge, and self-identification with the brand.

In contemporary digital ecosystems, VBCs have evolved from simple
online platforms into powerful instruments for fostering brand loyalty,
enhancing purchase intentions, and shaping brand image (Villegas &
Marin, 2021; Nikhashemi, Kennedy, & Mavondo, 2025; Ali, Suveatwa-
tanakul, Nanu, Ali, & Terrah, 2025). VBCs have become integral to
modern brand management strategies, serving as hubs where consumers
and brands co-create value in a dynamic, interactive environment (Li,
Johnston, & Feng, 2024; Shah, Shoukat, Ahmad, & Khan, 2021; Wang,
Chih, et al., 2024).

Despite the growing importance of VBCs, there remains a need for a
comprehensive understanding of how research in this field has evolved.
Bibliometric analysis emerges as a particularly valuable scientific
method for mapping this intellectual landscape, especially given the
increasing availability and utility of bibliometric software and databases
(Passas, 2024). This approach enables researchers to visualize the
structure and evolution of scientific activity surrounding VBCs, identi-
fying main trends, collaboration networks, citation patterns, and op-
portunities for future research (Passas, 2024; Velastegui, Paredes,
Zambrano, & Herrera, 2024).

This study conducts a thorough bibliometric analysis and literature
review of research on VBCs, aiming to offer a cohesive understanding of
the field’s development within academic literature (Oliveira, Francisco
da Silva, Juliani, César Ferreira Motta Barbosa, & Vieira Nunhes, 2019;
Donthu, Kumar, Mukherjee, Pandey, & Lim, 2021; Lim & Kumar, 2023).
The value of this research lies in its ability to provide a more structured
comprehension of the current state of knowledge, thereby informing
strategic decision-making in brand management and contributing to the
improvement and sustainability of VBCs.

The paper is structured as follows: begin with a literature review
synthesizing theoretical perspectives and empirical findings on VBCs.
Next, the methodological approach is outlined, employing rigorous
bibliometric analysis techniques (Donthu et al., 2021). The results sec-
tion presents co-occurrence analysis and thematic evolution maps,
revealing key themes and trends in VBCs research (Veloutsou & Ruiz
Mafe, 2020). Finally, a discussion interprets these findings, offering in-
sights into implications for brand management and directions for future
research (Elia, Messeni Petruzzelli, & Urbinati, 2020; Wang, Lv, Wang,
Guo, & Ma, 2023).

1.1. Literature review

Virtual Brand Communities (VBCs) are non-geographically bound
groups that exist primarily online, fostering relationships among in-
dividuals that share a passion for a brand (Marchowska-Raza & Rowley,
2024; Veloutsou & Ruiz Mafe, 2020; Wang, Chih, et al., 2024). Unlike
traditional brand communities, VBCs rely on digital platforms to facili-
tate interactions and engagement among members (Jiang et al., 2022;
Siuda, 2019; Zhang & Zhang, 2023). The emergence of internet-based
VBCs has transformed consumer-brand interactions and peer-to-peer
engagement in the digital marketplace, creating intricate ecosystems
where psychological, social, and technological factors continuously
interact and evolve (Kumar & Nayak, 2019; Shukla, Misra, & Gupta,
2023; Wang et al., 2023; Zhang & Zhang, 2023).

Social media platforms have played a crucial role in the formation
and expansion of these communities, enabling brands to engage con-
sumers, conduct market research, and enhance marketing initiatives
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(Shihab, Ikhsan, & Fakhrorazi, 2025; Shukla et al., 2023; Wang, Chih,
et al., 2024). This structure fosters a sense of belonging and collective
identity, reinforcing the impact of social influence on consumer
decision-making processes (Qiao, Song, & Wang, 2019; Wang, Chih,
et al., 2024).

Moreover, a defining characteristic of virtual brand communities is
their capacity to facilitate bidirectional communication, enabling the
exchange of information and experiences between consumers and
brands, as well as among the members of the community themselves
(Rotchanakitumnuai & Speece, 2022; Zhang, Qi, & Lyu, 2021). These
interactions enhance trust, strengthen brand loyalty and ultimately in-
fluence purchasing decisions (Nyrhinen, Uusitalo, Frank, & Wilska,
2022; Zhang & Zhang, 2023; Wang et al., 2024). Furthermore, VBCs
often serve as platforms for value co-creation, where members actively
contribute to shaping brand offerings (Marchowska-Raza & Rowley,
2024; Nibras et al., 2024; Wang, Chih, et al., 2024).

The value proposition of online shopping within VBCs encompasses
both utilitarian and hedonic dimensions (Ahmed et al., 2023; Hsu,
2023). While utilitarian value reflects the practical benefits of a trans-
action, hedonic value emphasizes the enjoyment and emotional grati-
fication derived from the experience (Ahmed et al., 2023; Hsu, 2023;
Shukla et al., 2023). Both aspects contribute to user retention and
engagement, reinforcing what is known as platform stickiness (Qu,
Cieslik, Fang, & Qing, 2023). Additionally, social norms play a crucial
role in influencing user behavior, as individuals tend to conform to
group preferences to facilitate social integration (Nyrhinen et al., 2022;
Tran et al., 2022).

Expectation confirmation is another key factor in VBCs, as users’
satisfaction and continued engagement depend on the alignment be-
tween their initial expectations and actual experiences (Li, Johnston, &
Feng, 2024; Nikhashemi et al., 2025; Yuan, Lin, Filieri, Liu, & Zheng,
2020). Positive social media experiences strengthen engagement and
ensure the longevity of virtual communities, making it essential for
brands to continually adapt to evolving user needs (Le, Phan Tan, &
Hoang, 2023). Moreover, as users accumulate experience, their beliefs
and behaviors transform, affecting their interactions within the com-
munity (Hsu, 2023; Tran et al., 2022).

In essence, VBCs represent complex ecosystems where multiple fac-
tors converge to shape user behavior and brand relationships (Aoki,
Tudor, Borders, & Lester, 2020; Jiang et al., 2022; Ryan, Deci, Van-
steenkiste, & Soenens, 2021). By understanding online interaction dy-
namics, social influence mechanisms, shopping value dimensions, and
expectation confirmation processes, organizations can strategically
leverage VBCs to build trust, foster brand loyalty, and drive long-term
business success in an increasingly digital marketplace (El Naggar &
Hammad, 2023; Nyrhinen et al., 2022; Rotchanakitumnuai & Speece,
2022; Shukla et al., 2023).

2. Methodology

Scopus and Web of Science (WoS) are the most internationally
recognized academic databases, and many authors have compared
them, finding strengths and limitations in both (e.g. Mongeon & Paul-
Hus, 2016). Despite the serious biases and limitations shared by WoS
and Scopus, Pranckute (2021) found that Scopus is more suitable than
WoS because: (i) Scopus covers more content; (ii) it makes author and
institution profiles, as well as publication abstracts, available to its users,
making its use more convenient and practical; (iii) its impact indicators
and metrics perform better than those of WoS, because they are less
susceptible to manipulation and are available for all publications and in
all disciplines; and (iv) Scopus is a single database, while WoS has
different databases that belong to its Core Collection (such as SCIE, SSCI,
ESCI, among others), which may confuse those who are not used to its
structure.

This study utilized a combination of quantitative bibliometric anal-
ysis and a comprehensive literature review, focusing on articles
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published in journals indexed by Scopus, a widely recognized database
known for its impact factors, which measure the influence and quality of
published research (Baas, Schotten, Plume, Coté, & Karimi, 2020). The
search strategy identified articles using the terms virtual brand com-
munity and online brand community, selected for their relevance and
comprehensiveness after a preliminary screening. The following query
was used: TITLE-ABS-KEY ((((“VIRTUAL BRAND COMMUNI*” OR
“ONLINE BRAND COMMUNI*")) AND (LIMIT-TO(DOCTYPE, “ar”))).
No restrictions were placed on publication dates, as the earliest study on
this topic dates to 2006. The search identified 601 documents, with 424
scientific articles selected for further analysis.

2.1. Bibliometric analysis

To fully leverage the strengths of both bibliometric analysis and
literature review, this study combined these methods. One key tech-
nique used is co-occurrence analysis, which identifies when two or more
terms appear together within a context, indicating a thematic or se-
mantic relationship (Allahbakhshian Farsani, Riahinia, Danesh, &
Azimi, 2024; Zhou, Zhou, Huang, & Cui, 2022). This reveals the intel-
lectual structure of the research field, identifying core themes
(Allahbakhshian Farsani et al., 2024; Donthu et al., 2021). In biblio-
metric studies, the frequency of citations indicates the prominence of an
article and its contribution to advancing a particular research area
(Allahbakhshian Farsani et al., 2024).

2.2. Data processing

This study used two specialized software tools for bibliometric
analysis: VOSviewer and SciMAT (Moral-Munoz, Herrera-Viedma, San-
tisteban-Espejo, & Cobo, 2020; Van Eck & Waltman, 2023). Both tools
were chosen for their ability to visualize and map scientific networks
and trends over time. VOSviewer was used to create co-occurrence
networks, mapping the intellectual structure and development of the
VBCs research field (Moral-Munoz et al., 2020; Van Eck & Waltman,
2023). SciMAT, on the other hand, tracked the evolution of thematic
networks, dividing the research timeline into distinct phases (Moral-
Munoz et al., 2020). This dual approach provided a dynamic and thor-
ough analysis of the field’s growth and emerging trends (Moral-Munoz
et al., 2020).

2.2.1. VOSviewer

VOSviewer was used to generate bibliometric maps based on
network data and visualizations (Emich, Kumar, Lu, Norder, & Pandey,
2020; Oliveira et al., 2019; Van Eck & Waltman, 2023). It was selected
for its effectiveness in handling large datasets and its ability to visualize
complex networks, helping to define scientific domains and track the
evolution of research over time (Donthu et al., 2021; Van Eck & Walt-
man, 2023). The software facilitated the construction of bibliometric
maps by collecting data, selecting units of analysis, calculating co-
occurrence frequencies, and visualizing these relationships on two-
dimensional maps (Emich et al., 2020; Oliveira et al., 2019). Data
from Scopus was processed and exported to VOSviewer using CSV
format.

The study categorized the database into distinct clusters based on co-
occurrence, a widely used method in bibliometrics to identify patterns of
association between frequently co-occurring terms (Donthu et al., 2021;
Zhou et al., 2022). Co-occurrence analysis was conducted to examine the
frequency of keywords or terms appeared together in the documents,
indicating relationships between them; hence, helping to uncover con-
nections between terms and providing insights into how closely related
were within the VBCs research domain (Donthu et al., 2021; Emich
et al., 2020). This method facilitated the visualization of relationships
between articles, highlighting key insights into the structure and evo-
lution of the research field (Moral-Munoz et al., 2019; Donthu et al.,
2021). For the analysis, VOSviewer was configured with specific
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parameter settings. A knowledge map was created from bibliographic
data obtained from Scopus. The co-occurrence analysis method was
applied, with a minimum keyword occurrence set to six. This resulted in
74 references being included in the final analysis.

2.2.2. SCIMAT

The study employed a software tool that generates traditional sci-
ence mapping techniques to produce thematic networks, represented as
circular clusters whose sizes correspond to the number of associated
documents. Connections between different time periods were indicated
by lines, with the thickness of these lines reflecting the strength of topic
connections (Moral-Munoz et al., 2020). This approach offers valuable
insights into the dynamic evolution of themes and keywords in the field
under investigation.

To enhance the analysis of the scientific evolution of VBCs and
facilitate comparisons across periods, the study period was divided into
three distinct temporal divisions: 2006-2012, 2013-2019, and
2020-2024. The temporal division which segments the studied period
into three stages, is primarily based on the amount of documentary
production recorded over the years, this shows a clear upward trend in
the number of documents published from 2006 to 2024, with variations
that allow for the identification of inflection points or significant
changes in productivity.

Between 2006 and 2012, document production was relatively low
and exhibited gradual but modest growth. During this period, the
number of documents remained below 10 per year until approximately
2010, when a slight increase began, reaching around 10-15 documents
per year by 2012. This initial stage reflects a phase of lower activity in
the analyzed literature, justifying its separation as an independent
period.

From 2013 to 2019, a more pronounced and sustained growth in
documentary production is observed. The number of documents per
year has increased significantly, exceeding 20 documents in 2016 and
reaching approximately 30-40 documents by 2019. This notable in-
crease suggests a boom in research or publication in the area of study,
motivating the delineation of this period as a stage of greater activity
and literary expansion.

Finally, the period from 2020 to 2024 shows consolidation at high
levels of production, with a peak exceeding 50 documents per year in
2022 and a slight decline toward 2024, though remaining above 40
documents. This behavior indicates maturity or stabilization in literary
production, justifying its separation as a third stage. The temporal di-
vision, therefore, responds to the need to capture and analyze the dy-
namics of growth and fluctuation in documentary production, reflecting
significant quantitative changes in the literature over time.

In conducting the analysis, SciMAT was configured with specific
parameter settings to optimize results. Both author words and source
words were selected as units of analysis, with data reduction thresholds
set at 1, 3, and 3 for the respective periods. A co-occurrence matrix was
employed to identify significant relationships between terms, and the
network threshold reduction was consistently set to 1 across all phases.
The Equivalence index was utilized for normalization, and clustering
was performed using simple center algorithms. Network construction
parameters were adjusted, with a maximum of 6 and a minimum of 3
terms per network. Core and Secondary were chosen as Document
Mappers, while the Equivalence index was again employed to create
both the evolution map and overlap diagram.

Additionally, it is worth noting that the researchers experimented
with various parameter configurations during the “data reduction
thresholds™ stage. The final configuration was selected for producing the
most relevant and meaningful results, offering a clear depiction of the
thematic evolution compared to earlier outputs that appeared less
aligned with the study’s goals.
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3. Results
3.1. VOSviewer

From the co-occurrence analysis, only keywords with a minimum of
11 references were selected for further examination. This filtering pro-
cess yielded a final set of 74 keywords, which were subsequently orga-
nized into four distinct clusters. Each cluster comprised between 13 and
26 articles, reflecting different thematic areas within the data. The dis-
tribution and internal structure of these clusters provide insights into the
relationships between the keywords and are visually represented in
Fig. 1. The clusters within the co-occurrence analysis reveal inter-
connected yet distinct themes across various aspects of the VBCs.

Cluster 1 (Red) focuses on the foundational dynamics of brand
communities, emphasizing the interplay between brands and consumers
within digital environments (Chen, Yuan, & Zhu, 2021; Kaur, Paruthi,
Islam, & Hollebeek, 2020). Key themes such as brand identification, co-
creation, trust, and loyalty are central to this cluster, with a particular
focus on how consumers actively participate in shaping these commu-
nities (Nikhashemi et al., 2025; Nyrhinen et al., 2022; Qiao et al., 2019;
Shah et al., 2021; Siuda, 2019). Platforms like Facebook are highlighted
as pivotal for fostering engagement, where interactions build trust and
loyalty, enhancing brand commitment (Lin, Lin, & Yeo, 2024; Nadeem
et al., 2020; Shukla et al., 2023). Methodological insights, such as net-
nography and Web 2.0 tools, provide a lens through which consumer
behavior in social media contexts can be analyzed (Tran et al., 2022;
Wang, Chih, et al., 2024). The cluster also underscores the importance of
word-of-mouth communication, showing how discussions within these
online spaces can significantly impact brand perception (Jiang, Liao,

value cc‘reanon

AN
deslgn/methodglogy[af:proaﬁh | N2 V-
/\ s D

7

\ pnlinecy_stems

Digital Business 5 (2025) 100122

Chen, Hu, & Du, 2021; Marchowska-Raza & Rowley, 2024; Qiao et al.,
2019).

Cluster 2 (Green) explores the psychological underpinnings of brand
attachment and community participation, focusing on self-
determination, psychological ownership, and the emotional motiva-
tions that drive engagement (Jiang et al., 2021; Kumar & Nayak, 2019;
Nadeem et al., 2020; Ryan et al., 2021; Zhang, 2019). These psycho-
logical factors are critical for fostering long-term consumer commit-
ment, and shaping behaviors like purchase intentions (Jiang et al., 2021;
Wang, Chee, et al., 2024). Theories of self-determination and psycho-
logical ownership provide insight into why consumers feel a sense of
value and personal investment in their community involvement (Ge,
Khan, & Li, 2022; Jami, Kouchaki, & Gino, 2020; Jiang et al., 2021;
Wang, Chee, et al., 2024). The emotional connection developed through
this participation influences not only community loyalty but also the
economic outcomes of these interactions, which can be measured
through metrics like sales and co-created value (Le et al., 2023;
Marchowska-Raza & Rowley, 2024).

E-commerce and strategic marketing within these communities
enhance commercial potential by tapping into consumers’ emotional
and psychological ties to the brand (El Naggar & Hammad, 2023).
Businesses can build stronger relationships, boosting loyalty, retention,
and trust by nurturing these interactions (Anaya-Sanchez, Aguilar-
Illescas, Molinillo, & Martinez-Lopez, 2020; Shukla et al., 2023; Cha-
vadi, Sirothiya, Menon, & M R, V., 2023; Ali et al., 2025). Additionally,
personalized marketing approaches within these spaces often lead to
higher conversion rates and greater customer lifetime value (Kanimozhi
& Sengottuvel, 2024; Tran et al., 2022).

Cluster 3 (Blue) examines the interplay between brand identity,
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brand image, and consumer behavior within the context of online
communities and virtual platforms, highlighting the deepening rela-
tionship between brands and consumers (Yuan et al., 2020; Zhang et al.,
2021). As virtual platforms and online systems rise in prominence, of-
fering increasingly immersive and interactive experiences, reshaping
how consumers engage with brands (Zhang et al., 2021). These
immersive experiences enable consumers to play a more active role in
shaping brand identity and perception, making their participation
crucial in defining the brand image (Ge et al., 2022; Jiang et al., 2021).
The virtual environment provides brands with new avenues to create
meaningful interactions that go beyond traditional consumer engage-
ment, fostering stronger connections and deeper brand loyalty.

Cluster 4 (Yellow) focuses on the emotional and experiential di-
mensions of consumer relationships with brands, emphasizing the role
of emotional engagement, brand love, loyalty, and trust in sustaining
online brand community participation (Kaur et al., 2020). Emotional
drivers like brand love and loyalty are essential in fostering long-term
engagement and trust within these communities, strengthening brand
equity and management efforts (Anaya-Sanchez et al., 2020; Nadeem
et al., 2020). Building strong emotional connections with consumers
leads to deeper loyalty and trust, which are crucial for sustaining brand
relationships (Ahmed et al., 2023). The strategic use of social media
platforms further highlights the importance of digital strategies in
cultivating and maintaining these emotional bonds, reinforcing the role
of social media in modern brand management (Shukla et al., 2023; Yuan
et al., 2020).

density,
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In summary, these clusters reveal a multi-faceted perspective on the
dynamics of VBCs, spanning emotional engagement, consumer
behavior, and digital strategies. Show how online platforms have
reshaped brand-consumer relationships and emphasize the importance
of community engagement, trust, and loyalty in sustaining brand value
in the digital age.

3.2. SciMAT results

For a more accurate SciMAT analysis, the database was divided into
three time periods: 2006-2012; 2013-2019; and 2020-2024. This di-
vision allows for observation of how the research focus within the
database changed over time. To examine the thematic evolution the
Strategic Diagrams of each period were analyzed, providing insights into
the continuity and development of key research topics.

A significant emphasis on the social aspects of technology emerges as
a defining characteristic of the 2006-2012 period (see Fig. 2), particu-
larly in relation to social networks and online communities (Ge et al.,
2022; Wang, Shi, Ma, Shi, & Yan, 2012; Wu & Fang, 2010). This focus
reflects a strong interest in examining the ways digital platforms reshape
human interactions and social structures by transforming communica-
tion dynamics, redefining social norms, and influencing the way in-
dividuals connect, collaborate, and engage within VBCs (Nadeem et al.,
2020; Wang et al., 2012).

Closely related to this social emphasis, human-computer interaction
stands out as a central theme, encompassing various aspects of people’s
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R-INTERAC

Fig. 2. SciMAT: Period 2006-2012.
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engagement with and influence from digital technologies (Kaur et al.,
2020; Laroche, Habibi, Richard, & Sankaranarayanan, 2012). Within
this context, marketing-related concepts such as branding and word-of-
mouth begin to surface, playing a crucial role in shaping consumer
perceptions, influencing purchasing decisions, and fostering customer
engagement (Scarpi, 2010; Wang, Butt, & Wei, 2011; Zhou, Zhang, Su, &
Zhou, 2012).

This emergence indicates a growing interest in exploring how
traditional marketing principles apply to or are transformed by digital
environments. The intersection of these marketing concepts with social
technology themes reflects the complex interplay between human
behavior, technology, and commercial interests in the digital age.

Overall, this period represents a formative stage in the study of VBCs,
marked by a broad exploration of diverse topics that would later
converge into more defined research streams. Studies on consumer-to-
consumer interaction and affective commitment dominate the research
landscape, while social networks emerge as an increasingly prominent
area of interest. This evolution highlights the growing significance of
VBCs in digital consumer behavior.

The period from 2013 to 2019 (see Fig. 3) shows a clear concentra-
tion on sales and customer engagement topics. This suggests a signifi-
cant shift toward understanding ways businesses can effectively interact
with and sell to consumers in digital environments (Li, Modi, Wu, Chen,
& Nguyen, 2019; Zhou et al., 2012). This focus reflects the growing
recognition of digital platforms as crucial channels for commercial ac-
tivities and customer relationships (Arya, Verma, Sethi, & Agarwal,
2019; Chen, Tsai, & Ke, 2019; Zhao, Chen, Zhou, & Ci, 2019).

Digital Business 5 (2025) 100122

Concurrently, the concept of brand community gains prominence,
likely reflecting a growing awareness of the ways in which customers
form cohesive groups around brands in online spaces (de Almeida,
Scaraboto, dos Santos Fleck, & Dalmoro, 2018; Sanz-Blas, Bigné, &
Buzova, 2019). This trend aligns closely with the emphasis on customer
engagement, as brand communities often serve as powerful engines for
sustained customer loyalty and advocacy (Chan, Zheng, Cheung, Lee, &
Lee, 2014; Matute, Palau-Saumell, & Occhiocupo, 2019; Ul Islam &
Rahman, 2017). New themes emerge in the field, notably information
management and purchase intention, as researchers delve deeper into
the interconnected dynamics of data strategy and consumer behavior
(Kuo & Feng, 2013; Xi & Hamari, 2020; Arya et al., 2019).

The emergence of these concepts indicates a growing focus on how
businesses handle data and how consumer decision-making processes
operate in digital contexts. This development suggests a more nuanced
understanding of the customer journey, from initial interest to final
purchase, within the digital ecosystem.

Although social aspects of technology continue to be evident, these
aspects appear to be less prominent than in the preceding period. This
shift could indicate a transition from broad social implications of tech-
nology to more specific, business-oriented applications. However, the
continued presence of social themes underscores the enduring impor-
tance of understanding social dynamics in digital business contexts.

Overall, these points indicate an evolution in the field toward more
business-centric and consumer-focused topics, while still maintaining
some interest in the social dimensions of technology. This trend reflects
a maturing understanding of digital brand communities, with research

Fig. 3. SciMAT: Period 2013-2019.



C. Méndez-Lazarte et al.

now delving into more practical aspects of how businesses can leverage
these communities for tangible outcomes, such as increased sales and
customer loyalty.

In the last thematic evolution map (see Fig. 4), which encompasses
data from 2020 to 2024, a significant shift in focus toward VBCs. This
indicates a growing interest in how consumers interact with and around
brands in digital spaces (Jiang et al., 2022; Sun, 2020). This trend sug-
gests an increased emphasis on understanding the formation and dy-
namics of loyal customer groups within these virtual environments
(Nadeem et al., 2020; Ali et al., 2025).

Analyzing the results in quadrant 1 (top right) reveals a strong rep-
resentation between consumption behavior and community identifica-
tion. Consumption behavior acts as a central axis, interweaving
consumers into intricate networks of shared experiences and brand in-
teractions. Consumers rely on peer recommendations and digital plat-
forms to make more informed and ethical purchasing decisions (Shihab
et al., 2025). This shift highlights that modern consumption behavior is
no longer solely individualistic but deeply embedded in social in-
teractions and collective norms (Nadeem et al., 2020; Shihab et al.,
2025). Additionally, consumers can develop an emotional connection
through shared content, which strengthens their trust in recommenda-
tions and motivates them to purchase promoted products (Sokolova &
Kefi, 2020). Community identification fosters deep emotional connec-
tions, transforming traditional consumer relationships beyond mere
transactions. Consumers actively engage in brand narratives, co-creating
meaning and value through digital interactions. This identification re-
flects a sense of belonging in which individuals favor their group, share
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common interests, and develop positive feelings toward the community
(Liao, Dong, & Guo, 2020; Lin et al., 2024).

Quadrant 2 (top left) shows that consumer behavior has gained
prominence, this shift reflects a deepening interest in comprehending
how individuals make decisions, engage with brands, and influence
others in online settings (Qu, Liu, & Yin, 2023; Siuda, 2019). Also, user-
generated content was prominent shedding light on its direct influence
on consumer behavior, revealing that the authenticity of the content, the
emotions conveyed, and its alignment with consumer expectations are
determinants in how it impacts purchasing decisions and attitudes to-
ward brands (Liu, Gong, Zhang, & Ma, 2022; Soylemez, 2021).

The findings in quadrant 3 (bottom left) indicate that electronic
word-of-mouth (EWOM) plays a pivotal role in shaping purchase
intention and consumer loyalty. The data show that opinions shared on
digital platforms increase trust in products or services, while positive
feedback strengthens the predisposition to purchase (Bilal, Akram,
Zhang, Cai, & Wang, 2022; Dinsmore, Swani, Troise, Wamwara, & Li,
2022; Pavlovi¢c-Hock, 2022). Furthermore, this process is linked to
greater loyalty, as shared and validated experiences from other users
generate a sense of security and commitment to brands, reinforcing their
relevance in decision-making (Dinsmore et al., 2022; Pavlovi¢-Hock,
2022).

The results in quadrant 4 (bottom right) emphasize that online brand
communities have a significant impact on brand loyalty, functioning as
spaces for interaction and emotional reinforcement (Ali et al., 2025).
Active participation in these communities fosters a sense of belonging
and trust among consumers, translating into greater long-term loyalty
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(Nyrhinen et al., 2022; Shukla et al., 2023). This quadrant demonstrates
that strengthening relationships within digital communities not only
enhances the emotional connection with the brand but also positions it
as a central element in the consumer experience.

3.3. Co-occurrence and thematic evolution map

The decision to use only the latest period from the thematic evolution
map alongside the co-occurrence analysis is based on its relevance and
up-to-date perspective on the research landscape. This latest period
highlights current trends, emerging themes and cutting-edge de-
velopments within the field. It aligns well with the co-occurrence
analysis, which reveals recent patterns in keyword usage and research
collaboration. By focusing on this period, the analysis reflects the most
contemporary insights, providing a clear understanding of the present
state of the research domain (See Table 1).

The connection between the latest thematic evolution map (see

Table 1
Summary quadrants and co-occurrence analysis.
Quadrant Keywords (cluster) Description
Quadrant 1 Brand The extent to which consumers
(Motor and identification perceive a brand as part of their

central themes) (Cluster 1) personal identity (Kaur et al., 2020;
Nikhashemi et al., 2025).

The patterns and habits of consumers
when using and purchasing products
or services (Shihab et al., 2025).
Consumer (Cluster An individual or group that

3) purchases and uses goods or services

(Cui & Li, 2024; Jiang et al., 2022).

Consumption
behavior (Cluster 2)

Quadrant 2 Web 2.0 (Cluster 1) The evolution of the internet into
(Highly interactive platforms that enable
developed yet user collaboration and content

isolated themes) creation (Chen et al., 2021; Ge et al.,
2022; Song, Duan, Huang, & Zhan,
2020).

The study of motivations and
processes influencing the decision to
purchase and use products or
services (Jiang et al., 2021; Siuda,
2019)

A consumer’s commitment to a
brand or product, reflected in repeat
purchases (El Naggar & Hammad,
2023; Nadeem et al., 2020).

The spread of opinions and
information about products or
services in online spaces (Qiao et al.,
2019; You & He, 2023).

The emotional and lasting bond that
a consumer develops with a brand (
Hongsuchon et al., 2023).

The likelihood that a consumer will
buy a product or service in the future
(Wang, Chee, et al., 2024; Zhang &
Zhang, 2023).

Consumer behavior
(Cluster 3)

Quadrant 3
(Emerging or
declining themes)

Loyalty (Cluster 1)

Electronic word of
mouth (Cluster 1)

Brand attachment
(Cluster 2)

Purchase intention
(Cluster 2)

Quadrant 4 Facebook (Cluster A social network that facilitates
(Basic and 1) interaction and communication
transversal between users is also used as a
themes) marketing and brand community

platform (Chen, 2021;
Rotchanakitumnuai & Speece,
2022).

Groups of consumers interact on
digital platforms, sharing interests
and experiences related to a brand (
van Heerden & Wiese, 2021; Wang
et al., 2023; Xi & Hamari, 2020).

A consumer’s continued preference
for a specific brand over competitors,
is often influenced by positive past
experiences (El Naggar & Hammad,
2023; Kaur et al., 2020).

Online brand
communities
(Cluster 2)

Brand loyalty
(Cluster 4)
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Fig. 4) and the clusters from the co-occurrence analysis (see Fig. 1) re-
veals a cohesive structure in the study of VBCs and related keywords.

For instance, Quadrant 1, which hosts motor and central themes in
the thematic evolution map, highlights the strong connection between
identification processes and both brands and virtual communities.
Keywords such as brand identification and community identification
from cluster 1 emphasize that the identification processes are pivotal for
driving consumption behavior and shaping how consumers engage with
and participate in VBCs (Kaur et al., 2020; Nikhashemi et al., 2025; Qiao
et al., 2019). The central role of identification processes within this
quadrant underscores their influence not only on consumption behavior
but also on consumers’ active contributions to these communities (Kaur
et al., 2020).

In contrast, Quadrant 2, representing highly developed yet isolated
themes, introduces terms like web 2.0, highlighting the technological
infrastructure that supports the growth of VBCs (Chen et al., 2021; Ge
et al., 2022). Here, consumer behavior illustrates how interactive plat-
forms shape consumer engagement and actions (Siuda, 2019; Tran et al.,
2022). Although well-developed, these themes remain a bit discon-
nected from broader research trends, indicating a gap that could be
bridged by integrating technological and behavioral insights into
mainstream discussions of digital consumer behavior (Akdevelioglu,
Hansen, & Venkatesh, 2021; Chen, 2021). This underscores the impor-
tance of connecting technological advancements with consumer actions
to enhance the holistic understanding of VBCs dynamics.

Shifting to Quadrant 3, which represents emerging or declining
themes, it is observed that loyalty and word-of-mouth (WOM) are
closely interconnected, highlighting the significant influence that loy-
alty exerts on advocacy behaviors within VBCs (El Naggar & Hammad,
2023; Nadeem et al., 2020; Qiao et al., 2019; You & He, 2023). Addi-
tionally, brand attachment and purchase intention highlight potential
areas for future growth by linking emotional connections to actual
purchase behaviors (Ahmed et al., 2023; Hongsuchon et al., 2023;
Wang, Chee, et al., 2024; Zhang & Zhang, 2023). While these themes
explore deeper psychological aspects of consumer behavior, their
emergence suggests that emotional engagement and loyalty will become
increasingly central to understanding consumer participation in VBCs
(Chen et al., 2021; Ge et al., 2022; Kumar, 2019; Li, Lu, Akram, & Cheng,
2024).

Lastly, Quadrant 4 features basic and transversal themes that form
the foundational aspects of VBCs. Social media platforms, particularly
Facebook, and online brand communities provide a foundation for un-
derstanding consumer interactions with brands in digital environments
(Chavadi et al., 2023; Lin et al., 2024; Ali et al., 2025). The inclusion of
brand loyalty in this quadrant reinforces the idea that sustained
engagement in these communities is a critical factor in fostering long-
term consumer loyalty (Kaur et al., 2020; El Naggar & Hammad,
2023; Ali et al,, 2025). This quadrant emphasizes that online in-
teractions, facilitated by social media, continue to play a central role in
shaping brand-consumer relationships, highlighting the ongoing sig-
nificance of digital spaces in driving consumer engagement and loyalty
(Chavadi et al., 2023; Lin et al., 2024).

Overall, the thematic evolution map quadrants and the co-
occurrence analysis clusters share a strong thematic connection. The
concepts of loyalty, engagement, and the role of online communities
highlight the central importance of VBCs in shaping modern consumer
behavior and brand strategies.

4. Discussion

This analysis reveals a strong alignment between the micro-level
dynamics within VBCs and the macro-level trends shaping their evolu-
tion, highlighting a clear shift toward consumer-centric approaches.
This interconnectedness goes beyond mere thematic overlap, reflecting
a deeper alignment between activities within VBCs and the broader
trends shaping the field’s development (Teran-Yépez, Marin-Carrillo,
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del P Casado-Belmonte, & de las Capobianco-Uriarte, 2020). For
instance, the prominence of consumer behavior and online brand com-
munities in the latest thematic evolution map (2020-2024) and Cluster
1 underscores this pivotal shift (Jiang et al., 2022; Nadeem et al., 2020;
Paruthi, Kaur, Islam, Rasool, & Thomas, 2022). This movement reflects a
departure from a brand-centric view of VBCs toward a more nuanced
understanding of consumer agency and interaction within these digital
spaces (Bilro & Loureiro, 2023; Kaur et al., 2020).

An example of this transition can be observed in brands that have
shifted their digital strategies from traditional advertising campaigns
toward interactive community-based platforms, where consumers not
only consume content but actively engage by sharing personal experi-
ences and co-creating customized challenges (Hsu, 2023). This strategy
illustrates how brands can transition from one-way communication to
two-way collaboration, with significant implications for brand strategy,
prioritizing engagement and co-creation over top-down approaches (Le
et al., 2023; Marchowska-Raza & Rowley, 2024). Therefore, an inter-
active platform that enables consumers to customize products and
participate in community challenges, such as designing limited-edition
items that are voted on by the community, will foster a sense of
belonging.

This emphasis on consumer engagement also carries significant im-
plications for social commerce (Hsu, 2023; Yuan et al., 2020). Brands
must cultivate environments that encourage participation, incorpo-
rating elements like gamification in online communities to boost
engagement and loyalty (Li, Lu, et al., 2024; Xi & Hamari, 2020). For
example, brands that successfully implemented its gamified rewards
programs, where users earn points, stars, etc. for purchases and chal-
lenges, incentivize ongoing interaction within a VBC (Baranidharan,
Sharon Sophia, & Mohan, 2023; Oliveira, Abelha, Sousa, & Peixoto,
2024). Well-designed co-creation events, such as virtual workshops
where consumers design new flavors or packaging, can enhance par-
ticipants skills and build trust, driving intrinsic motivation and sustained
brand engagement (Baranidharan et al., 2023; Sarkar & Banerjee, 2020).
Implement gamified reward systems that offer points not just for pur-
chases but also for actions like posting reviews or participating in
community forums, linking these to tangible benefits like discounts or
exclusive event access (Xi & Hamari, 2020).

Moreover, brands must leverage social-hedonic values and position
themselves as entities consumers are proud to associate with (Ahmed
et al.,, 2023; Nibras et al., 2024). This requires proactively initiating
conversations on social platforms, upholding high ethical standards, and
strategically balancing co-creation with brand-led initiatives (He &
Zhang, 2022; Marchowska-Raza & Rowley, 2024). Brands can launch
social media campaigns inviting consumers to share their experiences
with the brand’s products or values and the effect it have on their lives,
amplifying these stories to strengthen emotional connections (He &
Zhang, 2022).

The convergence of themes like brand loyalty, trust, and engagement
across multiple clusters and quadrants highlights their enduring
importance. This suggests that despite technological advancements and
evolving consumer behaviors, these fundamental pillars of brand-
consumer relationships remain critical for thriving VBCs (Nadeem
et al., 2020; Nyrhinen et al., 2022). It reinforces the notion of trust and
engagement through meaningful interactions (Jiang et al., 2021; Shukla
et al., 2023). For example, establishing community ambassador pro-
grams in which the most active members are recognized and rewarded
for guiding others, thereby strengthening trust and loyalty within VBCs
(Aoki et al., 2020).

Similarly, the emergence of concepts like user-generated content
(UGCQC) and electronic word of mouth (eWOM) reflects the democrati-
zation of brand narratives (Bilal et al., 2022; Dinsmore et al., 2022;
Song, Duan, et al., 2020). This challenges traditional marketing para-
digms, emphasizing the need for brands to actively listen and respond
(Jiang et al., 2022; Nikhashemi et al., 2025). UGC contests invite con-
sumers to submit campaign ideas, with the brand implementing the best
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submissions and publicly acknowledging contributors, which encour-
ages ongoing participation (Chen, 2023; Soylemez, 2021; Thaib, Ghozi,
Sanjaya Kusno, Kusumawati, & Yulianto, 2023).

To wunderstand consumer motivation within VBCs, Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) provides a valuable framework, it pro-
poses that autonomy, competence, and relatedness drive intrinsic
motivation (Hagger, Hankonen, Chatzisarantis, & Ryan, 2020; Ryan
et al., 2021; Ryan & Deci, 2019). By fostering these needs within VBCs,
for example, by providing opportunities for members to contribute,
learn, and connect, brands can enhance participation and co-creation
(Jiang et al., 2021; Zhang, 2019). For example, platforms like Duo-
lingo integrate these needs by allowing users to set personal learning
goals (autonomy), master language skills (competence), and compete on
leaderboards with friends (relatedness), boosting engagement (Zhou,
2024).

Likewise, psychological ownership, the feeling of possession without
legal ownership, enhances engagement and loyalty (Kumar & Nayak,
2019). Some VBCs exemplify this by enabling members to design and
propose products or services that, once approved by the community,
become official offerings (Ardley, McIntosh, & McManus, 2020). Such
opportunities foster a sense of control, recognition, and belonging
among creators, who can further personalize their digital spaces, such as
profiles or community forums, and actively engage in collective
decision-making processes like voting on new product launches, thereby
deepening their emotional investment in the community (Ardley et al.,
2020).

These frameworks offer valuable insights for researchers and prac-
titioners alike, emphasizing a consumer-centric approach that priori-
tizes engagement, co-creation, and emotional connection in VBCs
strategies (Ahmed et al., 2023; Anaya-Sanchez et al., 2020; El Naggar &
Hammad, 2023; Xi & Hamari, 2020). Additionally, the authors
emphasize the importance of monitoring and responding to user-
generated content, as well as adapting to evolving technological de-
velopments and changing consumer preferences (Chen, 2023).

The alignment between VOSviewer clusters and SciMAT quadrants
provides a cohesive narrative of VBCs evolution, serving as a guide for
brands to navigate the digital ecosystem. By leveraging key insights into
the themes and trends driving VBCs, companies can achieve far-reaching
strategic goals (Thaib et al., 2023; Villegas & Marin, 2021). Through
understanding and harnessing these trends, brands can construct and
sustain vibrant online communities that nurture trust, brand loyalty, and
active consumer participation (Chavadi et al., 2023; Kaur et al., 2020;
Zhang, 2019). This, in turn, empowers brands to cultivate deep-rooted
relationships that translate into lasting customer commitment and
advocacy (Shukla et al., 2023; Tseng, Huang, & Setiawan, 2017).

In today’s fast-paced digital environment, VBCs are hubs of inter-
action in which consumers co-create brand narratives (Nikhashemi
et al., 2025; Yuan et al., 2020). Brands that align their strategies with
these dynamics, facilitate authentic dialogues, and respond to evolving
expectations can strengthen their market position (Wang, Chih, et al.,
2024). This involves encouraging user-generated content, fostering
authentic dialogues, and responding to the evolving needs and expec-
tations of community members (Liu et al., 2022).

5. Conclusion

This research highlights that VBCs have evolved into dynamic and
influential entities in the digital age, with a clear shift toward consumer-
centric approaches. The thematic evolution maps illustrate this journey,
starting from explorations of social technology and progressing toward a
focus on online brand communities and digital consumer behavior in
recent years (Ahmed et al., 2023; Shukla et al., 2023; Veloutsou & Ruiz
Mafe, 2020; Wang, Chee, et al., 2024). This highlights the increasing
importance of understanding and leveraging these communities for
brand success.

The co-occurrence clusters further emphasize this multifaceted
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nature. Cluster 1 underscores consumer engagement and participation,
facilitated by social media and Web 2.0 technologies (Chen et al., 2021;
Ge et al., 2022; Song, Duan, et al., 2020). Cluster 2 delves into the
emotional and psychological underpinnings of VBCs, emphasizing the
sense of ownership and deep connection individuals develop (Bilro &
Loureiro, 2023; Hongsuchon et al., 2023; Jami et al., 2020; Jiang et al.,
2021; Shukla et al., 2023). Cluster 3 expands the scope to the broader
digital landscape, where online communities and virtual platforms are
reshaping consumer behavior and brand perception (Chen et al., 2021;
Jiang et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2024; Paruthi et al., 2022; Siuda, 2019).
Cluster 4 highlights the critical role of brand loyalty and trust in
fostering strong consumer-brand relationships (Anaya-Sanchez et al.,
2020; El Naggar & Hammad, 2023; Nadeem et al., 2020).

From a practical standpoint, this requires a shift in the way brands
approach their online presence. Brands must actively cultivate engaging
online spaces by creating interactive content calendars, hosting online
events, and implementing social listening tools to understand consumer
needs and preferences (Baranidharan et al., 2023; Cui & Li, 2024; El
Naggar & Hammad, 2023). Furthermore, building emotional connec-
tions within VBCs is crucial. This can be achieved by sharing user-
generated content, creating personalized experiences, and supporting
social causes that resonate with the community (Shukla et al., 2023; Ali
et al.,, 2025). By embracing consumer empowerment and involving
communities in shaping brand experiences, brands can unlock the full
potential of VBCs (Le et al., 2023; Marchowska-Raza & Rowley, 2024).

This research provides a comprehensive overview of the VBCs
landscape, tracing its evolution and highlighting key themes. While the
analysis focused on academic literature, further research could explore
industry perspectives and best practices. As technology continues to
advance, VBCs will undoubtedly play an increasingly vital role in
shaping brand-consumer relationships in the digital age.

6. Future research

While this study provides a comprehensive bibliometric exploration
of VBCs, several areas remain valuable for future research. First, further
empirical studies are needed to examine the evolving role of artificial
intelligence and machine learning in shaping consumer engagement and
brand interactions within VBCs. Al-driven personalization, automated
community management, and chatbot-mediated relationships present
new dynamics that require deeper exploration.

Second, future research should investigate the impact of emerging
technologies, such as virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR), on
consumer participation and psychological ownership within VBCs.
These technologies have the potential to redefine how users experience
brand communities by enhancing immersion and interactivity.

Additionally, cross-cultural studies should be prioritized to assess
how cultural differences influence engagement, trust, and commitment
in VBCs. Given the global nature of digital communities, examining
variations across different regions and consumer segments can help
brands tailor their strategies more effectively.

Finally, methodological advancements in network analysis, senti-
ment analysis, and big data analytics can further enrich the study of
VBCs. Leveraging these tools to analyze large-scale interactions and
behavioral patterns will enable a more nuanced understanding of how
virtual communities evolve over time.

By addressing these research directions, scholars can contribute to a
more holistic and forward-looking understanding of VBCs, ensuring
their relevance in an increasingly digital and interconnected
marketplace.

7. Limitations
Some limitations must be acknowledged that could affect the inter-

pretation and generalizability of the findings. First, the reliance on the
Scopus database, though comprehensive, may overlook relevant
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publications from other sources such as Web of Science or Emerald. This
could result in an over-representation of certain perspectives or research
areas while underrepresenting others, particularly those focused on
specific industries or regions. For instance, our findings related to the
impact of VBCs on consumer behavior might be biased toward certain
demographics or cultural contexts that are prevalent in the Scopus
database.

Furthermore, the results primarily focus on well-established VBCs
platforms, especially those hosted on social media networks. However,
newer platforms and decentralized community models may exhibit
different behaviors. Their exclusion may limit the applicability of our
findings to niche or emerging VBCs formats, potentially overlooking
innovative approaches to community building and engagement.

Finally, the division of research into specific periods, 2006-2012,
2013-2019, and 2020-2024, might oversimplify the evolution of VBCs.
Some emerging trends could have developed across these periods but
were segmented due to the methodological approach, potentially lead-
ing to an incomplete understanding of how certain concepts evolved and
integrated with broader trends over time.
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