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Patient engagement in online community: a mediation path

Abstract:

This work intends to verify how online communitef$ect the intention to use a medical
centre (MC). Adopting a mediation model, we fouhdttparticipation to a MC’s blog

develops into trust toward the web platform deteing intentions to choose the MC.

In the field of public services, we are witnesssmgnificant changes both on the regulatory
and on the managerial levels. The factor that piighe most towards change was probably
the technological innovation that allows low-cosiusions not previously available. An
example in this sense are the online platforms ts@d/olve citizens in collective decisions.
In the case of medical services, the problem besanwe complicated due to the distance
from the information point of view between the dwcind the patient. In this sector, online
communities play a very important role because thegease the amount of information
available to the patient, allow to tell the storishose who have already gone in the same

situation, make more transparent the relationdbgbeeen the various players involved.
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1. Introduction and theor etical background

Public services have for some time been subjectdtied same competitive pressure as
private services. Indeed, it is probably even ndiffecult to communicate the value of the
service offered for at least two reasons: on the ltand the information asymmetry between
supplier and citizen is much greater than in otyyees of services and, on the supply side, some
regulatory constraints do not allow the room fomenaver necessary to fully achieve the goal.

In addictionbecause of public finance needs, service provigiersisked to “do more with
less”. This result appears to be particularly diffi to achieve since an increase of quality
translates into an increase of costs for the p@aiator (Bloom et al., 2015).

A major contribution to solve the problem is thetstv from the focus on the procedural
dimension, traditionally characterizing the actest of a public administration, to a market
orientation and the use of typical tools of corp@r@ommunication.

The effects of these practices, at the momentpbayend expectations even if Western
countries witness numerous attempts of increasemgice satisfaction and perceived value,
enlarge the number of providers, creating commuofitysers and strengthening trust towards
the service provider (Kemp et al., 2014). In thegentries, i.e., private centres can deliver a
number of medical services with a deductibles epays options making users more selective
about their choice between available alternati&safer, 2011). As a consequence, medical
centres are increasingly experiencing the classi@aketing issues of the service sector since
healthcare “is one of the most important, yet peatined services a consumer experiences”
(Kemp et al., 2014 p. 126).

A recent trend to reduce the distance betweencsepsipected and service received is to
adopt new web-based platforms to provide dialog amfdrmation exchange between
professionals and service users. As an instancestAg (2013) in a study conducted on 119

EU municipalities shows that the adoption of sogialdia by public administrations is growing



even if the citizens’ awareness is still low. Thésconsistent to general service marketing
literature reporting that companies managing thealed “engagement platforms” have the
opportunity to gain several benefits, including fressibility to manage co-creation of value
(Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2016; Brodie et al., 2013; Raand Bonds-Raacke 2008; Sawhney
et al., 2005) or simply participate. “People wdmit experiences to matter” (Hodgkin et al,
2018).Care Opinion allows sharing information and improving solutiamrsPatients Like Me
collects patient feedback about therapies.

For this reason, many suppliers, exploiting theeptial of new technologies and, above
all, the use of social networks, have developetf@las for dialogue with citizens or users of
the service. Managing a web-based platforms to Idpveustomer engagement and to
strengthen the relationship between the Medicalt€2efMC, hereafter) may have different
benefits since engaged customers “play a key roleiral marketing activity by providing
referrals and/or recommendations for specific potsluservices, and/or brands to others”
(Brodie et al., 2011 p. 252). Noteworthy, managivgeb-platform such as a blog or a Facebook
page related to a health service provider requi@saging resources designed around the MC’s
activities and brand, resulting in a special kihdh@and community (Dholakia et al., 2004).

On the patient side, they join online communit@%o seek useful health information and
empathetic support” (Zhao et al, 2013).

There are, at least four main reasons why onlia¢ttheommunities are valuable (Hodgkin
et al, 2018):

1. They provide patients and caregivers with new reses)
2. They offer new insights to non-patients.
3. They challenge traditional power dynamics betwesiepts and clinicians

4. They form part of a growing trend in data collentio



Surprisingly, service management literature hagewted the path that brings the patient
to trust in healthcare service provider. As an pkoa, Kemp and colleagues (2014) include
trust in their framework, but they consider it adetierminant of relational outcomes and not as
an outcome of a relational process.

In this paper, we present an empirical analysisedi@t assessing a causal path from the
customers’ motivations to engage into the infororatexchange process of a MC'’s blog to
behavioural intentions toward the company. In palér, we aim at determining the mediating
role of trust in developing the intention to pursbaiealthcare services provided by the MC.
Furthermore, we explore the moderating role ofitldéviduals’ disposition to gather and share

information on the web on the path from motivatitm&ehavioural intentions.

2. Hypotheses and theor etical model

Motivations for participating in social networkirsites rely on the perceived value of the
information exchange and the connection to othetigigants (Jahn & Kunz, 2012; Fontaine
et al., 2010; Raacke and Bonds-Raacke 2008). Maiival drivers, including various forms of
interactions with other individuals or blogging iaittes, can lead to customer engagement
behaviors beyond transactions (Van Doorn et allDP0Customer Engagement, in turn, may
result in different relational consequences inaigdrust (Brodie et al., 2011). Since interacting
with others and blogging in a moderated framewstikanaged by the company, we can expect
that trust towards the company is affected by trostard the blog (Brodie et al., 2013; Van
Doorn et al., 2010) that, in turn, determines titention to purchase the service.

Based on this we propose the following sequentediation path from perceived value of

participating to a MC’s web community to behavidrdaéntions, trough the formation of trust:
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Figure 1: The Conceptual Model
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Literature on the online behavior and on the ralgorocesses has emphasized a possible
effect of personal characteristics on the relatigm&rom motivation to behavior (e.g. Hayes et
al., 2016). In particular, the individual's dispisn to gather and share product-related
information (Chu & Kim, 2011) may have an effect the relationship between the web
platform and the individual on subsequent behavi@snsistently, we hypothesize a
moderation effect of opinion giving and opinion lseg propensity (Hayes et al., 2016; Chu &

Kim, 2011) on the mediation paths of Figure 1.

3. Empirical Analyses

Method: We administered an on-line questionnaire to thesusethe MC'’s blog. The MC
collaborated to the project by inserting a linkth@ questionnaire on the its website in the
section introducing the blog. Users freely clickiog the link were redirected to the
guestionnaire. After reading the presentation efstudy, respondents were administered a set
of scales to measure the key constructs for teisareh: Value (Jahn & Kunz, 2012), Referral
Sharing Motivation (Hayes et al., 2016), Customeg&gement (Vivek et al., 2012), Blog Trust
and Company Trust (Jain et al., 2013), Opinion BeelPropensity and Opinion Giving

Propensity (Hayes et al.,, 2016) and behavioralniiaa. Namely, behavioral intention is



measured as a two items measuring the intentioputchase a medical service and the

likelihood to do it. As target medical services sedected oxygen therapy and physiotherapy.

Results: data collection resulted in 169 observations %bfémale; average age 45.6
years). Cronbach’s alphas of measured construgigosuthe reliability of scales: Referral
Sharing Motivation ¢ = .88), Customer Engagement & .89), Blog Trust ¢ = .94) and
Company Trust € =.97), Opinion Seeking Propensityr & .75) and Opinion Giving
Propensity ¢ = .78), Value @ =.93), intention to purchase oxygen therapy=(.74) and

intention to purchase physiotherapy= .90).

To test the hypothesized sequence in Figure 1, evelucted a sequential mediation
analysis with four mediators (Model 6, Hayes, 20b33valuate the causal sequence Value
Referral Sharing Motivatiom>» Customer Engagemer Blog Trust-> Company Trust>
Intention to Purchase. As the Intention to Purcheséook overall intention defined as the join
scale of the two main services of the medical aegfnte= .87).

Results show that the sequential path of Figuréeldy a full mediation pattern (direct
effect = .1069, p = .2551, 95%CI: -.0779 to .29hdjrect effect = .2438, p = .0044, 95%Cl:
.0769 to .4108). We estimated mediation modelgé&wh sub-model of the sequence of Figure
1. However, no sub-model resulted with a statittgmificance (95% CI). In the partial model
of Company Trust (p(F=45.305, df=4, 164)=0), Blogi§t has a significant impact (effect:
6113, p(t=8.53)=0) and in the partial model ofehiton to Purchase Company Trust
(p(F=5.091, df=5, 163)=.0002) has a signifinat ictgaffect: .1859, p(t=1.66)=.098).

To test the hypothesized moderation effect of @pinGiving Propensity and Opinion
Seeking Propensity we estimated a sequential madknaediation analysis (Model 9, Hayes,

2013) on the same causal sequence of Figure hfnh moderation effect.



4. General Discussion

Managing the relationship between medical serviawigers and users has become a
crucial factor for private healthcare centres. rfoeeasingly number of the private initiatives
in supporting or substituting public supply of mediservices calls for the better understanding
how the service users makes their choice. New tdogies allow medical centres the
possibility to design a web-community in which wmduals interact and exchange information
with other peer and with professionals.

In this paper, we empirically support that parttipn to a MC’s blog is motivated by
different benefits expected and results in a custoemgagement that, in turn, develops into
trust toward the web platform. Importantly, blogdtrtranslates into MC'’s trust determining, in
the end, intentions to choose the medical centnes dausal sequence is articulated in a fully
mediated relationship from the value expected log lgarticipation to behavioural intentions
showing that the MC should manage the interactioithin the web platform and the
customers’ engagement as determinants of a reldeamt of attachment to the company,
namely trust. We also find that a personal dispwstioward seeking or providing opinions on

the web does not affect this relationship.
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