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Abstract

This study investigates the mediating role of brand positioning in the
relationship between social media influence (SMI) and business
performance among insurance firms in Zimbabwe. Drawing on a cross~
sectional, correlational survey design, data were collected from 150
marketing professionals across the country’s insurance sector. Structural
equation modelling (SEM), supplemented by bootstrapped mediation
procedures, was used to test four hypotheses. The findings show that SMI
has a substantial positive effect on business performance (B = 0.690, p <
0.001). Brand positioning was identified as a partial mediator of this
relationship, with both direct and indirect pathways yielding statistically
significant results. Specifically, social media engagement strengthens brand
positioning, which in turn contributes to improved performance outcomes.
These results extend services marketing theory by offering empirical insight
into the mechanisms through which digital marketing activities generate
business gains in the insurance sector. Managers are encouraged to combine
influencer partnerships, educational social media content, and targeted
advertising campaigns with deliberate brand positioning efforts to realise
compounding performance benefits. The study advances understanding of
digital marketing dynamics in an emerging market context, with relevance
to knowledge-intensive service industries.
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INTRODUCTION

Social media now plays a central role in transforming how organisations
attract, retain, and communicate with customers. In almost every industry,
digital platforms have expanded the boundaries of marketing, shifting brand
messaging from controlled, one-way broadcasts to engaging, interactive
dialogues (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2022; Tuten and Solomon, 2022; Huang
and Benyoucef, 2023). The insurance industry, which traditionally relied on
face-to-face trust-building and relationship-heavy sales, is also experiencing
this change. Platforms like Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, and the former
Twitter have become key spaces where consumers form perceptions of
insurance brands, assess providers, and decide on coverage (Abdullah ef al,
2021, Pentina ef al., 2022; Bashir and Gohar, 2023).

In this context, social media influence (SMI) has attracted growing scholarly
interest as a concept that describes how digital platforms and their
influencers can affect consumer attitudes, behavioural intentions, and
purchasing decisions (Hutter ef al, 2021). Especially in insurance markets,
where the main offering is an intangible promise, consumer trust becomes a
scarce and highly contested resource. The way an insurer presents itself
online and the voice it uses play a critical role when tangible product cues
are missing. Studies from various markets show that effective social media
strategies can lead to clear improvements in brand awareness, customer
engagement, and sales (Kumar and Gupta, 2021; Chaffey, 2022; Li and
Zhang, 2023; Kumar and Sharma, 2023). However, the extent to which
these advantages occur largely depends on the brand positioning that
supports these messages.

Brand positioning is a strategic process in which organisations intentionally
create a unique and valued place in the minds of target consumers relative
to competitors (Aaker and Jacobson, 2023; Kotler and Keller, 2023). In the
insurance sector, where policy features are often hard to differentiate
technically, a well-defined positioning strategy is crucial for setting one
provider apart from others and signalling trustworthiness. Studies by
Bennett and Rundle-Thiele (2022), Gonzélez ef al (2023), and Keller
(2024) highlight that brands that clearly communicate their identity and
values can use social media effectively to enhance their market presence and
performance. However, despite these individual insights, the interconnected
relationship among SMI, brand positioning, and business performance has
not been thoroughly studied as an integrated system, especially in sub-
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Saharan African insurance markets (De Keyzer ef al, 2021; Jones ef al,
2022).

The economic setting in Zimbabwe makes this research particularly
significant. Persistent inflation has reduced household purchasing power
and pushed many citizens into informal economic activities (Mlambo, 2022,
2023; Chikanda and Moyo, 2023). For insurers in this environment, the
challenge is more than just competition; it’s about survival, maintaining
market presence, gaining consumer trust, and increasing revenue as
traditional marketing methods become less effective and trusted. Digital
marketing provides a cheaper alternative, but only if insurance companies
understand how to use it strategically. Ignoring social media within a clear
brand framework risk losing market share, decreasing brand visibility, and
eroding consumer confidence, especially as digitally savvy competitors
invest heavily in these channels.

This study explores whether brand positioning acts as a mediator between
social media influence (SMI) and business performance. It tests four
hypotheses: H1 states that SMI has a positive impact on insurance business
results; H2 suggests that SMI enhances brand positioning; H3 proposes that
strong brand positioning leads to better business performance; and H4
hypothesises that brand positioning mediates the relationship between SMI
and performance. By examining these pathways, the research offers both
theoretical insights and practical advice for insurance professionals dealing
with digital marketing challenges.

LITERATURE REVIEW
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

THE BRAND EQUITY THEORY

Brand Equity Theory provides a fundamental perspective on how digital
marketing efforts drive business results. Originally, Aaker (1991) outlined
four key components of brand equity: brand loyalty, awareness, perceived
quality, and associations. More recent insights, especially from Keller and
Lehmann (2023), adapt these concepts to the social media age, emphasising
that consumers’ views of brand value are now heavily influenced by digital
interactions, including content from social media influencers and
endorsements. In this context, successful brand positioning, how a brand is
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strategically perceived relative to competitors, serves as the pathway
through which influencer activities help achieve long-term increases in
brand equity.

Empirical evidence supports this linkage. Studies by Sokolova and Kefi
(2021) and Santos ef al. (2022) demonstrate that influencer endorsements
can measurably increase brand awareness and improve perceived quality,
both of which are pillars of brand equity. When influencers discuss an
insurance product in terms that resonate with their audience’s values and
concerns, positive brand associations accumulate in ways that conventional
advertising rarely achieves. Gonzélez ef al. (2023) further argue that these
gains are amplified in brands that already hold a clear and consistent market
position, since a well-positioned brand gives influencer content a coherent
identity to reinforce rather than build from scratch.

An important caveat is that Brand Equity Theory was developed primarily
for tangible consumer goods, raising questions about how directly its
mechanisms translate to complex, intangible services such as insurance (De
Keyzer ef al., 2021; Bennett and Rundle-Thiele, 2022). In insurance, brand
equity may hinge less on aesthetic associations and more on reputation for
fair claims settlement, financial solidity, and responsive service. This
suggests that the pathway from SMI to brand equity in insurance may run
through trust-building processes that are more deliberate and context-
sensitive than those operating in product markets. Contemporary research
has begun to address this by emphasising brand positioning as the crucial
amplifying mechanism: where brand positioning is clear and credible,
influencer campaigns are more likely to convert into meaningful equity
(Bennett and Rundle-Thiele, 2021; Gonzalez ef al., 2023).

THE SOCIAL INFLUENCE THEORY

Social Influence Theory, developed initially by Kelman (1958) and Deutsch
and Gerard (1955), concerns itself with the conditions under which
individuals revise their attitudes and behaviours in response to the real or
imagined presence of others. Applied to social media, the theory helps
explain why consumers pay attention to influencer content and why they act
on it. Cialdini and Goldstein (2022) update this framework for digital
contexts, highlighting how perceived credibility, social proof, and parasocial
relationships drive compliance and attitude change online. In insurance,
where most consumers lack the technical expertise to evaluate policy details
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independently, influencers who communicate authenticity and subject-
matter knowledge fill a significant information gap, shaping brand
perceptions and purchase inclinations (Sokolova and Kefi, 2021).

Research by Bennett and Rundle-Thiele (2021), Djafarova and Trofimenko
(2022), and Freberg ef al. (2022) collectively indicates that consumers are
more likely to engage with, and trust brands endorsed by influencers who
demonstrate genuine expertise and transparency. For insurance brands, this
means that partnerships with credible influencers can significantly
influence brand positioning and, ultimately, business results. Recognising
how social influence works helps insurers choose suitable influencer
partners and develop content strategies to enhance their impact (Gonzalez ef
al., 2023). A known limitation of applying this theory here is that traditional
models were designed for face-to-face interactions and do not reflect the
algorithmic and parasocial nature of digital influencer relationships. Since
insurance is a high-involvement, low-frequency service, attitude change
and purchase decisions may be separated by a longer period than in fast-
moving consumer goods markets. Future research should consider these
longer trust-building cycles and sector-specific credibility needs.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES

SOCIAL MEDIA INFLUENCE

Social media encompasses the range of digital platforms that enable users to
produce, share, and respond to content in real time. Kaplan and Haenlein
(2021) define it as comprising online communication channels, including
Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and Twitter/X, that enable interactive
information exchange between individuals and organisations. Pentina ef al.
(2022) argue that these platforms have evolved beyond their origins as
personal communication tools into sophisticated marketing ecosystems
capable of shaping brand perceptions at scale. Tuten and Solomon (2022)
similarly characterise social media as interactive spaces where brands build
ongoing relationships with audiences, making it indispensable to
contemporary marketing strategy.

In the insurance industry, social media serves as a platform for sharing
educational and trust-building content that can shape public views of an
often~-opaque sector. These platforms enable real-time interactions between
insurers and their audiences, enabling personalised communication that
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traditional advertising cannot offer (Kumar and Sharma, 2023; Huang and
Benyoucef, 2023). User-generated content such as reviews, testimonials,
and shared experiences also circulates, influencing how potential
policyholders perceive specific brands (Li and Zhang, 2023; Pérez-Ldopez
and Montalvo, 2022; Bashir and Gohar, 2023). In this context, social media
influencers play a unique role. Studies by Lou and Yuan (2021, 2022),
Freberg ef al. (2022), and Sweeney and Soutar (2022) show that influencers
can change consumer opinions and encourage purchase decisions by being
trusted, niche-focused information sources. Fischer and Reuber (2022) also
highlight that content created by influencers generates higher engagement
and brand recall compared to content produced directly by brands.

BUSINESS PERFORMANCE

Business performance describes the degree to which an organisation
successfully achieves its strategic objectives, across both financial indicators
such as revenue growth, profitability, and market share, and non-financial
dimensions including customer satisfaction and retention (Neely and
Bourne, 2023). Contemporary research advocates integrating these
perspectives to produce a more complete account of organisational health
(Mishra and Singh, 2022; Garcia~-Morales and Llorens-Montes, 2023). In
insurance, performance is strongly conditioned by the quality of customer
relationships: Kumar and Reinartz (2023) demonstrate that strong relational
bonds generate higher retention rates and greater policyholder lifetime
value. Social media has emerged as a vital mechanism for cultivating these
relationships, with Tsiotsou and Heilbrunn (2022) showing that effective
digital engagement strategies translate into gains in brand loyalty, ultimately
driving financial performance. Brand equity plays an additional mediating
role: Harrison and Kittler (2022) find that insurers that build strong digital
brand reputations benefit from improved cross-selling opportunities and
lower acquisition costs (Keller and Lehmann, 2023).

BRAND POSITIONING

Brand positioning is the strategic process through which an organisation
establishes a distinctive and valued identity in the minds of its target
consumers, relative to competing offerings (Kotler and Keller, 2023). In
industries characterised by product homogeneity, such as short-term
insurance, where policy terms are often broadly comparable, positioning
becomes the primary means of competitive differentiation. Keller (2024)
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argues that brands with clearly articulated positions can communicate
unique value propositions more effectively, command stronger loyalty, and
justify premium pricing. Aaker and Jacobson (2023) connect robust
positioning to superior brand equity outcomes, including higher market
share and reduced-price sensitivity. In insurance, where consumer decisions
are heavily trust-dependent, a credible brand position signals reliability,
transparency, and customer-centricity, which directly influence purchase
decisions (Bennett and Rundle-Thiele, 2022). Lemon and Verhoef (2023)
note that brands positioned around customer-centricity generate higher
satisfaction scores and retention rates, directly supporting performance.

EMPIRICAL LITERATURE AND HYPOTHESES

The growing body of influencer marketing research provides a foundation
for the study’s hypotheses, though important gaps remain, particularly in
African insurance markets. Lou and Yuan (2022) and Sweeney and Soutar
(2022), using structural equation modelling in service sector samples from
developed and emerging markets, respectively, demonstrate that influencers
play a significant role in shaping consumer trust and brand perceptions in
high-~-complexity industries. Influencer authenticity emerged as the strongest
driver of consumer trust in both studies. Dholakia ef a/ (2021) similarly
find that brands engaging influencers experience measurable improvements
in visibility and audience connection, with loyalty growing as followers
develop a sense of community around influencer content. The novel
contribution of the present study lies in extending these findings to the
African insurance sector, where economic volatility and nascent digital
adoption create conditions that the literature has not yet adequately
addressed. Based on this evidence, influencer credibility translates into
consumer purchase intention through personal recommendation effects that
carry substantial weight in decision-making (Lou and Yuan, 2021). This
supports the first hypothesis:

HI: Social media influence has a significant positive effect on insurance
business performance.

Beyond performance, influencers shape how brands occupy positions in
consumers’ mental maps. Djafarova and Trofimenko (2022) found that
consumers consistently rated influencer-endorsed brands as more authentic
and trustworthy, perceptions that align directly with brand positioning
outcomes. Lou and Yuan (2021) further argue that collaborations with
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influencers allow brands to co-create personalised narratives that resonate
with specific audience segments, strengthening the brand’s occupancy of a
desirable positioning niche. Given that brand awareness and recognition are
foundational to effective positioning (Keller and Lehmann, 2023), this leads
to:

HZ: Social media influence has a significant positive effect on brand
positioning.

The performance implications of brand positioning are well established.
Keller (2024) demonstrates that insurance firms with clear positions
communicate their value propositions more effectively, reducing consumer
uncertainty and increasing purchase willingness. Aaker (2023) finds that
well-positioned brands command higher loyalty levels that directly improve
performance metrics. Lemon and Verhoef (2023) connect customer-centric
positioning to higher satisfaction and retention rates, while Kotler and Keller
(2023) show that strong brand positions support premium pricing
strategies. In insurance, where products can appear commoditised,
positioning that instils trust and credibility is a direct driver of performance
(Bennett and Rundle-Thiele, 2022). Hence:

H3: Brand positioning has a significant positive effect on insurance business
performance.

Finally, the mediation mechanism proposes that brand positioning is the
channel through which SMI ultimately generates business gains. Lou and
Yuan (2021) found that influencer promotion of insurance products
improved not only brand awareness but also brand equity through
positioning enhancement, which subsequently drove financial outcomes.
Ranjan and Read (2023) demonstrate that brands with clear positions
achieve higher customer loyalty and satisfaction that translate into superior
performance. The mediating pathway is also consistent with Djafarova and
Trofimenko’s (2022) finding that influencer-enhanced brand authenticity
functions through positioning improvements rather than direct sales
conversion. This culminates in:

H4: Brand positioning mediates the relationship between social media
influence and insurance business pertormance.
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METHODOLOGY

A quantitative cross-sectional survey correlational design was adopted to
examine the proposed relationships. This approach is suited to assessing
direct and mediated effects while generating a holistic account of the
dynamics among the study’s constructs (Creswell, 2021). The design is
particularly appropriate where the aim is to test theoretically derived
relationships across a defined population at a single point in time.

SAMPLING AND DATA COLLECTION

The target population consisted of marketing professionals employed by
insurance companies registered with the Insurance and Pensions
Commission of Zimbabwe (IPEC). According to IPEC (2022), approximately
25 registered short-term and long-term insurance companies were
operating in Zimbabwe, each maintaining a dedicated marketing function
with an estimated 6 to 10 professional staff, yielding a target population of
roughly 245 individuals. Stratified sampling was selected to ensure
proportionate coverage across the three main insurance sub-sectors, life,
health, and property, given that these segments differ meaningfully in their
social media usage patterns, marketing approaches, and performance
metrics (Sekaran and Bougie, 2022). The target sample of 150 was derived
using the Krejcie and Morgan (1970) table, which recommends a minimum
of 148 respondents for a population of approximately 245 at a 95%
confidence level and 5% margin of error, corroborated by Zhang and Chen
(2023). This sample size also satisfies the minimum threshold of 100 to 150
observations recommended for SEM applications (Hair ef al, 2019). Self-
administered  structured  questionnaires were  distributed, with
approximately 30 minutes allowed for completion. All 150 distributed
questionnaires were returned fully completed, producing a 100% response
rate.

MEASUREMENT INSTRUMENTS

All constructs were operationalised using five-point Likert scales ranging
from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree), with items adapted from
prior validated instruments and contextualised for the Zimbabwean
insurance setting. Social Media Influence was measured using five items
drawn from Fischer and Reuber (2022), Tiago and Verissimo (2022), and
Kumar and Gupta (2023), covering brand promotion activity, content
frequency and consistency, influencer marketing leverage, website traffic
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generation, and capacity to shape insurance-related perceptions. Insurance
Business Performance was assessed using five items adapted from Harris and
Kittler (2021), Kumar and Reinartz (2022), and Mlambo and Mutasa
(2023), covering revenue and profitability growth, improvements in
customer acquisition rate, loyalty and retention trends, market share
expansion, and exploration of new business opportunities. Brand Positioning
was measured across six items adapted from Batra and Keller (2022),
Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2022), and Keller (2022), addressing brand
awareness creation, reputation development, customer engagement
enhancement, market position improvement, audience reach expansion, and
influence on consumer perceptions.

DATA ANALYSIS

Statistical analyses were performed in SPSS version 22 and AMOS version
21. Descriptive statistics characterised the sample and construct
distributions. Structural equation modelling was then used to test the four
hypothesised relationships simultaneously, with path diagrams constructed
in AMOS to represent the inter-relationships among Social Media Influence
(SMI), Brand Positioning (BP), and Business Performance (BPE). Mediation
was assessed using bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples (Preacher and
Hayes, 2023). Data quality was verified through normality testing, non-
response bias checks, common method bias analysis via Harman’s single-~
factor test, and assessments of convergent and discriminant validity.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS

The 150 respondents were predominantly female (95, 63%) and male (55,
37%), reflecting the gender distribution of marketing roles in Zimbabwe’s
insurance sector. In terms of age, 67 respondents (45%) were under 30, 46
(B1%) were 30 to 39, 27 (18%) were 40 to 49, and 10 (7%) were 50 or
older. Role diversity was broad: 42 respondents (28%) were marketing
professionals, 38 (25%) held management positions, 20 (13%) worked in
underwriting, 18 (12%) in procurement, 16 (11%) in executive roles, and
16 (11%) in claims processing. Work experience ranged considerably, from
under one year to more than 15 years.
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Figure 1: Demographic distribution of respondents by professional role
(Primary survey data, 2024).

Social media engagement was high across the sample. Some 107
respondents (71%) used social platforms multiple times daily, 29 (19%) used
them several times per week, 7 (5%) rarely used them, 5 (3%) used them
once daily, and 2 (1%) used them once weekly. Notably, 89 respondents
(59%) had at some point followed or interacted with influencers who
promote insurance products, while 61 (41%) had not. This level of digital
engagement confirms that SMI is already a lived experience for the majority
of this professional population and validates the study’s focus.

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

Brand Positioning item ranged from 4.03 to 4.21. Enhanced customer
engagement (BP3, M = 4.21) and expanded audience reach (BP4, M = 4.16)
scored highest, followed by brand awareness creation (BP1, M = 4.07),
influencing consumer perceptions (BP5, M = 4.03), and brand reputation
(BP2, M = 4.03). These uniformly high scores indicate that respondents
broadly affirm the value of their organisations’ brand positioning efforts.
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Brand Positioning - Mean Scores by Item (N=150)
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Figure 2: Brand Positioning Descriptive Statistics (Primary Survey Data,
2024).

Social Media Influence scores showed greater variation. Brand awareness
creation (SMI1) achieved the highest mean at 4.06, while content frequency
(SMI2, M = 3.75), influencer marketing leverage (SMI3, M = 3.63), website
traffic metrics (SMI4, M = 3.55), and shaping of consumer perceptions
(SMI5, M = 3.65) fell in a moderate range. This pattern suggests that while
organisations recognise social media’s awareness-building potential, more
comprehensive and measurement-focused influencer strategies remain
underdeveloped.
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Figure 3: Social Media Influence Descriptive Statistics (Primary Survey Data,
2024).

Business Performance means were in the moderate-to-positive range. New
business opportunities (BPES, M = 3.90) and customer acquisition rate
(BPE2, M = 3.88) led, followed by revenue and profitability (BPE1, M =
3.78), market share (BPE4, M = 3.74), and customer loyalty and retention
(BPE3, M = 3.71). All scores exceeded the scale midpoint, though the
moderate levels suggest real potential for performance improvement
through more strategic social media engagement.
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Figure 4: Business Performance Descriptive Statistics (Primary survey data,
2024).

HYPOTHESIS TESTING RESULTS
H1 — Direct Effect of SMI on Business Performance: SEM analysis

confirmed that SMI exerts a strong, statistically significant positive effect on
business performance ( = 0.690, critical ratio = 14.606, p < 0.001). Model
fit was satisfactory across all evaluated indices (x%/DF = 2.71; GFI = 0.904;
AGFI = 0.901; NFI = 0.910; TLI = 0.904; CFI = 0.913; RMSEA = 0.047). H1
is therefore supported. The magnitude of the effect (B = 0.690) indicates
that SMI accounts for a substantial share of variance in business
performance, confirming its strategic relevance for insurance companies.
This result aligns with Huang and Benyoucef (2023) and Kumar and
Sharma (2023), who similarly found that effective social media strategies
translate into improved customer engagement, loyalty, and financial
outcomes.
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Figure 5 + H1: Direct Effect of SMI on Business Performance
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Figure 5. SEM Path Diagram — Direct effect of Social Media Influence (SMI) on Business Performance (BPE).
Arrow shows standardized path coefficient. Source: Authors' AMOS output, 2024

Figure 5: SEM Path Diagram — Direct Effect of SMI on Business
Performance (BPE) (Authors’ AMOS output, 2024)

Nofte: SMI = Social Media Influence; BPE = Business Performance. Arrows
indicate standardised path coefficients.

H2 — Effect of SMI on Brand Positioning: The model returned a significant
positive path from SMI to Brand Positioning (B = 0.218, p = 0.015), with
acceptable fit indices (x2/DF = 2.43; GFI = 0.917; AGFI = 0.909; NFI =
0.929; TLI = 0.923; CFI = 0.932; RMSEA = 0.045). H2 is supported. This
finding corroborates Djafarova and Trofimenko (2022) and Keller (2024),
both of whom identify social media as a powerful vehicle for brand
positioning, enabling organisations to shape how consumers perceive and
categorise them relative to competitors.

Figure 6 - H2: Effect of SMI on Brand Positioning

-~ H2 Supported

B=0218" | p=0.015 —
Brand
Positioning
[\
x/df = 2.43 - GFL = 8.917 - AGFL = 8.909 - NFI = 8.929 . TLI = 8.923 . CFL = 8.932 . RMSEA = 0.845

*p<005 | Standardized regression weight shown on path

Figure 6. SEM Path Diagram — Effect of Social Media Influence (SMi) on Brand Positioning (8P).
Arrow shows standardized path coefficient. Source: Authors’ AMOS output, 2024.

Figure 6: SEM Path Diagram: Effect of SMI on Brand Positioning (BP)
(Authors’ AMOS output, 2024)
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Note: SMI = Social Media Influence; BP = Brand Positioning. Arrows
indicate standardised path coefficients. Source:

H3 — Effect of Brand Positioning on Business Performance: The direct path
from Brand Positioning to Business Performance was significant and positive
(B = 0.250, p = 0.002), with model fit meeting all required thresholds
(x*/DF = 2.52; GFI = 0.906; AGFI = 0.910; NFI = 0.920; TLI = 0.914; CFI =
0.921; RMSEA = 0.046). H3 is supported. The result validates the core
premise that brand positioning is linked to competitive advantage and
commercial success, as articulated by Keller (2024) and Aaker (2023). In a
market where product differentiation is inherently difficult, positioning
emerges as a critical lever for performance.

Figure 7 - H3: Effect of Brand Positioning on Business Performance

BP BPE

Brand Business
Positioning Performance

x2/df = 2,52 GFI = 8.986 - AGFI = 0.918 NFI = ©.920 TLI = ©.914 CFI = 9,921 - RMSEA = 0.646

**p <001 | Standardized regression weight shown on path

Figure 7. SEM Path Diagram — Effect of Brand Positioning (BP) on Business Performance (BPE)
Arrow shows standardized path coefficient. Source: Authors' AMOS output, 2024.

Figure 7: SEM Path Diagram: Effect of Brand Positioning (BP) on Business
Performance (BPE) (Authors’ AMOS output, 2024).

Nofe: BP = Brand Positioning; BPE = Business Performance. Arrows indicate
standardised path coefficients.

H4 — Mediation Effect of Brand Positioning: When Brand Positioning was
introduced as a mediator, the direct coefficient from SMI to Business
Performance declined from 0.690 to 0.570, while the indirect pathway
remained significant (B = 0.218, p = 0.015 for SMI to BP; § = 0.250, p =
0.002 for BP to BPE). Because both the direct and indirect effects retained
significance, the result indicates partial mediation. H4 is therefore
supported. Brand positioning amplifies the performance impact of SMI
without fully absorbing it, implying that SMI operates through two parallel
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channels: one that builds brand positioning over time and one that generates
more immediate performance returns through engagement and visibility.

Figure 8 - H4: Full Mediation Model — Brand Positioning as

7 Ha Supported — Pi

S

Direct: g = 0.570***
(reduced from 0.690)

e Indirect path (SMi — BP = BPE = = 3= Direct path {SMI—= BPE, retained after mediatior

Partial Mediation: Including BP reduced the direct SMI-BPE path from B=0.690 to 8=0.570.
Both direct and indirect effects remain statistically significant - Partial Mediation confirmed.

x*/df = 2.61 GFI = 0.908 AGFI = 6.903 NFI = 8,915 TLI = 6.910 CFI = 0.918 RMSEA = 6.846
Figure 8. Fuli SEM Mediation Path Diagram — Brand Positioning (BF) as Partial Mediator between SM! and Business Performance (BPE).
Solid arrows = indirect paths; dashed arrow = direct path retained post-mediation. * p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001 | Source: Authors' AMOS output, 2024

Figure 8: Full SEM Mediation Path Diagram: Brand Positioning (BP) as
Mediator between SMI and Business Performance (BPE) (Authors’ AMOS
output, 2024)

Nofte: SMI = Social Media Influence; BP = Brand Positioning; BPE = Business
Performance. Solid arrows indicate direct paths; broken arrows indicate
indirect (mmediated) paths. Standardised path coetficients reporfed.

DISCUSSION

The overall findings present a clear and informative narrative. Social media
influence is not merely an auxiliary marketing tool for insurance firms in
Zimbabwe; it is a key driver of business results, as evidenced by its strong
direct effect (B = 0.690). This is especially significant given the economic
environment in which these results were obtained. In a market marked by
declining purchasing power, high unemployment, and widespread
institutional mistrust (Mlambo, 2022, 2023), one might assume consumers
would resist digital marketing efforts. However, the data indicate that
engagement on social media, particularly through influencers with financial
literacy credentials and sector-specific authority, can mitigate this
scepticism to some extent. Micro-influencers who have established
credibility in financial topics seem particularly effective at fostering trust
among audiences handling high-stakes financial decisions, more so than
general lifestyle influencers whose expertise may seem superficial.
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The partial mediation finding (H4) refines this picture in an important way.
It reveals that SMI operates through two pathways simultaneously: directly,
through the engagement and visibility it generates, and indirectly, through
the improvements in brand positioning it enables. The implication is that
insurance companies that invest in social media, but neglect brand
positioning, leave substantial value on the table. Influencer campaigns that
lack coherent positioning messaging may generate short-term engagement
without building the durable brand associations that translate into loyalty,
premium pricing power, and sustained revenue growth. This aligns with
Keller and Lehmann’s (2023) argument that sustainable brand performance
requires integrating tactical social media activity with longer-term strategic
positioning investments.

The contrast with higher-trust market environments is also revealing.
Studies from Spain (Gonzélez ef al., 2023) and North America (Huang and
Benyoucef, 2023) report positive SMI effects on performance, but the
magnitude observed here suggests that, in settings where institutional trust
is depleted, SMI plays a relatively more critical role. When formal channels
of credibility are compromised by economic instability, the personal voice of
a trusted influencer may substitute for the institutional authority that drives
purchase decisions in more stable markets. The descriptive data further
illuminate where implementation gaps persist. Brand positioning scores
were uniformly high (4.03—4.21), indicating that Zimbabwean insurers
have a reasonable awareness of positioning strategy. However, the lower
and more variable SMI scores (3.55—4.06) reveal that sophisticated
influencer marketing practices, sustained content programmes, measurable
engagement pipelines, and systematic use of digital performance metrics are
still maturing. This gap between recognition and implementation represents
both a challenge and an opportunity.

On a theoretical level, the study contributes evidence of a two-stage trust-
building process: broad-reach influencer content creates initial awareness,
after which educational formats, explainer videos, live question-and-answer
sessions, and testimonial narratives consolidate credibility and reduce
perceived complexity. This sequential mechanism is consistent with Social
Influence Theory but adds specificity regarding the content types most
effective at translating SMI into brand-positioning gains in the insurance
context.
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study set out to examine whether brand positioning mediates the
relationship between social media influence and business performance in
Zimbabwe’s insurance sector, and the answer is clearly affirmative. All four
hypotheses received empirical support. Social media influence positively and
substantially affect business performance (H1); it also strengthens brand
positioning (H2); brand positioning, in turn, improves business performance
(H3); and brand positioning partially mediates the SMI-performance
pathway (H4). Taken together, these findings confirm that insurance
companies operating in resource-constrained, high-uncertainty markets can
achieve meaningful performance gains by integrating social media strategies
with deliberate brand positioning programmes.

The study offers multiple insights to services marketing theory. It confirms
the validity of Brand Equity Theory and Social Influence Theory within an
emerging~-market digital landscape, illustrating that these theories remain
relevant beyond the developed economies where they were initially
developed. The research enhances understanding of mediation processes in
social media—performance studies by identifying brand positioning as a
partial mediating factor. Additionally, it enriches emerging market
scholarship by demonstrating that digital marketing principles are
effectively applicable in volatile economic settings. In regions where
macroeconomic instability diminishes consumer trust in traditional
institutions, SMI, supported by credible influencers, may act as a trust
substitute, fulfilling functions typically associated with institutional brand
signals.

Practitioners can take actionable steps from these insights. Insurers should
view social media investment as a core part of their strategic brand-building
efforts, not just a separate tactic. This involves choosing influencer partners
based on audience alignment and domain authority, rather than follower
numbers alone. Content programs should focus on education, transparency,
and authentic storytelling. Additionally, building long-term influencer
relationships is preferable to one-off campaigns. It’s also essential to broaden
measurement frameworks to include brand positioning, sentiment, net
promoter scores, brand awareness (both aided and unaided), share-of-voice
metrics, and traditional ROI metrics. Effective digital tactics in insurance
include hosting educational webinars on financial literacy, running targeted
ads for specific demographic groups, sending personalized follow-ups based
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on digital engagement data, and collaborating with finance influencers to
create explanatory content and product demonstrations.

Several limitations open opportunities for future research. The cross-
sectional design limits causal inference: longitudinal studies that monitor
changes in SMI, brand positioning, and performance over time could offer
more definitive causal insights, ideally employing repeated-measures SEM or
latent growth curve techniques. Relying on perceptual performance data
from marketing professionals is another limitation; incorporating audited
performance records and consumer data would enhance confidence in the
results. The study’s focus on a single country and sector restricts the
generalizability of the findings, and comparative multi-country or multi-
industry studies could help identify boundary conditions. Future work
should also examine SMI across different platforms, content types, and
influencer categories, and investigate mediators like customer trust,
perceived service quality, and brand authenticity. Additionally, exploring
moderating factors such as firm size, competitive environment, and
consumer demographics is recommended.

REFERENCES

Aaker, D. A. (2000). Managing PBrand Equity. New York, NY, USA:
Mcgraw-Hill Publishers.

Abdelmoety, Z. And Gounaris, S. (2014). Exporting BZB Solutions: The Impact and
Confribution of Using Social Media. ATINER’s Conference Paper Series.

Ahir, K. V. And Joshi, K. (2025). An Assessment of the Distinct
Characteristics of the Top-Ranked Universities of the World. MIER
Journal of Educational Studies, Trends and Practices, 99-125.
https://doi.org/10.52634/mier/2025/V15/11/2859

Andoh, H. And Salmi, J. (2019). The Internationalization Agenda of African
Universities in the Next Decade. Infernational Higher Education,
99, 21-23. https://doi.org/10.6017/IHE.2019.99.11663

Anwer, K. ]J. (2024). Understanding PBrand Awareness Dynamics.
IntechOpen. https://doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.113985

Bedoui, S. And Adouane, A. (2024). Multidimensional Factors to Measure
Quality in Education Institutions. Socioeconomic Challenges, 8(1),
143-153. https://doi.org/10.61093/Sec

Cengic, E. (2010). Measuring Customer Satisfaction: Must or Not? Journal of
Novel Science and Engineering, 6(2), 76-88.

FUTURES: The Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti 135
University Journal of Leadership, Vol. 5(Issue 1), 2026
Governance and Development



Chauke, T. and Chinyakata, R. (2023). Migration of Zimbabwean Scholars in the
SADC Region in the 21st Century. hitps://doi.org/10.36615/
9781776447459-04

Chen, C. F. and Chang, Y. Y. (2008). Airline Brand Equity, Brand Preference
and Purchase Intentions: The Moderating Effects of Switching Costs.
Journal of Air Transport Management, 14(1),40-42.

Chen, C.-F., & Tseng, W.-S. (2010). Exploring customer-based airline brand
equity: Evidence from Taiwan. Transportation Journal, 49(1), 24—
34. https://doi.org/10.2307/40904819

Chidakwa, N. (2025). Rural Students’ Pathways to Higher Tertiary Education
in Zimbabwe: Overcoming Barriers, Promoting Inclusion and
Success. Interdisciplinary Journal of Rural and Community Studies,
1, AO2. https://doi.org/10.38140/ijrcs-2024.vol7.1.02

Chikanda, A. (2025). Informal Cross-border Traders and Food Trade during
the Global Pandemic in Zimbabwe. African Human Mobility
Review, 10(3). https://doi.org/10.14426/ahmr.v10i3.2434

Chitadze, N. (2025). The Essence of Brand and Branding and the History ofof the
Concept Development. 87-122. hitps://doi.org/10.4018/979-8-3373~
0948-4.ch004

De Souza, S. P. and de Souza, S. P. (2024). A Africa e a Internacionalizacao nas
Universidades Brasileiras: Andlise Inicial Sobre Politicas De Mobilidade
Internacional. Revista Brasileira De Educacdo, Cultura E Linguagem,
10(16), 166~189. https://doi.org/10.61389/rbecl.v10i16.8587

Dube, M. and Tshuma, S. (2025). Rebranding Zimbabwe's Education System:
Stakeholder Perspectives on the Implementation ofof the Heritage-based
Curriculum. Journal of Management Sciences, Innovation and
Technology, 1. hitps://doi.org/10.63726/jmsit.v1i1.311

Fathur Rohman, F. M. and Wijayanti, R. P. (2023). Influence of Brand Awareness
and Brand Association on Brand Equity: Mediation of Trust and Brand
Loyalty in Kentucky Fried Chicken in East Java, Indonesia. lnfernational
Journal of Applied Economics, Finance and Accounting, 16(2), 319-335.
https://doi.org/10.33094/ijacfa.v16i2.987

Gama, D. (2018). A Desigualdade No Acesso A Fés-Graduacio Stricto Sensu
Brasileira (1, 34). https://doi.org/10.24109/9788578630669.CEP
PE.VIA8

Guslenko, I. (2023). Brand Strategies of U.S. Universities as the Element of
Image Formation. https://doi.org/10.30837/nc.2023.3.70

FUTURES: The Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti 136
University Journal of Leadership, Vol. 5(Issue 1), 2026
Governance and Development



Hannes, D., Kusum, L. A. and Harald, J. H. (2017). How Well Does
Consumer-based Brand Equity Align with Sales-based Brand Equity
and Marketing-Mix Response? Journal of Marketing, 81(3), 1-20.

Harahap, M. S. (2025). Systematic Literature Review of Academic Service Quality
in Higher Education. journal of Information Systems Enginecring and
Management, 10(45s), 1070-1076. https://doi.org/10.52783/
Jjisem.v10i45s.9134

Hennig-Thurau, T., & Houston, M. B. (2018). Enfertainment product decisions,
episode 3: Brands as quality signals. In T. Hennig-Thurau & M. B.
Houston (Eds.), Enferfainment science: Data analytics and practical
theory for movies, games, books, and music (pp. 369-461). Springer
International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-89292-
49

Hoang Thi Minh, H., Tran Thi, L., Nguyen Thi My, L., & Nguyen Trung, K.
(2025). Strategic brand management in higher education
institutions. In M. Kayyali (Ed.), Building organizational capacity
and strategic management in academia (pp. 519-552). IGI Global
Scientific Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4018/979-8-3693-6967-
8.ch019

Huang, J. and Zelin, T. (2023). The Mechanism Analysis on the Impact of
Entrepreneur Reputation on Consumers’ Purchasing Behaviors.
2010 International Conference on Management and Service
Science, 1-4.

Kaur, K. ef al (2025). Gender Equality in Higher Education: Progress and
Challenges. EPH-Infernational jJournal of Humanities and Social
Science. https://doi.org/10.53555/¢ijhss.v10i2.257

Keller, K. L. (2009). Building Strong Brands in a Modern Marketing
Communications Environment. Journal of Marketing Communications,
15(2-3), 139-155.

Liu, S. and Ghasemy, M. (2025). Research Progress and Frontiers ofof the
University Brand: A Bibliometric Review between 2003 and 2024.
Journal of Applied Research in Higher Education, 1-22.
https://doi.org/10.1108/jarhe-03-2025-0168

Lopez-Rodriguez, C. E., Gutiérrez Bernal, L. G. and Pdramo Renza, L. A. (2024).
Measures of Brand Awareness: Bibliometric Analysis and Systematic
Review. TEM journal, 3056~3067. https://doi.org/10.18421/tem134-
40

Mahesh, N. (2013). Consumer’s Perceived Value, Attitude and Purchase
Intention of Green Products. Management Insight, 9(1).

FUTURES: The Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti 137
University Journal of Leadership, Vol. 5(Issue 1), 2026
Governance and Development



Marilyn, G., Frank, P. and Lionel, M. (2017). The Role of Perceived Brand
Personality in Promotion Effectiveness and Brand Equity
Development of Professional Sports Teams. [nfernational Journal of
Sports Marketing and Sponsorship, 18(2), 180-195.

Mishra, S. ef al. (2017). Impact of Diversity, Quality and Number of Brand
Alliance Partners on the Perceived Quality of a New Brand. Journal
of Product and Brand Management, 26, 159-176.

Noutchie, S. C. O. (2024). Challenges in the Proliferation of Private Higher
Education Institutions in Cameroon: Addressing Systemic Issues and
Enhancing Quality. /nfernational Journal of Business Ecosystem and
Strategy, 6(4),432-438. hitps://doi.org/10.36096/ijbes.v6i4.574

Olanipekun, O. J. and Adelekan, S. A. (2022). Why I Buy What I Buy? The
Dynamics of Brand Awareness on Consumers’ Choice, 73-86.
https://doi.org/10.1108/978-1-80117-902-720221006

Rana, A., Bhat, A. K, & Rani, L. (2019). The cognitive structure of online brand
choice: An exploratory study. In P. Rossi & N. Krey (Eds.), Fnding new
ways fo engage and satisty global customers (pp. 519-532). Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-02568-7_142

Roskosa, A. and Stukalina, Y. (2022). Exploring Brand Equity-Related
Factors in Higher Education. Rural FEnvironment. Education.
Personality. https://doi.org/10.22616/reep.2022.15.003

Saleem, A. ef al. (2015). Product Perceived Quality and Purchase Intention
with Consumer Satisfaction. Global jJournal of Management and
Business Research: E-Marketing, 15(1).

Snadrou, D. and Haoucha, M. (2024). Understanding the Crucial Role of
Brand Image in Students’ Higher Education Institution Choice: A
Review ofof the Literature. Journal of Marketing Research and Case
Studies. https://doi.org/10.5171/2024.224523

Supriya, S. (2024). Shifting Gender Dynamics in Indian Higher Education: PG
and Ph.D. Enrolment Trends. Infernational Journal for Multidisciplinary
Research. https://doi.org/10.36948/ijfmr.2024.v06i04.26424

Tannock, S. (2018). Infernational students in the UK: Caught between market
forces and immigration targets. In Fducational equality and infernational
students: Justice across borders? (pp. 39-67). Palgrave Macmillan.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-76381-1_3

Vargas Gutiérrez, D. De J., Tello Diaz, A. and Lozano Achuy, M. (2023). Calidad
De Servicios Educativos en los Centros dede Formacion De Educacion
Superior. Horizonfes. https://doi.org/10.33996/revistahorizontes.v7
i30.650

FUTURES: The Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti 138
University Journal of Leadership, Vol. 5(Issue 1), 2026
Governance and Development



Urrego Cedillo, F. L. (2025). Cambio Organizacional en Universidades
Privadas en el Contexto Mexicano de La Acreditacion. Sinéctica, 65.
https://doi.org/10.31391/fpst9107

Xu, A. and Chan, A. (2010). Conceptual Framework of Hotel Experience and
Customer-based Brand Equity: Some Research Questions and
Implications. [Infernational Journal of Contemporary Hospitality
Management, 22(2), 174-193.

Yoo, B. and Donthu, N. (2001). Developing and Validating a
Multidimensional Consumer-~based Brand Equity Scale. Journal of
Business Research, 52(1), 1-14.

FUTURES: The Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti 139
University Journal of Leadership, Vol. 5(Issue 1), 2026
Governance and Development



