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Abstract 

Social marketing adopts marketing tools to achieve voluntary behaviour change, 

and has been effective in promoting a variety of public health and social wellbeing causes 

including, but not limited to, alcohol harm reduction (Kubacki, Rundle-Thiele, Pang, & 

Buyucek, 2015a), improving rates of physical activity (Gordon et al., 2006; Xia et al., 

2016) and promotion of healthy eating (Carins & Rundle-Thiele, 2014). As social media 

have become an integral driver of modern communication in recent years (Lovejoy et al., 

2012), social marketers have started incorporating the use of social media in their 

communications (Evans et al., 2019; Kubacki et al., 2015b; Li, Lia, & Lin, 2017; Neiger 

et al., 2013). Although the prominent advantages of social media include their ability to 

engage communities through two-way conversations (Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014; 

Larivière et al., 2017), along with allowing them to create their own content (Ashley & 

Tuten, 2015; Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, & Silvestre, 2011), research suggests that 

social marketers have little knowledge about the use of social media for creating customer 

engagement in social marketing programmes (James et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 

2012; Neiger et al., 2012; 2013; Overbey, Jaykus, & Chapman, 2017). Further, social 

marketers have struggled to engage their audiences on social media, despite their potential 

to scale up programme reach and build ongoing community support to help resolve social 

issues (Rodriguez, Ostrow, & Kemp, 2017). Recognising the importance of creating 

customer engagement to bring about behaviour change, and also the noticeable dearth of 

research assessing the effectiveness of social media in creating such engagement, this 

PhD seeks to provide new insights into how to engage customers in social marketing 

programmes through the use of social media.  

This research was carried out as a series of inter-related studies. Study 1 is a 

systematic literature review to identify, analyse and evaluate social marketing 

programmes that have included the use of social media to engage their programme 

participants. Specifically, this study aims to better understand the use of social media in 

creating participant engagement across various social and health-related social marketing 

programmes. Study 2 involved qualitative in-depth interviews with social marketing 

practitioners who use social media to create engagement in their social marketing 

programmes as well as users who are engaged in these programmes via social media. The 

purpose of this study is twofold. First, it aims to gain an understanding of social marketing 

practitioners’ perceptions of customer engagement and the objectives and practices that 
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guide their social media activities. Second, this study aims to develop insights into social 

media users’ perceptions of factors influencing their engagement in social marketing 

programmes. As a result, this study concludes with the proposition of a dynamic multi-

actor social media engagement framework which is then applied in practice in Study 3. 

Study 3 consists of a netnography focusing on the communication of a social marketing 

initiative via social media. This study aims to explore the interactions between social 

marketing practitioners and users of their social media platform using the dynamic multi-

actor engagement framework. Exploring their interactions provides insight into how these 

two groups engage with one another, and helps to identify the characteristics of their 

engagement on social media.  

The review of the existing social marketing programmes in Study 1 showed that 

social marketers were not harnessing social media’s potential in developing customer 

engagement and building relationships with their customers; rather, in most of the thirty-

one social marketing studies examined, social media were mainly used to disseminate the 

programmes through one-way communication, with only a handful of programmes using 

social media to interact with users or to build enduring relationships with them. Moreover, 

conducting thirty-two interviews with social marketing practitioners and social media 

users allowed insights to be gained from both key stakeholder groups. Consequently, a 

new practical framework for multi-actor engagement in social marketing programmes 

was proposed along with measurement tools necessary for assessing its components. The 

multi-actor engagement framework recognises the dynamic and iterative engagement 

between multiple actors on social media, in contrast to simple dyadic interactions between 

the focal customer and organisation, which lead to the development of enduring and long-

term relationships. The framework identified four distinct levels of engagement ― 

connection, interaction, loyalty and advocacy — all equally important constituents of 

engagement, and thus, equally important to developing sustainable social marketing 

impact. In addition, the application of this multi-actor engagement framework to 

understand, analyse and assess engagement behaviours in a real-life and ongoing social 

marketing programme on social media provided further insights into the applicability of 

the framework and identified additional measurements to further refine the overall 

applicability of the framework.    

Keywords: social marketing, social media, social network, engagement, multi-

actor engagement, framework. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

 Introduction 

 

Social marketing is the application of commercial marketing tools and techniques 

to promote behavioural change and improve wellbeing for individuals, communities, and 

society as a whole (Andreasen, 2003; Lefebvre, 2013; Rundle-Thiele, 2015). Through a 

customer-oriented approach, social marketing aims to influence voluntary behaviour of 

target audiences “for the greater social good” of society (ISMA et al., 2013). In recent 

years, social marketers have started to incorporate the use of social media in the 

promotion of health and social programmes (Evans et al., 2019; Kubacki et al., 2015b; 

Li, Lia, & Lin, 2017). Although social media offer new opportunities for marketers to 

engage with their audiences that were not offered by traditional media (Jaakkola & 

Alexander, 2014; Larivière et al., 2017), research suggests there is a noticeable dearth of 

scholarship addressing effective practices in social media for establishing customer 

engagement in social marketing programmes (Dooley et al., 2014; James et al., 2013; 

Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012; Neiger et al., 2013). Building engagement is crucial to 

establishing long-term relationships with audiences (Neiger et al., 2013; Sashi, 2012), 

which is fundamental to bringing about behaviour change (Gordon et al., 2006; Neiger et 

al., 2013), the core objective of social marketing programmes (Andreasen, 2003; 

Lefebvre, 2013). Therefore, this research aims to address this gap by exploring and 

understanding different ways to engage customers in social marketing programmes using 

of social media. In this chapter, an overview of the research topic and rationale is 

introduced, followed by a discussion of the theoretical gaps and the related research 

questions which were used to guide the course of this study. Finally, the thesis structure 

and contributions are outlined.  
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 Research rationale 

 

The consensus definition of social marketing emphasises the importance of 

integrating marketing concepts with other approaches to facilitate behavioural change that 

benefits individuals and communities (iSMA, 2013). However, McKenzie-Mohr (2000) 

posits that achieving behavioural objectives requires highly engaged citizens who actively 

participate in social marketing programmes. Although public awareness campaigns 

remain information-intensive, relying predominantly on dissemination of information, 

fostering sustainable behaviour change requires a shift in focus beyond enhancing 

knowledge about a social issue (e.g., Szablewska and Kubacki, 2019) and changing 

individual attitudes (Moore, Riddell, & Vocisano, 2015; Rodriguez et al., 2017; Wymer, 

2011). Recent studies suggest a pressing need for social marketing research to explore 

effective approaches aiming to achieve transformative impact at societal levels (Arenas 

et al., 2019; Lee, 2020; González-Sanguino et al., 2019; Moore et al., 2015). Similarly, 

calls for social movement approaches to influence policy reform for social change (e.g. 

obesity prevention, Institute of Medicine, 2014), and to focus on situating individual 

behaviour in a broader social change agenda (Luca, Hibbert, & McDonald, 2015; 

Rodriguez et al., 2017; Wymer, 2011), are increasing. For example, Rodriguez et al. 

(2017) argue that social marketing’s emphasis on segmentation to address contexts, 

attitudes and values of smaller groups of people among which a behaviour change is 

desired may become counterproductive to attempts to engage the public in larger, more 

sustainable policy changes. Engaging wider audiences and addressing multiple actors, 

e.g. policy makers, could overcome emphasising individualistic attitudes, promote 

behaviours that benefit the collective society, build coalitions around shared interests, and 

eventually, produce sustainable behaviour change (Rodriguez et al., 2017). Moreover, 

Moore et al. (2015) and Wymer (2011) emphasise the importance of expanding social 

change research to meet the scope of contemporary societal challenges and navigate the 

complex environment that influences behaviour change. Expanding social marketing 

requires innovative solutions to persuade policy makers, create social movements to 

influence large numbers of people or communities, and impact deeply rooted cultural 

challenges through changing cultural values and beliefs (Moore et al., 2015; Wymer, 

2010). Therefore, engagement is a prerequisite for achieving effective and sustainable 

behaviour change. 
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The emergence and proliferation of advanced technologies are vehicles to create 

opportunities for engagement (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2007; Leclercq et al., 2016). 

The growing popularity of social media, with their enriched capacity to facilitate 

interaction between users, provides social marketers with unique opportunities to engage 

with customers, which is essential to the success of marketing activities. Social media are 

specifically considered the main technological driver that influences interaction between 

multiple groups, including organisations, customers, potential customers and other 

stakeholders (Burmann, 2010; Daugherty et al., 2008; Gamble & Gilmore, 2013; Hardey, 

2011; Sashi, 2012). Realising social media’s potential in connecting and engaging 

multiple groups, and how they provide social marketers with the capacity to elevate their 

relationship with customers to a long-term and enduring one, social marketers have 

started to use social media platforms to promote their programmes (Lee, 2020). In recent 

years, practitioners have been incorporating social media in their communication to 

promote awareness of various social issues (Kubacki et al., 2015b; Lambert et al., 2014; 

Neiger et al., 2012), and health-related issues (James et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 

2012; Neiger et al., 2012). The use of social media has significantly grown in the public 

health and health promotion sectors (Dooley et al., 2014; Neiger et al., 2012; Neiger et 

al., 2013) for the variety of benefits it brings to the success of the social marketing 

activities. For example, measuring social media marketing effectiveness supports social 

marketers in better understanding their target audience’s constantly changing needs, 

which informs their evolving marketing activities. Social media analytics provide 

information about user engagement with the content, rather than the simple click-throughs 

and static analysis received from non-interactive webpages (Howison, Finger, & 

Hauschka, 2014). Therefore, they allow social marketers to adapt their strategies by 

customising their programmes and content to better meet their customers’ needs and 

create more engaged audiences, which then can be used to estimate acceptability and 

uptake of the programmes, and as a proxy for potential real-world engagement (Lim et 

al., 2016). Enhanced engagement also allows for deeper understanding of users that goes 

well beyond measuring whether or not users visited a website or received information. 

Finally, engagement has also been identified as a key marker of active participation, 

awareness, and contemplation, leading to an argument that engagement may be used as a 

proxy for effectiveness (Lim et al., 2016).  

 

Despite these benefits, there are a number of challenges that social marketers 

encounter in promoting their programmes on social media. First, lack of sufficient 
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knowledge about strategies for using social media platforms in promoting social 

marketing programmes is considered one of the prominent challenges (Dooley et al., 

2014; Neiger et al., 2013; James et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012). Indeed, in 

their in-depth interviews with social marketers, Dooley et al. (2014) stated that the main 

challenges to using social media in health promotion were associated with lack of 

adequate knowledge. They also noted limited knowledge regarding methods of measuring 

the effectiveness of communication on social media. Incorporating social media in health 

promotion without considering strategic priorities (Dooley et al., 2014) and without 

constructing the research base necessary to inform communication strategy (Atkinson et 

al., 2011) would negatively impact the effectiveness of social marketing communication 

(Atkinson et al., 2011; Dooley et al., 2014). A systematic review concluded that 

suggestions for social media best practices and study designs have been highly 

inconsistent among studies, making them difficult for programme managers to 

operationalise (Overbey et al., 2017). The authors also identified that more evidence-

based suggestions for establishing guidelines for social media use in social marketing 

programme promotion are needed. Particularly in the public and non-profit sectors, 

limited budgets and time constraints restrict capabilities to leverage social media to its 

full potential. Despite the variety of available studies addressing the potential benefits 

that social media offer to marketers, there have been limited attempts to synthesise 

knowledge about the use of social media in the field of social marketing. Concerted 

scholarly effort is crucial to provide up-to-date information about what the literature 

relays about social marketers’ practices on social media. This information further 

highlights deficiencies in the current literature and gaps that need to be addressed. 

 

In addition to the importance of understanding the available research on how social 

media are currently used in the promotion of social marketing programmes, it is equally 

important to investigate social marketing practices on social media. Research suggests 

that despite a core attribute of social media being that they help create engaged 

communities through conversations or two-way messaging (Lovejoy et al., 2012; 

Mandiberg, 2014; Macario et al., 2013), the extent of social media use in promoting social 

marketing in the public and non-profit sectors is still largely confined to simple one-way 

messaging, much like traditional media (Neiger et al., 2012; Neiger et al., 2013). Neiger 

et al. (2013) suggested that many social marketing strategies are devoid of attributes 

associated with engagement. Similarly, Overbey et al. (2017) concluded their study by 

highlighting the need for more evidence-based suggestions to better establish guidelines 
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for social media use in promoting social marketing programmes. Indeed, various social 

marketing scholars have noted the scarcity of available processes regarding ways in which 

social media can be utilised to establish and retain customer engagement in social 

marketing programmes (James et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012). Therefore, the 

transformation in the relationship between organisations and their audiences, along with 

a lack of a sufficient research base, suggests a need to investigate the latest practices in 

the social media landscape to identify the communication activities that social marketing 

practitioners utilise and to identify activities that trigger varying levels of engagement 

among audiences.  

 

Finally, the importance of customer engagement to the success of the marketing 

activities suggests the need for insight into how to harness customer engagement on social 

media channels, while recognising the interplay between different groups who interact on 

social media, in ways that provide effective social marketing communication. Such 

insight is be achieved by collating and analysing existing experiences of social marketers 

with social media, understanding the perspectives of both social marketers and users on 

how factors influencing engagement on social media are perceived, and providing 

empirically grounded knowledge on effective management and measurement strategies 

for engagement. Providing knowledge pertaining to these gaps will inform our 

understanding of further engagement opportunities with target audiences and allow the 

establishment of long-term relationships with them.  
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 Research aim and questions 

This thesis addressed a noticeable shortage of research pertaining to understanding, 

managing and measuring engagement in social marketing programmes through the use of 

social media. In addressing this gap, a qualitative approach was employed through a series 

of interrelated studies that were carried out. Study 1 employed a systematic literature 

review to comprehensively identify, analyse and evaluate social marketing programmes 

involving the use of social media to engage audiences in social marketing programmes. 

This study assessed how social marketers incorporated social media in their social 

marketing programmes, and how they created customer engagement across various social 

and health-related projects worldwide. Thus, Study 1 addressed the following research 

question: 

RQ1. How are social media used to engage audiences in social marketing 

programmes? 

Study 2 investigated the factors that influence user engagement on social media from the 

perspectives of two groups: social marketers and social media users. This study involved 

qualitative in-depth interviews with social marketing practitioners who are currently 

utilising social media platforms to promote their programmes, as well as social media 

users who are interacting with these social marketing programmes. The purpose of this 

study was twofold. First, interviewing social marketing practitioners assisted to gain 

understanding of their perceptions of user engagement and the objectives and practices 

that guide their social media activities. Second, interviewing the social media users who 

have engaged with these social marketing programmes assisted to gain understanding of 

their perceptions of the social media activities created by the social marketing 

practitioners, and their varying engagement behaviours with these activities. The aim of 

interviewing this group of participants was to gain insight into social media users’ 

perceptions of factors influencing their engagement in social marketing programmes 

through social media. Interviewing these two groups attempted to answer the following 

research questions: 

 

RQ2: How can customer engagement be effectively managed in social marketing 

programmes using social media?  
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RQ3: How can customer engagement be measured in social marketing programmes 

using social media? 

Finally, Study 3 involved a netnography focusing on one social marketing 

organisation’s communication on social media. This study attempted to explore 

interactions between social marketing practitioners and users of social media to gain 

insight into how these two groups engage with one another and to closely examine 

engagement in a practical setting. This netnography aimed to answer the following 

research questions: 

RQ4. What are the different levels of engagement in social marketing programmes 

that are triggered by the use of social media?  

RQ5: How can these levels of engagement in social marketing programmes be 

measured on social media?  

Table 1.1 summarises the theoretical gaps and the associated five research questions that 

guided the development of the research design. The table also provides an overview of 

each of the three studies carried out in this thesis. 
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Table 1.1: Research Questions and Approach 

Study Gap Research question Sample Method 

1 Absence of research that 

investigates the use of social 

media to create engagement in 

social marketing programmes.  

RQ1. How are social media 

used to engage audiences in 

social marketing programmes? 

A total of 31 records, covering 29 

social marketing programmes, 

identified from nine databases, 

published between 2005 and 2017. 

Systematic literature review 

(Hastings, 2007; McHugh & 

Domegan, 2010) 

2 

 

Limited knowledge about social 

marketers and social media 

users’ perceptions of factors 

influencing customer 

engagement in social marketing 

programmes through social 

media; 

Scarcity of knowledge about 

effective management of 

customer engagement in social 

marketing programmes on 

social media; and  

Gaps on measurement tools for 

assessing engagement in social 

RQ2: How can customer 

engagement be effectively 

managed in social marketing 

programmes using social 

media?  

 

 

 

RQ3: How can customer 

engagement be measured in 

social marketing programmes 

using social media? 

 

 

A total of 32 social marketers and 

social media users using social 

media from the following groups: 

(a) marketing practitioners who 

specialise in creating/managing 

social media communication for 

social marketing programmes;  

 (b) organisations and individual 

activists/advocates who use social 

media as the main channel to 

promote their social or health 

campaigns; and 

c) social media users displaying 

different levels of engagement in 

social marketing programmes. 

In-depth interviews (Hastings, 

2007; Wilson et al., 2010)  
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marketing programmes using 

social media. 

 

3 Lack of understanding about 

practical strategies driving 

different levels of multi-actor 

engagement in social marketing 

programmes through social 

media; and  

Lack of knowledge about 

practical measurement tools to 

assess multi-actor engagement 

in social marketing programmes 

using social media.  

 RQ4. What are the different 

levels of engagement in social 

marketing programmes that are 

triggered by the use of social 

media?  

RQ5: How can these levels of 

engagement in social marketing 

programmes be measured on 

social media?  

An in-depth study of Women of 

Egypt Facebook community group 

involving qualitative and 

quantitative analysis of 77 posts, 

1,181 comments and other 

interactions (e.g. likes and shares). 

Netnography (Jupp, 2006; 

Kozinets, 2015) 
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 Contribution 

 

Through critically reviewing and examining the literature on the use of social media 

in social marketing, interviewing both social media marketers and users, and observing 

and analysing actual activities on social media, this thesis provides theoretical, practical 

and empirical contributions to customer engagement in social marketing programmes 

employing social media.  

 

This study is empirically, theoretically and practically significant for a number of 

reasons. Theoretical contributions are made by this research in its addressing a number 

of gaps identified in the social marketing literature. First, to the best of our knowledge, 

the systematic literature review is the first study in social marketing to collate, identify 

and evaluate the use of social media in social marketing programmes to date. Obtaining 

a synthesis of existing knowledge is crucial to identify and extend upon what has already 

been done, as well as identifying further gaps in the literature. Additionally, Study 1 also 

finds limited social marketing programmes in less developed countries which have 

employed social media, and a limited number which focused on social issues rather than 

the promotion of health-related issues. Therefore, the study depicts the need for social 

marketers to foster adopting the use of social media in developing countries and to address 

wider social issues. Moreover, the study highlights a need for social marketers to harness 

the opportunities offered by social media in developing communication through 

interacting and building sustainable relationships with customers, instead of using social 

media merely for dissemination of messages as traditional media do. The study further 

calls social marketers to go beyond measuring awareness to assess the efficacy of their 

communication by adopting salient measures that reflect customers’ engagement, which 

is crucial for evaluation of the performance and impact of social marketing programmes.  

 

The interviews conducted in Study 2 provide a number of theoretical contributions 

to social marketing specifically, and to customer engagement research in general. It 

highlights the manner in which different groups could impact each other’s engagement 

behaviours and decisions on social media. Furthermore, the study provides a dynamic 

multi-actor engagement framework identifying four distinct levels of engagement: 

connection, interaction, loyalty and advocacy and their unique characteristics and 

measurements. The framework and its measurements are grounded in social media 
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communication and can be practically applied across various social marketing 

programmes. Moreover, the study emphasises the dynamic and iterative nature of 

engagement by offering new knowledge about each level of multi-actor engagement and 

the criticality of each level of engagement to the sustainability and success of social 

marketing programmes. Subsequently, it recognises the role of strategic marketing 

communication in developing content that allows multiple actors to conjointly and 

emotionally maintain their level of engagement, or engage at a higher level (e.g. from 

interactor to loyal customer). The study further emphasises the indispensability of 

customer satisfaction to each level of engagement on social media, indicating that 

satisfaction is more than just an outcome and, in fact, must also be an antecedent of multi-

actor engagement. 

 

The netnographic study (Study 3) expands the existing literature by identifying 

and applying the practical measures for each level of engagement and identifying the 

marketing strategies to maintain and further develop each level. Overall, the thesis 

responds to calls in social marketing research to shift its perspective to deliver frameworks 

that extend focus beyond individuals to embrace the wider society (Moore et al., 2015; 

Rundle-Thiele et al., 2019) and beyond supplementing knowledge about social issues and 

changing individual attitudes (Szablewska & Kubacki, 2019). The thesis contends that 

embracing the multi-actor engagement perspective and advancing knowledge about social 

media’s engagement will not only benefit building more sustainable social marketing 

programmes, but also support the evaluation of programmes and assessment of individual 

and structural changes by offering practical measurement tools. Furthermore, the thesis 

responds to the scant availability of theories and frameworks that are social marketing-

focused by developing a theoretical framework that can contribute to inform future studies 

into social media engagement.  

 

The contributions offered in this thesis are generalisable beyond the scope of 

social marketing. The informants involved in the data collection for Study 2 and Study 3 

were involved in at least one social media community focusing on promotion of 

commercial brands, services and social issues, such as women’s empowerment, personal 

development, adopting a healthy lifestyle and healthy eating habits. Although the sample 

was selected on the basis of pursuing behaviour change outcomes through promoting 

social or health behaviour change programmes, the purposively selected participants use 

marketing tools which are the primary focus of this research (social media) to achieve 
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behaviour change. This in turn has allowed the contributions to customer engagement 

knowledge to be generalised beyond the social marketing scope (e.g. commercial 

marketing, services management and communication management).  

Our new multi-actor engagement framework adds to the existing literature by 

identifying varying levels of engagement with their unique characteristics which are all 

crucial to social media engagement and to building ongoing relationship with customers. 

It also offers measurement tools that are necessary for the monitoring and evaluation of 

the process of social media engagement. Such an approach informs and contributes to the 

success of social media engagement strategies and activities between the organisation and 

multiple groups of actors.  

 

The thesis also contributes empirically through providing evidence-based 

knowledge pertaining to multi-actor engagement on social media in the field of social 

marketing by conducting qualitative methods, such as interviews and netnography. For 

example, the interviews conducted in Study 2 provide the perspectives of social marketers 

and social media users on their experiences and understanding of engagement. The study 

highlights the significance of acknowledging the opportunities offered by social media to 

allow multiple actors’ engagement with one another. Furthermore, netnography is 

employed in Study 3 to explore multi-actor engagement in a natural social marketing 

setting on social media. The study offers new insights into the application of the multi-

actor engagement framework to understand different levels of engagement between social 

marketers and multiple actors who engage together in social media communities. Finally, 

the thesis also empirically examines Sashi’s (2012) customer engagement cycle 

framework in the field of social marketing by employing a systematic literature review, 

shedding light on practices on social media that could provide social marketers better 

opportunities to engage with their customers. 

 

From a practical standpoint, this study offers several insights into multi-actor 

engagement in social marketing programmes employing social media. The findings of 

this research inform the practices of social marketers in the promotion and 

communication of their social marketing programmes to build enduring relationships with 

their customers, and to provide more sustainable programmes. Moreover, the exploration 

of existing research on social marketing using social media provides insights that allow 

social marketers to better utilise social media for creating customer engagement — thus 

supporting social marketers in the scaling up of their programmes to reach a wider range 
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of audience segments. This thesis offers social marketers an empirically grounded 

framework into multi-actor engagement on social media and sheds new light on the 

significance of harnessing the capabilities offered by social media to foster engagement 

in social marketing programmes. It also highlights social media’s capacity to offer 

different engagement opportunities supporting the development of varying levels of 

engagement behaviours, each of which is significant to the sustainability and success of 

social marking programmes.   

 

This thesis equips social marketing practitioners with insights into the dynamic 

and multi-actor nature of engagement and emphasises the need for building ongoing 

relationships beyond dyadic interactions between customers and organisations to 

incorporate a range of actors such as potential customers and other stakeholders. This 

knowledge will assist social marketers to better understand engagement opportunities and 

the importance of each engagement level to developing social media communication in 

social marketing programmes. Having this understanding is significant not only for 

developing effective social media communication, but also for evaluating the 

effectiveness of social media messages in engaging multiple actors in social marketing 

programmes. Furthermore, the four-step framework developed in this thesis offers 

practical measurements that will assist practitioners in analysing and assessing 

engagement at each level of multi-actor engagement. This thesis is the first of its nature 

to offer social marketers measurement tools for connecting, interacting, building loyalty 

and encouraging advocacy among multiple actors through utilising social media analytics 

and insights which are practical and available to use across social media platforms. 

Finally, this thesis exhorts social marketing practitioners (and social media practitioners) 

to identify the type of content that would bring about a specific engagement behaviour 

(i.e., connection, interaction, loyalty or advocacy), and thus, assist programme message 

development along with the ability to continuously assess and manage social media 

marketing activities. Accordingly, it provides knowledge about social media data 

extraction and assessment to better understand multiple actors’ constantly changing needs 

and wants. The framework presented thus affords social media marketing managers 

opportunities to tailor, adjust and revise their social media marketing tactics in line with 

intended outcomes.  

There are also some implications for social media practitioners in general to benefit 

from the multi-actor engagement framework to manage their social media 

communication. The understanding of the characteristics of each level of engagement 
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would assist in depicting the communication strategies that harness engagement for a 

variety of customers (and other actors) and their constantly changing needs. The dynamic 

nature of the framework recognises engagement beyond the dyad and allow for building 

ongoing relationships. Practitioners could also benefit from the practical measures 

associated with each level to constantly monitoring and evaluation their social media 

activities, and to adjust their strategies accordingly.  
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  Outline of the thesis   

 

This thesis comprises of a series of seven interrelated chapters, starting with an 

introduction and a literature review, followed by three main studies which include two 

published peer-reviewed journal articles and one article prepared for submission to a 

social marketing journal, and concludes with a discussion and contribution chapter (see 

Figure 1.2).  

Chapter One: Introduction — this chapter introduces the thesis topic, highlights the 

gaps in the existing knowledge and outlines the research purpose, context and design. 

Chapter Two: Literature Review — this chapter provides an overview of the 

existing literature underpinning the core concepts of this research. The chapter provides 

a detailed discussion of social marketing, its definitions and benchmarks, followed by 

background information on social media and their potential to create engagement in social 

marketing programmes and, lastly, discusses the concept of engagement and its 

evolvement in the marketing literature. The chapter also sets the theoretical foundation 

that guides this thesis by considering the customer engagement frameworks in social and 

commercial marketing literature.  

Chapter Three: Research Methodology — provides a discussion of the 

philosophical underpinnings of the research and an overview of the entire research design 

adopted in the thesis. The chapter presents the method for carrying out each of the three 

studies: systematic literature review, qualitative interviews and netnography, including 

data collection, data analysis, and ethical clearance for each study.  

Chapter Four: A Systematic Review — this chapter presents Study 1 of the research 

which employs a systematic literature review to comprehensively identify, analyse and 

evaluate how social marketers have utilised social media to create engagement in various 

social and health-related programmes. The chapter presents a paper published in the 

Journal of Social Marketing, “Using social media to create engagement: a social 

marketing review”. The chapter addresses a gap in the literature by answering the first 

research question in the thesis:  

RQ1: How are social media used to engage audiences in social marketing 

programmes? 

Chapter Five: In-depth Interviews — this chapter reports on Study 2 of the research, 

which employs qualitative interviews with social marketers and social media users to 

understand their perceptions of the factors influencing engagement in social marketing 
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programmes through social media. This chapter presents a paper published in the Journal 

of Business Research entitled, “A new framework for managing customer engagement on 

social media”. This study highlights a new perspective of engagement that goes beyond 

simple dyadic interactions between customers and social marketers to embrace other 

actors in the decision-making journey such as customers, organisations, stakeholders, and 

non-customers. The chapter addresses a pressing gap in the literature by advancing 

understanding of the process of engagement on social media and proposing an empirically 

grounded framework for managing and measuring multi-actor engagement on social 

media in social marketing programmes. The chapter provides answers to research 

questions two and three of this thesis:  

RQ2. What are social marketers’ perceptions of factors influencing user 

engagement on social media?   

RQ3. What are the users’ perceptions of the factors that influence their engagement 

in social marketing programmes through social media?  

Chapter Six: Netnography — this chapter reports Study 3 of the research, 

presenting a paper developed for submission to the Journal of Social Marketing entitled 

“The multi-actor perspective of engagement on social media in social marketing 

programmes. A netnographic study”. The study examines the practical application of the 

dynamic engagement framework proposed in Study 2 through in-depth analysis of the 

variety of engagement behaviours among the users and the organisers of a social media 

community. This study provides an understanding of how these two groups mutually 

engage and identifies activities that foster their engagement on social media. Accordingly, 

this study provides answers to research questions four and five: 

 RQ4: What are the different levels of engagement in social marketing programmes 

that are triggered by the use of social media?  

RQ5: How these levels of engagement in social marketing programmes can be 

measured on social media? 

Chapter Seven: Discussion and Conclusion — concludes this thesis by addressing 

the research questions posed in Chapter One and addressed by the three studies presented 

in Chapters Four, Five and Six. This chapter draws the results of the findings together to 

present the overall theoretical, practical and methodological contributions of this thesis, 

as well as the limitations of the current research design. The chapter also outlines 

directions for future research and recommendations.  
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 Conclusion  

 

This chapter has provided an overview of the research and outlined the research 

purpose, context and design. The chapter began by highlighting the significance of 

creating engagement utilising the opportunities offered by social media and its 

importance to promoting effective social marketing programmes. Several theoretical gaps 

were also highlighted and the associated research questions that have guided the 

development of the research design set out. Next, the selected research method for each 

of the three studies that were carried out as part of the thesis were outlined. Finally, the 

theoretical, practical and methodological contributions of the research were set out, along 

with the structure of the thesis. In the next chapter, a critical review of the literature 

covering social marketing, social media and engagement is undertaken, to set the 

foundation for the main concepts covered in the thesis and uncover current gaps in the 

literature, followed by presentation of the theoretical framework underpinning this 

research. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the existing literature 

underpinning the proposed programme of research. The literature review is divided into 

four sections. It begins with an introduction to social marketing, its definitions and its 

benchmarks. Next, a definition of and background to social media are given, and their 

significance in creating customer engagement in social marketing programmes outlined. 

Following this, the concept of engagement is defined and discussed, with a focus on its 

significance for social marketing. Finally, the theoretical framework that will guide this 

programme of research is introduced.  

 

2.2 Social Marketing  

 

2.1.1 Definition and Background  

 

In 1971, Philip Kotler and Gerald Zaltman first introduced the term “social 

marketing”. They proposed that marketing concepts could be applied to promote social 

causes (Kotler & Zaltman, 1971) and defined social marketing as “the design, 

implementation and control of programmes calculated to influence the acceptability of 

product planning, pricing, communication, distribution and marketing research” (p. 5). 

Since then, the definition of social marketing has evolved over time, with a shift from the 

promotion of ideas towards behaviour change (see Table 2.1). 

 

Table 2.1: Selected Social Marketing Definitions 

 

Author Definition of social marketing 

Kotler & Zaltman (1971) “The design, implementation, and control of programs 

calculated to influence the acceptability of social ideas and 

involving considerations of product planning, pricing, 

communication, distribution and marketing research” (p. 5). 

Andreasen (1994) “The adaptation of commercial marketing technologies to 
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programs designed to influence the voluntary behaviour of 

target audiences to improve their personal welfare and that of 

the society of which they are a part” (p. 110). 

Albrecht (1997) "… the application of commercial marketing technologies to 

the analysis, planning, execution, and evaluation of programs 

designed to influence the voluntary behaviour of target 

audiences in order to improve their personal welfare and that of 

their society" (p. 21). 

Dann (2010) “The adaptation and adoption of commercial marketing 

activities, institutions and processes as a means to induce 

behavioral change in a targeted audience on a temporary or 

permanent basis to achieve a social goal” (p. 151). 

Donovan & Henley 

(2010) 

“application of commercial marketing technologies to the 

analysis, planning, execution, and evaluation of programs 

designed to influence the voluntary or involuntary behaviour of 

target audiences in order to improve the welfare of individuals 

and society” (p. 7). 

Lefebvre (2011) “… is focused on people, their wants and needs, aspirations, 

lifestyle, freedom of choice” (p. 58). 

ISMA, ESMA & AASM 

(2013) 

“…seeks to develop and integrate marketing concepts with 

other approaches to influence behaviours that benefit 

individuals and communities for the greater social good” (p.1). 

Hastings & Domegan 

(2013) 

“… critically examines commercial marketing so as to learn 

from its successes and curb its excesses” (p. 14). 

 

Since 1971, social marketing has been used to promote a variety of public health 

and social wellbeing programmes, such as alcohol harm reduction (Dietrich et al., 2019; 

Hochet et al., 2019; Rundle-Thiele et al., 2015), improving rates of physical activity 

(Djokic et al, 2020; Xia et al., 2016) and promoting healthy eating habits (Mehmet, 

Roberts, & Nayeem, 2020; Sawada et al., 2019). It has also been used to promote 

behaviour change regarding sustainability issues, such as encouraging energy efficiency 

and water conservation (Lynes et al., 2014). As the selected definitions presented in Table 

2.1 show, definitions of social marketing have evolved over time, from adapting 

commercial marketing theories (Andreasen, 1994) to integrating a broad range of 

marketing concepts and approaches (ISMA et al., 2013). The role of social marketing has 
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also evolved, seeking to influence both voluntary and involuntary behaviours (Donovan 

& Henley, 2010). Moreover, its scope has expanded to target communities, not just 

individuals (ISMA et al., 2013), in order to accomplish social welfare goals. 

 

2.1.2 Social Marketing Benchmark Criteria 

 

A range of frameworks (Andreasen, 2002; French et al., 2006; Lefebvre & Flora, 

1988; Robinson-Maynard et al., 2014) has been offered by different scholars to clearly 

outline the techniques that should be applied by social marketing practitioners. Figure 2.1 

presents the three most commonly used sets of benchmark criteria, identified by Lefebvre 

and Flora (1988), Andreasen (2002) and, more recently, the United Kingdom’s National 

Social Marketing Centre (NSMC, 2011).  
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marketing from other behaviour change approaches, such as public health (Kubacki et al., 

2015a). The NSMC (2011) benchmark criteria constitute one of the most widely cited 

and applied frameworks (Almosa et al., 2017; Dooley et al., 2012; Kubacki et al., 2015a). 

The NSMC benchmark criteria were developed on the basis of Andreasen’s work (2002), 

providing more detail about programme development from a practical perspective 

(Aceves et al., 2012). The NSMC benchmark criteria are discussed in the following 

paragraphs. 

 

Behaviour Change 

Andreasen (2002) and NSMC (2011) emphasise that behavioural change is the 

main objective of social marketing programmes. This benchmark clearly indicates that 

the main purpose of social marketing is to influence “specific behaviours, not just 

knowledge, attitudes and beliefs” (NSMC, 2011, p. 43). Having behavioural goals ensures 

that social marketing practice extends beyond approaches that aim to promote ideas 

towards approaches that influence behaviours. As a result of this new approach, scholars 

have highlighted that education and awareness activities should be left to the public health 

and education sectors, while initiation and maintenance of pro-social behaviour should 

be the main focus of social marketing (Alden et al., 2011). This means that from a social 

marketing perspective, promoting awareness of issues is insufficient unless it is 

accompanied by an understanding of how that knowledge may lead to behaviour change. 

 

Insights 

Andreasen (2002) explained that “insight” refers to using market research to 

understand the target audience’s needs and wants in order to build effective programmes. 

For example, in their review of alcohol consumption studies, Kubacki et al. (2015a) 

reported that 20 out of 23 studies mentioned the use of formative research to gain 

customer insights. This finding highlights the significance of gaining customer insight for 

the development of effective social marketing programmes. The NSMC (2011) 

emphasised that social marketers should “fully understand their [target audience’s] lives, 

attitudes and current behaviours” (NSMC, 2011, p. 46). 

 

Customer Orientation 

Customer orientation refers to treating the target audience as customers rather than 

as research subjects or patients. This benchmark criterion is similar to that for insight, but 



25 

 

emphasises the importance of transforming the perception from public health to social 

marketing by focusing on the customer at the heart of the marketing activities.  

 

Segmentation 

Segmentation refers to the identification of unique groups among the target 

audience on the basis of insights from formative research (Andreasen, 2002). The 

segmentation process identifies patterns of needs, wants and behaviours among groups 

within the target population. According to segmentation theory, different strategies 

should be tailored to each group to extend programme uptake (Dietrich et al., 2017; 

Donovan & Henley, 2010). Donovan and Henley (2010) also argued that segmentation is 

a key factor in helping campaign designers develop the marketing mix in order to satisfy 

different groups within the target audience. 

 

Exchange  

All three frameworks highlight the significance of promoting compelling 

exchange offerings that target audiences would value. Exchange refers to the process of 

gaining benefits from behavioural change that exceed the associated sacrifices. NSMC 

(2011) argues that exchange is important in social marketing programme design, since 

people “go through a cost–benefit analysis at some level before they decide to act” (p. 60). 

Therefore, social marketers should have an in-depth understanding of what needs to be 

rejected by the target audience in order for them to perform the desired behaviour.  

 

Marketing Mix 

The marketing mix drives social marketers to provide holistic solutions that are 

valuable and compelling, helping to create trial-and-repeat behaviour. Marketing mix 

refers to product, price, place and promotion. Product refers to the bundle of benefits 

offered by social marketers (Elliot et al., 2014). The NSMC (2011) defines product in 

social marketing as “all products and services to help the target audience achieve the 

behavioural change” (p. 74). Price refers to the cost, in the form of time, effort or other 

sacrifices that the target audience have to make to achieve behavioural change (Wood, 

2008). Place refers to “where the target audience will perform the desired behaviour, or 

where the product or service is made available” (NSMC, 2011, p. 23). Promotion refers 

to the dissemination of the programme to the target audience (Andreasen, 2002).  
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Competition 

Competition refers to internal or external factors that compete with and negatively 

impact on behavioural changes (Donovan & Henley, 2010). The NSMC (2011) defined 

competition in social marketing as “the current or preferred behaviour of the target 

segment” (p. 64). From the social marketing perspective, competition should be evaluated 

and understood so that programme designers deliver a bundle of benefits that are superior 

to those offered by the competition (Andreasen, 2002). 

 

Theory 

Theory refers to the use of theoretical frameworks and models to guide the design 

of social marketing programmes. Recent social marketing studies suggest that the use of 

theory remains limited, while individual psychological approach exploring individual 

behaviours dominates the literature, rather than behaviour change (Rundle-Thiele et al., 

2019). Studies also call for delivering frameworks that extend the theoretical and practical 

focus beyond individuals to embrace the wider society (Rundle-Thiele et al., 2019).  

 

Although the benchmark criteria respectively introduced by Lefebvre and Flora 

(1988), Andreasen (2002) and NSMC (2011) differ, all three emphasise the importance 

of maintaining a customer focus at the core of the design, development, delivery and 

evaluation of a social marketing programme. These different frameworks advocate the 

importance of understanding the customer, whether through formative research, insights 

or customer orientation, in order to deliver more meaningful programmes that best match 

the needs of their target audiences. Further, all three frameworks highlight the importance 

of tailoring ‘the four Ps’ in the marketing mix according to insights gained from 

understanding customers. In addition, they all emphasise the use of customer insight to 

exchange offerings that best match customer needs, as well as highlighting the importance 

of segmentation based on customer understanding. Consequently, in the customer focus 

approach, it is crucial to identify how best to connect and interact with customers and to 

define ways to engage with them such that a long-term relationship, which could 

eventually bring about behaviour change at a societal level, is built.  



27 

 

2.3 Social Media 

 

Social media can be considered part of the promotion element in the marketing 

mix of social marketing frameworks, being one of the communication channels used for 

dissemination of the programme to the target audience. To understand the significance of 

social media in building customer engagement in social marketing programmes, this 

section begins by defining social media, and then discusses the benefits of their use in 

promoting social marketing programmes. 

 

2.3.1 Definition of Social Media 

 

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) defined social media as “a group of internet-based 

applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of web 2.0 and 

allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content” (p. 61). Other scholars have 

identified various types of social media, including forums and message boards, review 

and opinion sites, social networks, blogs and microblogs, bookmark-sharing sites and 

photo and video sharing sites (Dooley et al., 2014; Mandiberg, 2014; Sterne, 2010; Wirtz 

et al., 2010). A number of (often similar) definitions have also emerged to describe the 

distinctive features of social media that stem from their technological advancement and 

the interactive opportunities they offer. For example, Coulson (2013) defined social 

media as “tools for social interaction, using highly accessible and scalable communication 

techniques – such as web-based, mobile technologies – to turn communication into 

interactive dialogue” (p. 1). Further, various terms have been used interchangeably with 

social media to emphasise their different characteristics (Mandiberg, 2014). For example, 

the term “web 2.0” derives from Tim O’Reilly Media’s Web 2.0 Conference, first held in 

2004 (Dooley et al., 2014; Mandiberg, 2014; O’Reilly, 2007) and refers to the upgrade in 

technology from web 1.0, which comprised static content and allowed little audience 

participation (Dooley et al., 2014; Mandiberg, 2014). Another example is user-generated 

content (UGC) (Dooley et al., 2014; Macario et al., 2013; Mandiberg, 2014). UGC also 

denotes social media by referencing users’ ability to create and produce media content 

(Mandiberg, 2014). The term UGC emphasises the social aspect of using the internet as 

users can socialise and participate in creating online content (Dooley et al., 2014). 

Scholars assert, however, that “social media” is an umbrella term encompassing online 

activities and web applications that integrate technology, social interaction and content 

creation (Coulson; 2013; Macario et al., 2013; Mandiberg, 2014). The above definitions 
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and terms highlight a number of characteristics that distinguish social media from 

traditional media. First, a key characteristic of social media is UGC, which allows 

audiences to contribute to published content by producing their own media content 

(Ashley & Tuten, 2015; Gamble & Gilmore, 2013). Second, social media allow the 

formation of online communities through social networking, online groups and by 

providing users with a sense of belonging to virtual communities (Bazia, Filieric, & 

Gorton, 2020; Coulson, 2013). Through simple activities such as commenting on an 

article or joining a page, a user becomes engaged in a virtual community where opinions 

and values are commonly shared and further diffused to other users within that 

community (Coulson, 2013; Larivière et al., 2017; Westberg, Stavros, Smith, Munro, & 

Argus, 2018). This might also contribute to a user’s psychological wellbeing, as social 

media provide a route to fulfilling a social need (Ashley & Tuten, 2015). Third, by giving 

them the ability to produce content and belong to various communities, social media 

allow users to socially network by interacting with other users within those online 

communities. This represents the core attribute underlying the proliferation of social 

media. Mandiberg (2014) explains that “these sites are pointless without audience 

participation: from the audience’s perspective, in order to experience the site, you have 

to become a media producer, and from the organisations’ perspective, without audience 

production their sites will fail” (p. 1). These social networks allow various audience 

segments to be reached (Ashley & Tuten, 2015; Westberg et al., 2018), and they represent 

an important way for marketers to engage with relevant audience segments for their 

organisation’s programs, products and services (Karampela, Lacka, & McLean, 2020). 

Organisations seek to continuously evolve and optimise their social media content with 

the aim to better respond to their customers’ needs. This is fundamentally different to 

traditional media, which allowed audience members only to access information and 

passively consume, but doesn’t allow to connect or contribute to the conversation 

(Orlandi, Zardini, & Rossignoli, 2020). 

 

2.3.2 The Benefits of Social Media for Social Marketing 

 

The characteristics of social media offer social marketers a variety of opportunities 

introducing a new dimension to engagement between marketers and their audiences 

(Chiang et al., 2017; Sashi, 2012), that allows building enduring relationships with 

customers and involving audiences in the marketing activities (Ashley & Tuten, 2015; 

Dooley et al., 2014; Sashi 2012; Westberg et al., 2018). These opportunities include 
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abilities to reach various audience segments, to engage audiences with marketing 

activities, to allow peer-to-peer interaction and knowledge sharing, and to efficiently 

disseminate marketing programmes.  

First, social media provide opportunities for connecting and reaching various 

audience segments. Internet users worldwide are using social media platforms with more 

than 3.8 billion users worldwide, as of April 2020, and a penetration rate of 99% in the 

US (Clement, 2020b). The most popular social network globally is Facebook, with almost 

2.5 billion monthly active users, followed by YouTube (2bn), Whatsapp (2bn) and 

Facebook Messenger (1.3bn) (Clement, 2020a). Other important social networking sites 

include Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, Yelp, Reddit, Tinder, Grindr, Whisper, 

Twitch and others. The spread of smartphones and tablets and the introduction of social 

applications have rapidly increased usage of mobile social media. Unique mobile internet 

users accounted for 4.2 billion users as of April 2020, with more than 3.76 billion internet 

users accessing social media via some device at least once per month (Clement, 2020c) 

(See also Appendix 1). A recent survey reported that 91% of customers recognised the 

power of social media to build social connections and bring individuals together despite 

their different backgrounds and beliefs, and 78% of them called for brands to utilise social 

media to connect and build relationships with and between customers (Gilpin, 2019). 

Moreover, social media provide easy access to different age groups, minority groups and 

groups that are hard to reach via traditional media (Dooley et al., 2014). While the 

majority of social media users are young people, researchers suggest that individuals aged 

65 years and older are also heavy users (Dooley et al., 2014). Other groups mentioned as 

frequent social media users include mothers, healthcare providers, politicians, and 

minority groups.  

 

Second, the interactive nature of social media and their ability to connect and 

engage audiences in social marketing activities represents the most prominent reason 

behind their significance to the field. The features of social media offer a variety of 

marketing opportunities, including branding, research, customer relationship 

management, service and promotions (Ashley & Tuten, 2015; Sashi, 2012). For example, 

marketers can promote their products and services on social media by placing paid 

advertisements, participating in social networks as a brand persona and publishing content 

that creates engagement among participants or maximises exposure (Ashley & Tuten, 

2015; Tuten & Solomon, 2013). These various touchpoints can deepen an organisation’s 

relationship with its customers. Organisation’s communication on social media enables 
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for pushing out information and for retaining customers’ connections with the 

organisation more than traditional media (Park, Reber, & Chon, 2016). The frequency of 

communication also allows organisations to develop and foster online communities in a 

more effective way (Park et al., 2016). Studies also suggest that engaging in two-way 

communications through social media is more effective in impacting customers’ 

decisions than one-way communication (Cao et al., 2017). For example, a study assessing 

the impact of social media communication on HIV testing reported a strong correlation 

between engaging on social media HIV communication and conducting HIV testing (Cao 

et al., 2017). Allowing customers to interact with like-minded individuals pursuing 

similar goals, social media enables a sense of belonging which provides social support 

and contributes to the success of the organisation’s messages (Barklamb et al., 2020). 

 

Third, social media provide organisations with the opportunity to engage with 

customers to exchange information and value. Social media facilitate segmentation, 

which has always been a challenge in social marketing, by providing insightful 

understanding of customers that extends beyond their demographics (e.g. age and gender) 

to embrace their psychology, social norms and cultural influences (Donovan & Henley, 

2010). Besides providing understanding of customer needs, and the changes in those 

needs over time, interaction between organisations and customers assists in developing 

new products and services or modifying existing ones. This aspect of value co-creation 

has been a fundamental variable in the success of social marketing activities, and of 

marketing in general, in recent years. Therefore, the interactive aspect of social media 

allows organisations to establish (and maintain) enduring relationships with customers in 

which they become organisational partners.  

 

Fourth, social media allow customers to share knowledge with peers in their 

networks (Sashi, 2012). Scholars suggest that this electronic word of mouth (e-WOM) is 

one of the most desirable customer engagement outcomes (Arli & Dietrich, 2017; Ashley 

& Tuten, 2015), and the most critical outcome of relationship marketing efforts (Verma 

et al., 2016). The average network size among users, the ease of spreading information 

within and across social networks, and the credibility associated with information shared 

peer-to-peer contribute to the perceived value of e-WOM (electronic word-of-mouth) 

communication (Ashley & Tuten, 2015; Kerr et al., 2012). Although the networking 

facilities provide benefits for engagement, they could impact the ability to control 

messages and could raise concerns over the credibility of the communication which 
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represents challenges for social media practitioners (Heldman, Schindelar, & Weaver, 

2013). Despite these challenges, these features have the potential to change the role of 

customers in their relationships with an organisation, turning them into passionate 

advocates for the organisation who influence other peers in their networks (Sashi, 2012). 

Recent scholars highlight the social media role in changing the nature of customer 

engagement from a simple one-to-one interaction between customers and organisations 

into a more complex form that embraces multiple actors in a highly networked ecosystem 

(Brodie, Ilic, Juric, & Hollebeek, 2013). Therefore, by using social media, organisations 

can strengthen relationships with existing customers, reach potential new customers, and 

form communities that interactively contribute to the success of their products or services.  

 

Finally, social media provide an easy and cost-efficient way to create and 

disseminate marketing programmes to a vast number of individuals at a significantly high 

speed (Dooley et al., 2014; Gamble & Gilmore, 2013; Neiger et al., 2012; Neiger et al., 

2013; Overbey et al., 2017; Sashi, 2012). Allowing promotions to go viral, social media 

facilitate audience engagement with social marketers by swiftly distributing information 

related to behaviour change (Dooley et al., 2014). In their systematic review of the use of 

social media for food risk communication, Overbey et al. (2017) found that most studies 

asserted the benefits of social media in impacting public knowledge and behaviours. 

Before social media, customer engagement was limited by available technologies such as 

word of mouth, letters and telephone calls to narrow circles of networks and 

acquaintances and often constrained by location. Social media overcame the barriers – of 

geography, cost and time – to this interaction. Sashi (2012) stated that “metaphors like 

global village and 24/7 are evoked to describe the real time interactions possible among 

people worldwide” (p. 261). Besides this, social media have the capacity to become 

information repositories holding campaign history, documentation and organisational 

resources (Dooley et al., 2014). 
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2.4 Customer Engagement 

 

Understanding customer engagement and its characteristics is a key to effective 

communication between social marketing practitioners and their audiences. This section 

explores the conceptualisation of customer engagement, as it pertains in the marketing 

and social marketing fields, as well as in other disciplines.  

 

2.4.1 Conceptualising Engagement 

 

Definitions of engagement differ considerably across a variety of disciplines such 

as sociology (Jennings & Zeitner, 2003), psychology (Achterberg et al., 2003; Tsai et al., 

2009), educational psychology (Fredricks et al., 2004; London et al., 2007) and 

organisational behaviour (Bejerholm & Eklund, 2006; Schaufeli et al., 2002). Table 2.2 

presents a selection of these definitions. For instance, in psychology, social engagement 

focuses on initiative, involvement, participation and interaction (Achterberg et al., 2003; 

Tsai et al., 2009). In educational psychology, the concept of engagement is defined from 

a student engagement perspective whereby engagement manifests in three dimensions: 

cognitive (willingness to engage), emotional (relationship between students and teachers) 

and behavioural (participation in activities) (Fredricks et al., 2004). 



33 

 

Table 2.2: Engagement Definitions from Selected Disciplines 

 

Author(s) Discipline Concept   Definition 

Jennings & 

Zeitner 

(2003) 

Sociology 
Civic 

engagement 

Behaviours & attitudes regarding (quasi-) 

political processes/institutions 

Achterberg 

et al. (2003); 

Tsai et al. 

(2009) 

Psychology 
Social 

engagement 

A high sense of initiative, involvement and 

adequate response to social stimuli, 

participating in social activities, interacting 

with others 
 

Fredricks 

et al. (2004) 

Educational 

psychology 

Student 

engagement 

The multifaceted nature of student 

engagement exists in the following 

dimensions: (a) cognitive, e.g. willingness 

to master certain skills; (b) emotional, e.g. 

positive/negative reactions to teachers; and 

(c) behavioural, i.e., participation (e.g. in 

academic/extracurricular activity). 
 

London et al. 

(2007) 

A student’s level of academic investment, 

motivation and commitment with their 

institution, perceived psychological 

connection, comfort and sense of 

belonging towards their institution. 
 

Bejerholm & 

Eklund 

(2006) 
Organisation

al 

behaviour 

Occupational 

engagement 

A lifestyle characteristic including the 

external/objective and internal/subjective 

aspects of occupational performance, 

which involves both anticipation & 

comprehension thereof, and serves as the 

basis for an ongoing, cyclical means of 

maintaining a sense of self and wellbeing. 
 

Schaufeli et 

al. 

(2002) 

Employee 

engagement 

A positive, fulfilling, work-related state of 

mind and work-related activities. 
 

Source: Adapted from Hollebeek (2011) 



34 

 

While its application may differ by discipline, there is consistency in defining 

engagement as behaviour, connection and active involvement in activities. 

  

2.4.2 Customer Engagement in the Marketing Discipline  

 

The concept of customer engagement evolved as a result of the shift of focus in 

marketing management from the product to the customer. The concept first appeared as 

“customer management”, which became the essence of both marketing and managerial 

practices acknowledging the gradual change towards a customer-centric 

conceptualisation (Verhoef et al., 2010). Since then, various scholars have highlighted 

researchers’ preoccupation with embedding the process of customer management into 

organisations and conceptualising the related drivers and mechanisms (Becker et al., 

2009; Ernst et al., 2010; Jayachandran et al., 2005; Reinartz et al., 2004). Organisations 

also began to regard the management of customer relationships as a top priority (Verhoef 

et al., 2010) and to invest heavily in implementing customer management (Bohling et al., 

2006). In 1994, Kotler highlighted the importance of broadening the marketing concept 

to embrace the new relationship between customers and producers by defining marketing 

as a societal and managerial process by which individuals and groups obtain what they 

need and want through creating and exchanging products and services of value with 

others. This redefining illustrated that customers had moved to the heart of the marketing 

process in a contemporary conceptualisation that defied the traditional firm-to-customer 

focus. Since then, several different approaches to customer engagement have been 

developed in the marketing literature (see Table 2.3). 

 

Table 2.3: A Selection of Customer Engagement Definitions 

 

Author(s) Definition 

Kumar and 

Pansari 

(2016) 

“… the attitude, behaviour, the level of connectedness (1) among customers, 

(2) between customers and employees, and (3) of customers and employees 

within a firm” (p. 2).  
 

Hollebeek 

et al. 

(2016) 

“A customer’s motivationally driven, volitional investment of focal operant 

resources (including cognitive, emotional, behavioural, and social knowledge 

and skills), and operand resources (e.g., equipment) into brand interactions in 

service systems” (p. 6). 
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Jaakkola 

and 

Alexander 

(2014) 

“… behaviour through which customers make voluntary resource 

contributions that have a brand or film focus but go beyond what is 

fundamental to transactions” (p. 248). 

Verleye et 

al. 

(2013) 

“… voluntary, discretionary customer behaviours with a firm focus ... 

customers’ interactive, co-creative experiences with a firm” (p. 69). 

Sashi 

(2012) 

“… informed, networked, empowered and active customers increasingly co-

creating value with the organisation” (p. 267). 

 

Vivek et al. 

(2012) 

“… beyond the purchase … events and activities engaged in by the customer 

that are not directly related to search, alternative evaluation and decision-

making involving brand choice” (p. 127). 
 

Brodie et al. 

(2011) 

“… psychological state that occurs by virtue of interactive, co-creative 

customer experiences with a focal agent/object (e.g., a brand) in focal service 

relationships” (p. 9). 
 

Hollebeek 

(2011) 

“The level of an individual customer’s motivational, brand-related and 

context-dependent state of mind characterised by specific levels of cognitive, 

emotional and behavioural activity in direct brand interactions” (p. 790). 
 

Bijmolt et 

al. 

(2010) 

“Customers can co-create value, co-create competitive strategy, collaborate in 

the firm’s innovation process and become exogenous to the firm” (p. 341). 

Kumar et al. 

(2010) 

“Customers … contribute to firms in many ways that are beyond direct 

transactions” (p. 297). 

 

Verhoef et 

al. 

(2010) 

“A behavioural manifestation towards the brand or firm that goes beyond 

transactions” (p. 247). 

Van Doorn 

et al. (2010) 

“A customer’s behavioural manifestations that have a brand or firm focus, 

beyond purchase, resulting from motivational drivers” (p. 254). 
 

Source: Adapted from Harmeling et al. (2017) 

Similarly to those adopted in other disciplines, most of these definitions emphasise 

customer engagement as a behaviour (Hollebeek, 2011; Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014; 

Kumar & Pansari, 2016; Verleye et al., 2013; Verhoef et al., 2010), which involves active 
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participation through co-creating value activities (Brodie et al., 2011; Sashi, 2012; 

Verleye et al., 2013) and contributions (Brodie, Fehrer, Jaakkola, Conduit, & Hollebeek, 

2016). Gamble and Gilmore (2013) explained that the new conceptualisation of customer 

engagement in marketing acknowledges the active contributions of customers and 

recognises them as value co-creators. As co-creators, customers are not only the core 

focus of marketing practices, but also partners and participants who create value for the 

organisation. Sashi (2012) explained that customer engagement is a process of value 

creation that consists in personalised experiences with “informed, networked, empowered 

and active customers increasingly co-creating value with the organisation” (p. 267). 

Engagement between organisations and existing or potential customers – and among 

customers themselves – allows customers to co-create value by “generating content, 

providing feedback, disseminating information and becoming advocates for the 

organisation among their peers” (p. 267). This explanation of customer engagement 

expands the role of customers to capture a range of activities that add to organisational 

value and indicates the various behavioural outcomes that result from building a 

relationship between the organisation and its customers. Therefore, this explanation of 

customer engagement provides an understanding of how organisations need to build 

close, long-term relationships with customers. 

 

Van Doorn et al. (2010) highlighted another aspect of engagement, explaining that 

the outcome of customer engagement goes beyond profit-driven transactions, which are 

an important part of customer engagement. Indeed, other scholars also emphasise that 

customer engagement lies beyond purchases and instant cash flow (Kumar et al., 2010; 

Verhoef et al., 2010; Vivek et al., 2012) in building customer relationships (Brodie et al., 

2011). Sashi (2012) explains that creating a sustained engagement between organisations 

and customers builds “intimacy” and “relationship” (p. 254) and compares the 

relationship between engaged customers and organisations to that which exists between 

the two parts of the same organisation that transact with one another to produce a product 

or service. In addition, Van Doorn et al.’s (2010) definition of customer engagement 

distinguished engagement from mere liking of a product or service, describing it as a 

stronger state of “connectedness” between customers and organisations. The most recent 

definition provided by Kumar and Pansari (2016) emphases that engagement is both 

“behaviour” and “connectedness” (p. 2). Other conceptualisations of this connectedness 

between customers and organisations perceive engagement in terms of interaction (Brodie 

et al., 2011; Verleye et al., 2013). Brodie et al. (2011) defined engagement as a 
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“psychological state that occurs by virtue of interactive, co-creative customer experiences 

with a focal agent/object (e.g., a brand) in focal service relationships” (p. 9). 

 

Recent customer engagement studies acknowledge the highly networked 

character of modern society and the complexity of the interactions within business and 

customer networks. Customer engagement is, as a result, no longer represented as dyadic 

interactions between customers and organisations but rather as a set of complex 

relationships involving networks of different actors (Brodie et al., 2016; Fehrer et al., 

2018). These studies recognise that customers directly or indirectly impact other actors’ 

behaviours while also being influenced by others. For instance, Fehrer et al. (2018) 

explain how the engagement behaviour of other customers affects the engagement 

behaviour of a focal customer and how the relationship between other customers and the 

focal customer affects the relationship between the focal customer and the organisation. 

Further, Li, Juric, and Brodie (2017) discuss other characteristics of engagement within 

a multi-actor network that influence customer engagement outcomes such as the number 

of actors engaging in a certain activity, the number of actors engaging in the network 

during certain phases, the intensity of the interactions between those actors in a certain 

activity or during certain phases, and the forms and modes of diverse multi-actor 

engagement behavioural expressions. Other research suggests that engagement refers to 

ongoing and interrelated interactions between groups of actors in the network, rather than 

to a single customer in conceptual isolation. Moreover, actors are constantly entering and 

leaving networks, which further impacts the expansion and development of these 

networks over time (Fehrer et al., 2018; Li et al., 2017). This new perspective on the 

customer engagement concept suggests a need to investigate engagement beyond 

traditional perspectives centring on the customer-brand dyad (Brodie et al., 2016). 

 

Although there is limited research addressing customer engagement in the context 

of social marketing, Neiger et al. (2012) offers a definition of customer engagement that 

encompasses both the role of the organisation in creating engagement and the customer 

behaviours that result. They define engagement as “establishing a connection with target 

audiences to contribute to a common good” (Neiger et al., 2012, p. 161), which also 

highlights, similarly to other definitions, a behavioural manifestation of engagement 

leading to a change in behaviour that contributes to the welfare of society. Neiger et al.’s 

(2012) definition illuminates the importance of customer engagement as a key constituent 



38 

 

in inducing behaviour change among the target audience, which is the main goal of social 

marketing.  

 

In summary, studying these definitions of customer engagement enables an 

improved understanding of its various characteristics, which include behaviour, 

connection and interaction, process that evolves over time, relationship that goes beyond 

the purchase, and active customers who can contribute to the organisation and co-create 

value.  
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2.5 Theoretical Framework  

 

Engagement on social media extends along a continuum, from a simple “like” on 

Facebook to content creation in the form of commenting on a post or uploading a video 

to YouTube (Mandiberg, 2014). Each level of engagement creates a different benefit for 

the organisation. Understanding these various levels of engagement may help social 

marketers determine their desired outcome and, therefore, affect their chosen 

communication activities. However, little research has been done to define and 

adequately identify levels of engagement on social media (Neiger et al., 2012; Neiger et 

al., 2013; Pew Internet, 2017; Sashi, 2012). This gap in the literature warrants further 

research attention, and these two areas will be explored in this section. 

 

Sashi (2012) presents a comprehensive model of engagement that embraces and 

articulates the various characteristics of engagement consistent with the conceptualisation 

of customer engagement adopted in this thesis. For Sashi (2012), creating customer 

engagement is a process that should lead to building enduring long-term relationships. 

Engaged customers become partners who collaborate with marketers in the value-adding 

process to better satisfy their own needs as well as those of other customers. The process 

of building engagement constitutes a customer engagement cycle that consists of seven 

stages of engagement: connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, commitment, 

advocacy, and engagement (Sashi, 2012).  

 

Sashi’s (2012) model is distinguished from other practitioner perspectives, which tend 

to “confuse intermediate stages in the customer engagement cycle with customer 

engagement itself” (p. 260). Indeed, some scholars use engagement to refer to engaging 

customers on a single touch-point with the organisation. For instance, Sterne (2010) 

explained engagement as a simple response to marketing efforts. On the other hand, 

Neiger et al. (2013) identified three levels of engagement – low, medium and high – 

acknowledging the importance of their hierarchy in creating various activities with 

customers that eventually allow customers to become participants and partners in their 

relationship with the organisation (see Figure 2.2). The first stage, low engagement, is, 

however, defined as one-way messaging in which the audience passively consumes the 

organisation’s content by following or subscribing to social media channels. Although 

this level of engagement is crucial in providing information to audiences, and 
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transitioning them to the second stage of engagement, defining a one-way communication 

as “low engagement” is imprecise. Indeed, while there must be a starting point for a long-

term relationship, Neiger et al.’s (2013) conceptualisation of engagement — as 

connections between individuals that lead to long-term relationships — defies treating 

their first level as engagement. Sashi’s (2012) framework, however, makes a distinction 

between one-way and two-way communication, labelling two separate stages as 

“connection” and “interaction” (p. 261). Similarly, Haven et al. (2007) identified two 

separate stages of “involvement” and “interaction” (p. 4). 

 

Figure 2.2: Hierarchy of Social Media Engagement 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Neiger et al. (2013) 

 

In addition, Sashi (2012) explained that it is the interactive nature of social media, 

which allows the ability to establish conversations among individuals and marketers, 

create communities and involve customers in content generation and value creation, that 

facilitates the process of moving from one stage to another to establish “enduring intimate 

relationships” (p. 260). Similarly, Chiang et al. (2017) explained that engaged customers 

go beyond purchasing to exemplify customer engagement behaviours such as 

“recommending, referring and discussing the brand on social media as well as providing 

feedback to the company” (p. 1450). Moreover, various scholars have asserted social 

media’s ability to establish customer engagement (Lipschultz, 2014; Miller, 2013; Neiger 

et al., 2013), and describe the process that leads to engagement as relationship building 

(Miller, 2013), and as a “process [that] involves ongoing engagement with customers” 

(Lipschultz, 2014, p. 108). Other researchers have created simplistic models that are less 

elaborative of customer activities than is Sashi’s (2012) framework. Neiger et al. (2013) 

considered that a medium level of engagement signifies the beginning of interaction with 
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customers and ultimately leads to high level of engagement. Consequently, that study did 

not consider the complexity of creating a sustained emotional bond and rational exchange 

that would gradually elevate a customer from being a participant to becoming a partner. 

This was, however, addressed by Haven et al. (2007), who stated that marketing 

complexity means that reach and frequency measurements “don’t indicate the 

engagement of an individual; they fail to capture the sentiment, opinion and affinity a 

person has towards a brand as manifested in ratings, reviews, comments in blogs or 

discussion forums, or likelihood to recommend to a friend” (p. 4). Further, Haven et al. 

(2007) explain that beyond measuring reach and frequency, engagement is a measure of 

individuals’ “real feelings” about a programme (p. 5) that should start with developing a 

relationship with customers that “continues as they extend that relationship to other 

customers” (p. 5). Therefore, according to Haven et al. (2007), engagement is “the level 

of involvement, interaction, intimacy and influence an individual has with a brand over 

time” (p. 4), as Figure 2.3, below, illustrates. 

Figure 2.3: Components of Engagement 

 

 

Source: Haven et al. (2007) 

 

While, in this way, Haven et al. (2007) addressed the gap in the model of Neiger et 

al. (2013) concerning the emotional bond – intimacy – that is a core element in elevating 

the relationship with customers, the impact of rational exchange on customer loyalty to a 

programme was still not considered. Sashi (2012) more comprehensively covers aspects 

of customer engagement, and his framework is, therefore, adopted in this thesis. His seven 

stages of engagement are depicted in Figure 2.4, below, and explained in the following 

paragraphs. 
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Figure 2.4: Customer Engagement Cycle 

 

 

 

Source: Sashi (2012) 

 

2.5.1 Connection 

 

According to Sashi (2012), connection is the interaction that aims to establish a first 

link between an organisation and its audience. Similarly to Neiger et al.’s (2013) level of 

low engagement, connection is characterised by one-way communication aiming to 

disseminate information and reach a wide variety of individuals, including current and 

potential audiences. Various scholars have described this stage as “viral marketing”, 

referring to the viral nature of social media whereby messages pass rapidly from one 

individual to another (Gamble & Gilmore, 2013; Men & Tsai, 2014; Miller, 2013; Sterne, 

2010). Gordon (2012) explained that connection activities can be measured by “see” 

indicators, through the extent of reach and number of impressions, likes, views, 

subscriptions and followers, friends and fans. Reach remains a key step in developing 

awareness and marks the first step in the journey to a long-term relationship with an 

audience.  



43 

 

2.5.2 Interaction 

 

Interaction, according to Sashi (2012), marks the next step in the engagement 

cycle and allows for dialogue with customers. Social media are a helpful tool, facilitating 

interaction between organisations and their audiences and the wider community by 

overcoming barriers to communication such as geographical distance, cost and time. 

Interaction allows the formation of communities (Sashi, 2012) in which individuals 

satisfy their personal needs for social interaction, gain information and engage in 

conversations (Ko et al., 2005). Through continuous interaction, marketers can gain 

insight from customers (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004); meanwhile, customers can learn 

more and gain information about the organisation (Chiang et al., 2017). Interaction can 

be measured in the numbers and frequency of comments, downloads, sharing with others, 

ratings or reviews posted (Haven et al., 2007; Thackeray et al., 2012). Interaction is an 

important prerequisite for customer satisfaction (Chiang et al., 2017; Sash, 2012), which 

is discussed next.  

 

2.5.3 Satisfaction 

 

Satisfaction is understood as an intermediate stage that is essential for customers’ 

staying connected, continuing to interact and progressing towards engagement (Sashi, 

2012). Dissatisfaction at any stage is likely to result in customers’ withdrawal from 

interaction (Sashi, 2012). Labelled by other scholars as sentiment (Gordon, 2012; Haven 

et al., 2007; Lipschultz, 2014; Sterne, 2010), satisfaction is an “indicator that measures a 

firm’s long-term relationship with customers” (Chiang et al., 2017, p. 1451). Satisfaction 

can be measured in quantitative and qualitative insights from surveys (Gordon, 2012), 

comments, posts and direct messages (Gordon, 2012; Thackeray et al., 2012). Contrary 

to Sterne (2010), who explained that satisfaction is a prerequisite for customer interaction, 

Sashi (2012) suggested that interactions between organisations and their audiences must 

result in a satisfying experience if retention is to be achieved. 

 

2.5.4 Retention  

 

Sashi (2012) explained that retention could result either from overall satisfaction 

over time, which emerges from repurchases, or highly positive emotions. A satisfied 

customer will “continue to revisit the brand community” (Chiang et al., 2017, p. 1451). 
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Retaining the relationship with customers is important to elevate them to a higher stage 

of engagement. In addition, various scholars highlight that retention, since it denotes 

customer loyalty, is salient to the marketing process (Lipschultz, 2014; Sterne 2010) as 

well as customer relationship management (Chiang et al., 2017; Macy & Thompson, 

2011). Retention, in Sashi’s (2012) cycle, should lead to commitment. However, no 

consensus on defining a measure for retention exists in the literature. 

 

2.5.5 Commitment  

 

Commitment can result from both loyalty and delight, with loyalty suggesting 

rational decision, such as a lack of choice or switching costs, and delight an emotional 

bond and trust (Sashi, 2012). Lipschultz (2014) explained that throughout the process of 

engaging with customers, ongoing conversation plays an important role in strengthening 

brand loyalty, along with other programmes that marketers could develop and link to their 

social media communications. Further, “engagement may drive customer loyalty and help 

manage any negative sentiment being expressed by customers” (Lipschultz, 2014, p. 99). 

Similarly, Sashi (2012) explained that customers’ commitment means their involvement 

in an enduring relational exchange with strong emotional bonds to marketers. As to how 

commitment might be measured to assess this stage of engagement remains unclear. Only 

when customers are committed will they move to the advocacy stage of engagement, 

according to Sashi (2012). 

 

2.5.6 Advocacy  

 

According to Sashi (2012), advocacy occurs when delighted customers interact 

with others in their social networks to spread the word about their positive experiences. 

Thackeray et al. (2012) explained several roles that advocates play, such as sharing 

information, providing recommendations and testimonials, influencing others to take 

action and increasing demand. An example of advocacy is crowdsourcing on social media 

(Lipschultz, 2014; Thackeray et al., 2012), whereby customers generate and distribute 

information within their social networks to help a cause they believe in. Thackeray et al. 

(2012) explained that to encourage advocacy, marketers could invite the most influential 

and loyal customers to be official advocates for their programmes, suggesting monitoring 

social media conversations to identify these influential customers. Indeed, Sterne (2010) 

explained that it is crucial for marketers to identify the influence of their network by 
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mapping their connections and benefiting from the influential ones. Haven et al. (2007) 

measured advocacy – or influence – in terms of the likelihood of recommendation, brand 

affinity and sharing content with friends. According to Sashi (2012), the advocacy stage 

leads to the engagement stage within the cycle.  

 

2.5.7 Engagement 

 

Customer engagement expands the role of customers by including them in the 

value-adding process as advocates and co-creators of value (Sashi, 2012). Engagement 

occurs when customers are both delighted and loyal, having strong emotional bonds as 

well as relational exchanges with organisations (Sashi, 2012). Like Neiger et al. (2013), 

Sashi explained that engaged customers become “partners” who collaborate with 

organisations in the value-adding process, either online or offline, to better satisfy their 

needs and the needs of other customers. Although Gordon (2012) measures engagement 

with activities related to “say and feel” (p. 6), which does not apply to the 

conceptualisation of engagement in this research, he proposed measuring the “do” 

activities by means of the following: “donations, advocacy actions, event attendance, 

membership, volunteerism and sales” (p. 4). 

 

2.6 Limitations in the existing knowledge  

 

Notwithstanding the value of the customer engagement cycle framework, there is 

a deficiency of evidence that it has been tested empirically. Consequently, throughout the 

three studies of this thesis, Sashi’s (2012) framework will be examined to explore its 

applicability and usefulness in better understanding customer engagement in social 

marketing programmes using social media. Although the framework is not devoid of 

limitations, we suggest that Sashi’s (2012) cycle is nonetheless appropriate for 

investigating customer engagement in social media contexts. First, while Sashi’s (2012) 

study considers the role of networks and how multiple actors interact on social media, it 

does not clearly articulate how networks affect engagement. However, Sashi’s (2012) 

seven stages of customer engagement do focus on defining the relationship between the 

focal customer and the organisation during each stage and within the proposed 

measurement matrix.  
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Second, a clear distinction between some of the stages is missing. For example, 

whether or not retention and commitment are two separate stages of engagement needs to 

be examined. Moreover, Sashi’s (2012) cycle implies that the engagement stage, in which 

a customer’s relationship matures into a long-term and enduring one, subsumes all the 

other stages, and he explains that customers are co-creators of value and partners in the 

relationship. Yet, how this stage is different from the advocacy stage of engagement is 

unclear. Other frameworks have, however, considered advocacy to be an indicator of high 

engagement (Neiger et al., 2013), a partnership, and a state of long-term relationship 

customers (Haven et al., 2007; Neiger et al., 2013). Therefore, whether there is a clear 

distinction between these two stages likewise needs to be examined.  

 

Finally, Sashi (2012) did not provide a practical measurement matrix for each of 

these stages. However, he did identify a matrix that further defined customers “based on 

the degree of relational exchange and emotional bonds” (p. 255) between customers and 

organisations, nominating four categories: “transactional customers”, “loyal customers”, 

“delighted customers” and “fans” (p. 265). Furthermore, despite stressing the importance 

of “connection” and “interaction”, Sashi (2012) did not consider these two stages in his 

measurement matrix because “buyers and sellers have yet to establish exchange 

relationships and there is little or no relational exchange or emotional bond between 

them” (p. 264). He further explained that only if “connection and interaction lead to 

satisfaction, depending on the degree of relational exchange and emotional bonds that 

characterise their relationships with sellers, customers may be arrayed in a customer 

engagement matrix” (p. 264). 
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2.7 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has provided an overview of the existing literature pertaining to the 

foundations underpinning this thesis. A thorough review of the definitions and 

background of social marketing was undertaken, followed by a discussion of the 

benchmark criteria which clearly outlined the techniques that should be applied by social 

marketing practitioners, and the relevance of social marketing to the purpose of the thesis. 

Next, the chapter reviewed the prevailing definitions of social media and the benefits 

social media offer for the effective promotion of social marketing programmes, 

highlighting their capacities for building and enhancing customer engagement and value 

creation. A range of definitions for customer engagement in the marketing and other fields 

was then given for a thorough understanding of the concept and how the concept has 

evolved over time. Finally, the theoretical framework guiding this thesis study was 

presented along with a clear justification for its selection over other frameworks in the 

existing literature, as well as a coherent presentation of the seven stages that constitute 

the Customer Lifecycle framework: connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, 

commitment, advocacy and engagement. The next chapter details the methodology used 

in this research, including identifying and justifying the methods of the three studies 

conducted for this thesis.   



48 

 

Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter discusses the research paradigm and the philosophical approach of this 

research, followed by a detailed explanation and justification of the research design 

employed in the research to address the research questions emerging from the gaps 

identified in the literature. The methods employed in each of the three studies, including 

systematic literature review, qualitative interviews and netnography are introduced, 

describing the purpose of each and outlining data collection, data analysis and ethical 

considerations for each study.  

 

3.2 Research Paradigm 

 

Research paradigms guide researchers to prioritise problems within a discipline and 

develop intellectual structures that define a scientific inquiry at a particular point of time 

(Brennan, Voros, & Brady, 2011; Kuhn, 1996). It is essential to clarify the research 

paradigm in which the researcher operates as it provides a set of beliefs that guide the 

researcher through the methodological choices (Collis & Hussey, 2013; Guba & Lincoln, 

1994) and clearly identifies and explains the philosophical positioning that underpins the 

research (Brennan et al., 2011). Ontology, epistemology and methodology are the 

philosophical assumptions which support five different paradigms of social science: 

positivism, post-positivism, critical theory, constructivism and participatory paradigms 

(Brennan et al., 2011; Perry et al., 1999). In addressing the theoretical gaps in the 

literature and the related research questions, this study has adopted a constructivist 

research philosophy, owing to the importance of gaining multiple perspectives on the 

problem under study.  

 

Constructivism is an interpretive paradigm which proposes that multiple realities 

are dependent upon the specifics of the particular inquiry group (Brennan et al., 2011). 

Unlike other research paradigms, constructivism’s reality is relative, and socially co-

constructed depending on the local interpretations of specific groups (Brennan et al., 

2011) and depending on culture and language (Brinkmann, 2018). This means that reality 
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in constructivism is subjective to individual interpretations and personal experiences 

arising from situations, and contingent upon the group under study and on the inquiry 

itself (Brennan et al., 2011; Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill, & Bristow, 2015). 

Constructivism is therefore the paradigm most suitable for this research, which seeks to 

understand the concept and practice of engagement in the field of social marketing by 

exploring previous literature on the topic (Study 1), along with the narratives, stories, 

perceptions and interpretations provided by social marketers and social media users 

relevant to their understanding of engagement on social media (Study 2), and through 

exploring the real interactions between those two groups in a natural social media 

community setting (Study 3). In this way, the researcher aims to gain knowledge through 

the multiple existing realities of different actors who perceive and interpret engagement 

differently as a consequence of their own worldviews (Saunders et al., 2015).  

  

3.3 Research Design 

As outlined in Chapter Two, there is a noticeable dearth of knowledge pertaining 

to managing and measuring engagement of participants in social marketing programmes 

through the use of social media. This research employs a qualitative method, to enable 

the exploration of different representations of an issue (Gaskell, 2000) through studying 

data on understandings, intentions, opinions, attitudes and feelings of individuals 

(McLellan et al., 2003). Such an approach, then, is well suited to fulfilling a key objective 

of this research: to understand and provide a framework for managing engagement 

behaviours in social marketing programmes through the use of social media. A series of 

inter-related studies were carried out to acquire a profound understanding of engagement 

from multiple perspectives. The first study employed a systematic literature review to 

identify how social marketing practitioners have been using social media to engage 

participants in their programmes. This study was also significantly used to formulate 

research questions deemed necessary for carrying out the studies that followed. It also 

assisted in formulating interview questions that were used in Study 2. In the second study, 

interview research was conducted with two different groups, namely social marketing 

practitioners and social media users. The study attempted to provide understanding of 

perceptions of factors that influence a variety of engagement behaviours on social media 

from different perspectives. On the basis of the findings of this study, a new dynamic 

framework into managing and measuring multi-actor engagement was formulated, and 

used as the foundation for Study 3. Finally, a netnographic approach was employed by 
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the third study, in which an in-depth analysis capturing various engagement behaviours 

between social marketers and multiple actors on social media within a social media 

community group. This study attempted to provide understanding of the communication 

activities that social marketers use on social media to foster customer engagement as well 

as the different engagement behaviours with which multiple actors respond in this 

community group. The third study also attempted to examine the multi-actor engagement 

framework and its applicability through practical application on a social media platform. 

An overview of the research design is provided in Figure 3.1. 





3.3.1 Study 1: Systematic Literature Review 

In the first study of this research, a systematic literature review was employed to 

comprehensively identify, analyse and evaluate the use of social media to engage 

participants in social marketing programmes. The purpose of this study was to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of how these programmes used social media to create 

engagement in various social and health-related projects. Therefore, Study 1 attempted to 

address the lack of knowledge in the field of social marketing pertaining to creating 

engagement using social media. 

 

A systematic literature review is “a scientific tool that can be used to appraise, 

summarise and communicate the results of otherwise unmanageable quantities of 

research” (Petticrew & Roberts, 2005, p. 10). It is regarded as a “comprehensive, rigorous 

and transparent” evidence-based research method (Hastings, 2007, p. 174) that assists in 

filling in gaps between theory and practice (McHugh & Domegan, 2010). Moreover, 

literature reviews provide knowledge by limiting errors and biases, owing to the 

systematic and scientific approach employed to organise the literature and data (Petticrew 

& Roberts, 2005). This research method was selected for its ability to map out the 

literature, identify the potential gaps in knowledge where little or no relevant research has 

been conducted, and to highlight the avenues where new research is required (Petticrew 

& Roberts, 2005). Therefore, a systematic literature review was elected as the first method 

employed in this research, to examine and evaluate the available literature, establish the 

current evidence base and identify gaps in the existing literature that needed to be 

addressed. The following research question guided this study to assess how social 

marketers have incorporated social media in their social marketing programmes to 

encourage customer engagement across social and health-related programmes:  

RQ1. How are social media used to engage audiences in social marketing 

programmes? 

 

3.3.1.1 Data Collection 

 

This systematic literature review closely followed the Preferred Reporting Items 

for Systematic Review and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, as outlined in Moher 

et al. (2009) and Liberati et al. (2009). It involved conducting literature searches in June 
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2017 to identify 31 articles describing 29 different social marketing programmes 

published between 2005 and 2017, retrieved from nine different databases: EBSCO Host 

(all databases), Emerald, Expanded Academic ASAP, Informit Search (multiple 

databases), Ovid (all databases), ProQuest (all databases), ScienceDirect, Scopus and 

Web of Science.  

 

The most comprehensive set of search terms was identified based on various 

scholars’ identifications of different types of social media (Dooley et al., 2014; 

Mandiberg, 2014; Sterne, 2010), and terms used in a previous social marketing systematic 

literature review (Kubacki et al., 2015b). The terms included: 

 

digital* OR online* OR internet* OR mobile* OR “social media*” OR “social 

network*” OR “collaborative project*” OR blog* OR “content communit*” OR 

“online communit*” OR “online support group*” OR “virtual world*” OR 

“discussion board*” OR "discussion forum*"  

AND  

intervention* OR “randomi?ed controlled trial” OR evaluation OR trial OR 

campaign* OR program* OR study OR studies 

AND  

“social marketing” 

 

The use of question marks (?) in database searches allows for both British and 

American spelling to be identified and included, so no articles are omitted on account of 

spelling differences. Moreover, the use of asterisks (*) allows for different search term 

endings, such as singular and plural forms. In each database, the search was limited to 

English language, peer-reviewed, full article texts that were available online. Abstracts, 

article titles, keywords, and subjects were examined to identify all records that matched 

the above-mentioned search terms.   

 

A total of 802 studies were retrieved, and all downloaded records were collated 

using Endnote, and 326 duplicate records were removed. The researchers then reviewed 

the titles, keywords, and abstracts of the remaining 476 articles, of which 452 references 

were excluded because they included non-English-language articles, non-peer-reviewed 

records, records that did not self-identify as social marketing, records that did not report 
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the use of interactive social media, conceptual studies, theoretical studies, methodological 

studies, review studies, or formative studies. Twenty-four unique studies remained 

following the application of all exclusion criteria. Backward and forward searches were 

used to identify any studies that might have been missed in the systematic literature 

review search. Backward searching was completed by examining the reference lists of 

the 24 studies for further sources that may have provided additional information regarding 

studies that potentially fit the search criteria. The identified sources were located and 

examined in the same way as the original records, through abstracts, article titles, 

keywords, and subject analyses. Forward searching was conducted using author and 

intervention names to search within Google Scholar to locate additional studies related to 

specific programmes, as well as additional studies undertaken by the authors. The 

backward and forward searches yielded seven additional studies contributing to a total of 

31 social marketing studies for analysis (see Chapter Four, Figure 4.1). All identified 

relevant excerpts were reviewed by two researchers to extract information related to the 

use of at least one social media platform. 

  

3.3.1.2 Data Analysis 

 

The Customer Life Cycle framework (Sashi, 2012) was adopted to conceptualise 

engagement in this study and to provide a foundation for developing a systematic 

understanding of how social marketing practitioners utilised social media to create 

engagement in their social and health promotion programmes. This allowed the 

identification of best-practice approaches utilised by social marketers pertaining to 

customer engagement according to the seven stages of the customer engagement cycle 

framework, namely: connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, commitment, 

advocacy and engagement. These themes were used to collate the knowledge which has 

been reported in the social marketing literature since the introduction of social media up 

until the date when this research was conducted. 

  

3.3.1.3 Findings 

 

The findings of this study were essential to carrying out the research studies that 

were to follow (Studies 2 and 3) as they highlighted the gaps present in the existing 

knowledge and established the necessary understanding pertinent to the potential 
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engagement practices of social marketers for engaging participants in their programmes 

which served as the foundation for formulating the interviews questions that were to guide 

the investigation in Study 2.     

 

3.3.2 Study 2: In-depth Interviews  

The second study employed a qualitative in-depth interview research approach to 

investigate the perceptions of factors influencing engagement in social marketing 

programmes on social media outlets. The study attempted to provide insight into the most 

effective ways for managing customer engagement on social media as well as providing 

knowledge of practical measurement tools which are necessary to assess engagement 

behaviours on social media. To attain this knowledge, the data collection involved two 

groups, social marketing practitioners and social media users, from which to collate 

diverse perspectives and experiences necessary to drawing a holistic understanding of the 

issue. On one hand, the insight provided by social marketing practitioners served to shed 

light on the contemporary and practical strategies they have utilised to foster engagement 

in their programmes through the use of social media; on the other hand, the insight 

provided by the customers and other actors who join these programmes served to provide 

understanding of their own perceptions of engagement and their behaviours and 

experiences on these social media outlets. Together, results obtained from both groups 

attempted to respond to a noticeable dearth of knowledge about perceived factors 

influencing engagement in social marketing programmes through using social media and, 

thus, to comprehend managing and measuring engagement in social marketing 

programmes. Two research questions were used to guide the development of this study, 

and these questions served as the second and third research questions that guided the 

development of the thesis:  

RQ2: How can customer engagement be effectively managed in social marketing 

programmes using social media?  

RQ3: How can customer engagement be measured in social marketing programmes 

using social media? 

 

3.3.2.1 Data Collection 

 

Interview research is a qualitative method which provides a comprehensive 
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understanding of the phenomenon under study by offering deep, high-quality data, while 

eliminating any assumptions made at the data analysis stage (Hastings, 2007). In-depth 

interviews help to uncover intentions, underlying responses and reasons behind a 

particular subject or action (Hastings, 2007; Wilson et al., 2010). Conducting one-to-one 

interviews enables the interviewer to observe body language, tone of voice and any 

reactions to the issues that arise during the interview (Hastings, 2007); thus, more 

complete information is elicited about the specific topic under study. One of the 

disadvantages of in-depth interviews is their lack of statistical validity (Hastings, 2007). 

However, the aim of this research study was limited to understanding specific groups 

(social marketers and actors who join their social marketing programmes) and a particular 

phenomenon (engagement in social marketing programmes through the use of social 

media); it was, therefore, not concerned with statistical and generalisable results. 

Consequently, this approach was selected as the most appropriate form of interpretive 

research methodology, serving to acquire a profound understanding of the perceptions 

and behaviours of the respondents about engagement while minimising the impact of 

potential disadvantages related to generalising results.  

 

Thirty-two one-to-one interviews with 17 social media marketing practitioners and 

15 social media users were conducted between November 2018 and February 2019 

(Chapter 5, Table 5.1 contains a description of the informant profiles). Semi-structured 

interviews lasting 1–2 hours created an opportunity for the researchers to gain additional 

insights when further questions arose during the discussions. An interview guide 

consisting of a set of questions and allowing room for other discussions was used (See 

Appendix 3). Each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed. The interviews began 

with general questions focusing on how the social media marketing practitioners and 

users utilised social media, followed by more specific questions broadly focusing on each 

of Sashi’s (2012) seven stages of the customer engagement cycle. The interviews also 

explored practitioners’ strategies for fostering customer engagement at each of Sashi’s 

(2012) stages. Further, using these seven stages, the researchers explored how social 

media users behave on and utilise social media. The interviews ended with a discussion 

regarding the informants’ understanding and perception of customer engagement to 

verify and consolidate the key issues emerging in the discussion. 
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3.3.2.2 Sample Selection 

 

A purposive sampling technique was used as a precise method for acquiring more 

representative and informative findings by focusing on selecting the most “relevant” and 

“meaningful” sample for the purpose of the study (Drisko & Maschi, 2015, p. 38) while 

disqualifying any irrelevant and uninformative materials. Informants were purposively 

selected to represent two main groups, social marketing practitioners and different actors 

who are involved in their social marketing programmes. The selection process was 

performed through identifying Facebook communities with large numbers of followers, 

ranging from 20,000 to 400,000, as an indicator of successful customer engagement 

activities. Each informant was selected based on the online communities they were 

involved in, whether as professionals or as users, as well as in consideration of the variety 

of social media platforms they used. Each informant was invited to participate in the 

research by sending private inbox messages which included an information sheet that 

described the nature and purpose of the study. Snowball sampling was followed to reach 

additional informants. Respondents were selected from social media groups that focused 

on different social and health related issues, including women’s empowerment, personal 

development, and adopting a healthy lifestyle and healthy eating habits.  

 

3.3.2.3 Data Analysis 

 

All the voice recordings were transcribed verbatim by the researcher (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006), and then coded using NVivo (11.4.3). Thematic analysis was adopted to 

analyse the qualitative data, since it is a widely used qualitative analytic method 

(Boyatzis, 1998; Roulston, 2001) for organising and describing qualitative data in the 

form of patterns or themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Sashi’s (2012) seven stages of the 

customer engagement cycle (i.e. connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, 

commitment, advocacy, and engagement) were used as the initial themes. Sentences with 

similar ideas were coded into the same node, and these nodes were used as an upper-level 

coding unit to construct more general themes. Similar categories of codes and nodes were 

grouped together to create themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006), while emerging and 

overlapping findings were then assessed to identify any codes that should be refined, 

combined, or separated (Craike, Hose, Courneya, Harrison, & Livingston, 2013), and 

were used to inform the development of the final themes (Maxwell, 1992) leading to the 
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development of a new multi-actor engagement framework. 

 

3.3.2.4 Ethical Consideration  

 

Ethical considerations were sought to ensure adherence to ethical guidelines for 

research and practice during the entire course of Study 2. These considerations included 

a number of activities. First, ethical clearance (ref no: 2018/400) from the Human 

Research Ethics Committee of Griffith University was obtained prior the commencement 

of the study. Second, all informants were provided with an information sheet (See 

Appendix 2.1 and 2.2) to guarantee all were well-informed about the purpose and nature 

of the study, and the potential benefits and risk from participating in the data collection 

process and/or in publication of the results. Third, each informant was supplied with a 

consent form (See Appendix 2.3) detailing the voluntary nature of participation in the 

research and acknowledging participants’ right to withdraw from the research at any time. 

Fourth, the informants’ personal information, including name, contact numbers and social 

media profile accounts, were kept confidential, while their names were replaced with a 

code number and were not disclosed in any type of dissemination of this study. Finally, 

all the collected data were kept secure, audio recorded files were destroyed after 

transcription and all the data were anonymised. 

 

3.3.2.5 Findings 

 

The findings of this study enhanced understanding about engagement by 

recognising its iterative nature, while also recognising the interplay between multiple 

actors, customers, non-customers, stakeholders and other actors, who constantly impact 

one another along the journey of the decision-making process. Therefore, the findings of 

this study suggested four levels of multi-actor engagement which are characterised by 

varying engagement intensities and behaviours, namely, connection, interaction, loyalty 

and advocacy, and specified measurement tools for each of these engagement levels (see 

Chapter 5, Table 5.2). This study also built the foundation for the practical investigation 

required for conducting Study 3 which, in turn, attempted to examine and validate this 

multi-actor engagement framework and its measurement tools in a practical setting of an 

existing Facebook community for women’s empowerment. 
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3.3.3 Study 3: Netnography 

 

The third study employed a netnography to explore the variety of engagement 

behaviours in a natural and practical setting through observing and analysing the 

communication activities between social marketing practitioners and social media users 

in a social marketing community. This study attempted to address the lack of theoretical 

knowledge about strategies used to drive different levels of engagement in social 

marketing programmes through social media. In other words, this study aimed to provide 

understanding of the different communication strategies that social marketers utilise on 

social media to engage their customers and the other actors who join their community, as 

well as the variety of engagement behaviours of these audiences in response with to the 

marketing activities. To do so, the multi-actor engagement framework that resulted from 

Study 2 was employed to guide data analysis and to examine the framework’s 

applicability in managing and measuring engagement in a natural and practical social 

marketing setting. Accordingly, two main questions were used to guide this study, 

represented in research questions four and five in this thesis:  

 

RQ4. What are the different levels of engagement in social marketing programmes 

that are triggered by the use of social media?  

 

RQ5: How can these levels of engagement in social marketing programmes be 

measured on social media?  

 

Netnography was selected as the research method for this study because it is a 

qualitative, interpretive method which employs techniques of ethnographic research 

(Kozinets, 2015) to study online cultures and communities through computer-mediated 

communications (Jupp, 2006; Kozinets, 2015). Netnographic research has been shown to 

be effective in gaining profound insights into a specific online community and the social 

interactions between its members (Kozinets, 2015; Brodie et al., 2013; Gandomi & 

Haider, 2015; Reid & Duffy, 2018). Netnography is thereby considered a digital 

ethnography (Belk and Kozinets, 2017), which is faster, simpler and far less expensive 

than traditional ethnography (Belk and Kozinets, 2017).  

 

Netnography was first introduced in the late 1990s (Kozinets, 1997), and later 
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redefined by Kozinets (2015) in a clearly outlined set of practices which emphasised the 

incorporation of “the computational methods of data collection, analysis, word 

recognition, coding and visualization” (p. 79) in the netnographic data. The variety of 

data collection and analysis that netnography allows, unlike sentiment analysis and 

content analysis, contributes to deeper understanding of covert and overt interpretations 

of interpersonal relationships and communities (Kozinets, 2015; Reid & Duffy, 2018). 

Reid and Duffy (2018) explained that although quantifying data that were used 

traditionally for coding social media interactions — counting the number of followers, 

likes and other interactions — could be useful in understanding the scale and volume of 

interactions, it provides minimal understanding of “who the audience were, what their 

behaviours, influences, interests, and why they behaved in such a way online” (Reid & 

Duffy, 2018, p. 272). On the other hand, qualitative analyses could facilitate in-depth 

exploration of the rich details (Braithwaite & Patterson, 2011), through providing a 

deeper understanding about why people behave the way that they do online (Reid & 

Duffy, 2018).  

 

Netnography can be particularly useful in the field of social marketing and health 

promotion. For example, in their netnographic study of the #HPV (human papillomavirus 

vaccine) discussions on Twitter, Keim-Malpass et al. (2017) argued that netnography 

offers a new perspective for exploring the context of health communication and social 

marketing by looking into how information about the vaccine is shared on Twitter, to gain 

insight into the reasons behind consumers’ mistrust and hesitation regarding the vaccine. 

Similarly, Belk and Kozinets (2017) state that the axiological aspiration of netnography 

makes this technique particularly relevant for social marketing research purposes owing 

to its emotional resonance with and accessibility to audiences, capacities which 

distinguish it from traditional academic approaches that tend to exclude wider audiences 

and mass distribution. They point to the near certainty that online interaction and 

experience have essential and expanding roles in the daily lives of citizens, consumers, 

managers, government officials, employees, or any of the people and professionals who 

might affect or be affected by social marketing. 

 

Therefore, netnography was selected to guide this research study for its capabilities 

in aiding understanding of the collective online behaviours, conversations, languages and 

meaning making of different groups of actors (i.e. customers and non-customers) (Blek 
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and Kozinets, 2017) and in offering a more informed perspective of the variety of 

communication activities and audience responses, while providing a deeper 

understanding of the culture and the context of study (Kozinets, 2002, 2009, 2015). This 

served the purpose of Study 3, to understand engagement as a complex phenomenon. 

  

3.3.3.1 The Context 

 

Social marketing programmes aim at solving the world’s most pressing social and 

health issues through promoting behaviour change. There is a primary social marketing 

focus on health-related issues and limited attention given to social issues. Multi-actor 

engagement and scaling impact is fundamental to solving deeply rooted problems in 

contemporary societies such as gender discrimination and inequality against women. 

Despite its burgeoning significance, women’s empowerment is largely neglected by 

social marketing practitioners. Yount, Dijkerman, Zureick-Brown, & VanderEnde (2014) 

defined women’s empowerment as providing enabling resources that may enhance 

women’s capacity to make strategic life choices and improve their own wellbeing. 

Friedmann (2018) suggested that few social marketing interventions have attempted to 

deal with gender-based inequality, such as that apparent in the science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics (STEM) industries. Friedmann (2018) suggested that the 

difficulty of combining work and family caring duties has decreased the value of work 

for women in general, and specifically of STEM-related jobs. Women have been 

generally discouraged from studying or working in STEM-related sectors all over the 

world, filling only 13% of the STEM jobs in the UK, for example (House of Commons 

Science and Technology Committee, 2014; Wilson, Broughan and Hillier, 2017). Income 

and status inequality also contribute to higher rates of anxiety disorders, depression and 

other mental health issues among women compared to men (Yount et al., 2014). 

Reporting on progress towards realising their 2030 gender equality development goals in 

2019, the United Nations (UN), found limited improvement in gender inequality related 

to issues such as legal discrimination, unfair social norms and attitudes, violence against 

women, sexual abuse and low levels of political participation. The organisation reported 

that 24% of women aged 15 to 49 years in developing countries had experienced physical 

and/or sexual violence in 2018, indicating that numbers remain high despite significant 

progress in reducing the prevalence of female genital mutilation and early marriage. More 

recent reports suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic has worsened conditions for women 
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as a result of significant increases in unpaid care work resulting from school closures 

(UN, 2020), putting almost 60% of women at greater risk of sliding into poverty (UN, 

2020). It has also led to intensifying rates of domestic violence as a result of the lockdown 

measures which have limited women’s access to support services (UN, 2020). 

Accordingly, 17 items under the UN’s goal to achieve gender equality under its 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development specify urgent actions to promote women’s rights 

and overcome discrimination (Goal 5, Sustainable Development Goals, 2020). Goal 5 

aims broadly to eliminate gender-related inequalities that exist in every sphere, including 

health, economic security and social protection. 

 

Although gender inequality and discrimination against women persist worldwide, 

these problems are most profound in developing countries, and specifically in the Middle 

East and North Africa (MENA) region. Women’s empowerment in one of those countries, 

Egypt, was selected as the context for this study on account of the discrimination and 

physical, psychological and sexual abuse that many females encounter in Egyptian 

society (Tadros, 2015). Recent research in Egypt suggest that rates of employment and 

education among women remain very low compared to men’s (Constant, Edochie, Glick, 

Martini & Garber, 2020), due to household and child rearing responsibilities, negative 

attitudes toward women in the workplace, lack of mobility, legal barriers, wage gaps, 

sexual harassment at work, and poor enforcement of anti-discrimination laws (Constant 

et al., 2020). Yount et al. (2014) explored the association of women’s empowerment and 

mental health, specifically anxiety and depression, in Minya, in rural Egypt. Yount et al. 

(2014) suggested that formal schooling can enhance women’s skills and knowledge, as 

well as raise their awareness of legal rights and gender roles. Receiving formal education 

has also been positively associated with women’s influence in daily domestic and life-

course decisions and better mental health. The study also suggested that women’s paid 

work increases their engagement with family economic decisions and financial 

independence. Furthermore, the practice of early marriage among girls under the age of 

16 years in Minya has been largely associated with dropping out of school, early 

pregnancies, and lower social and financial status which, collectively, result in higher 

incidence of anxiety and depression. The study’s authors concluded that empowering 

women through education, formal schooling and paid employment improves their mental 

health and is associated with lower incidence of anxiety and depression. 
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In addition, sexual harassment is a prevalent problem in Egypt. Following the first 

revolution of 2011, Egyptian women were subject to a hike in harassment incidents 

(Amar, 2013; Sheikh, & Kirkpatrick, 2013; Tadros, 2015). In 2013, Trew (2013) reported 

that 99% of women in the population had experienced any form of harassment, verbal or 

physical. Scholars have suggested various reasons for this increase, including lax 

security, rising criminality and economic downturn (Tadros, 2015). State officials and 

society nevertheless continue to repudiate the existence of harassment as a social issue 

and consider it a taboo topic that impairs social image (Abdelmonem, 2017). As a result, 

harassment has become increasingly prominent. The safety of women in public spaces in 

particular has diminished, with women forced to cover up and restrict their activities 

outside the home. This, in turn, has led to further concealment and denial of the issue by 

victims who fear stigmatisation (Rizzo, Price & Meyer, 2012; Sheikh, & Kirkpatrick, 

2013), and also to limits on access to legal and psychological support. Subsequent to the 

revolution in January 2011, individual activists and not-for-profit and non-governmental 

organisations began to utilise social media to raise awareness of various social and health-

related issues, including gender discrimination and women’s rights, realising the integral 

role social media had played in political protest, and the increased popularity they had 

gained (Tadros, 2015). Across the MENA region,16.8 million Facebook accounts were 

opened (representing about 13% of the population) and Twitter added more than 40,000 

users, of which Egyptians accounted for about half (Coulson, 2013), following the second 

revolution in 2013.   

 

3.3.3.2 Selecting the research setting 

 

To address the empowerment of women in Egypt, it was necessary to select a 

sample that would provide the most informative results. Accordingly, a purposive 

sampling technique was used, since it is a precise method for acquiring more 

representative and illuminating results (Drisko & Masch, 2015). For the purpose of this 

study, a Facebook community group for women’s empowerment in Egypt, Women of 

Egypt, was selected as the most relevant and meaningful sample. The social networking 

site Facebook was selected for its being the most popular social media platform among 

social media users (Statista, 2018) with more than 1.86 billion monthly active users —

more than half of the total numbers of social media users — and also because it is the 
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most commonly used platform for social marketing and public health promotion 

(Shawky, Kubacki, Diertrich, & Weaven, 2019).  

 

A search using Facebook search bar to identify all social media communities 

addressing women’s empowerment in Egypt was conducted to ensure that the selected 

social marketing community has an active presence on social media. A search using the 

following terms, in English and Arabic languages, was undertaken to disclose all the 

available communities on Facebook: Women, woman, girl, lady, ladies, female, she, 

nonprofit, charity, and Cairo or Egypt. Also, the researcher used Facebook search filters 

to retrieve all pages and groups: community, organisation or Institute, and cause or 

community. After identifying the results, each page and group was examined to search in 

“suggestions for similar groups/pages” featured by Facebook once or was liked or 

followed.  This helped to reach more communities related by context. In total, 36 pages 

and groups were retrieved, and the “about us” section of each was scanned to exclude any 

non-social marketing and irrelevant pages and groups, while selecting only those with 

clear behaviour change objectives. Pages and groups which were limited to addressing 

only one issue of women’s empowerment were also disqualified, while those that 

discussed a diverse set of issues related to women’s empowerment, including, for 

example, education, employment, sexual harassment, domestic violence and early 

marriages, qualified. Accordingly, Women of Egypt was selected for having the highest 

number of followers among all women’s empowerment initiatives, with 428,559 

followers, and a total of 2,618 posts and 62,230 comments as of 10 December 2019. 

Founded in 2016, WoE is a non-for-profit independent organisation highly acclaimed for 

creating engagement via social media in issues that are hindering women’s autonomy 

(Enghusen, 2018; Hassan, 2017). In the “about us” section of WoE website, the aim of 

the community is clearly emphasised, highlighting the significance of promoting positive 

change in Egyptian women’s behaviours through actively discussing issues that women 

encounter in the Egyptian society, “Women of Egypt is a platform for change to empower 

Egyptian women, reinvent the advocacy movement, bring into focus the important issues 

and positive change”. After observing the community between January 2018 and June 

2019, an initial sample of 10 days (20-30 September 2018) was selected to examine 77 

posts and 1,181 comments employing the four-level framework proposed in Study 2: 

connection, interaction, loyalty and advocacy.  
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3.3.3.3 Data Analysis 

  

 NCapture is a free web-browser extension for Google Chrome and Internet 

Explorer which allows quick and easy download of social media content, such as web-

pages, Facebook posts and Twitter tweets. This software was used to download and 

extract the dataset from the Facebook page. The data was then uploaded to Nvivo 12, and 

exported into a Microsoft Excel format. Using Microsoft Excel, the data was manually 

coded using a codebook and a coding scheme (see Appendix 4). To increase the reliability 

of this research, a second coder reviewed the coding for accuracy. The codes were then 

analysed for patterns and classified based on the multi-actor engagement framework that 

resulted from Study 2.  

 

3.3.3.4 Ethical Considerations  

 

Ethical considerations were sought to abide by the guidelines for ethical research 

and practice during the entire course of Study 3, and these involved a number of activities. 

First, ethical clearance (ref no: 2018/400) from the Human Research Ethics Committee 

of Griffith University was obtained prior the commencement of the study. Second, the 

researcher contacted Women of Egypt page admin and founder by email and private 

inbox messages using Facebook Messenger to obtain written consent and permission 

prior to engaging in observations and data collection. Third, the page founder was 

supplied with an information sheet (see Appendix 2.4) that clearly identified the purpose 

and nature of the study and explained the potential benefits and risks of participating in 

the data collection process and/or in publishing of the results. The founder was also 

supplied with a consent form (see Appendix 2.5) to indicate voluntary participation and 

acknowledge their right to withdraw from the research at any time. Fourth, the identities 

and the personal information of all the members of the page, including name, contact 

numbers, comments and posts and social media profile accounts, were kept anonymous 

and their names were replaced with numeric codes.  

 

3.3.3.5 Findings 

 

The findings of this study enhanced understanding of engagement in social 

marketing in the multi-actor ecosystem that is facilitated through social media. Findings 
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also validated the four levels of multi-actor engagement framework in social marketing, 

connection, interaction, loyalty and advocacy, with their distinct characteristics and 

measures (see Chapter five, Table 5.2).  
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3.4 Ensuring rigour of the research 

 

Qualitative research has been utilised as a form of inquiry within different fields, such as 

sport and exercise psychology (Smith & McGannon, 2018), social work (Barusch, 

Gringeri, & George, 2011), and health services (Forero et al., 2018). Qualitative methods 

became more visible in the social sciences in the early 1980s which has led to the 

development of several criteria to ensure objectivity and trustworthiness of the research 

(e.g. LeCompte & Goetz, 1982; Lincoln, 1995; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) proposed criteria based on the terms: credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability. Creswell (2007) built on these criteria by identifying eight strategies from 

which at least two should be met to establish rigour. These strategies are prolonged 

engagement and persistent observation, triangulation, peer review or debriefing, negative 

case analysis, reflexivity (clarification of researcher bias), member-checking, thick 

description, and external audits. To ensure rigour of the studies conducted in this thesis, 

the researchers adopted two main strategies, that applied to our study systematically. 

These strategies are important and do contribute to depth and detail. 

Credibility  

Prolonged engagement is one of the strategies used to achieve the credibility criterion 

which involves generating confidence in the truth value of the findings of qualitative 

research (Barusch et al., 2011; Lincoln, 1995). Prolonged engagement requires spending 

sufficient time in the field to learn or understand the culture, social setting, or 

phenomenon of interest. In this study, the researchers ensured prolonged engagement 

with the interview participants of Study 2 by conducting face to face interviews that lasted 

between 1-2 hours. Additionally, one researcher spent over one-year as a member of the 

social media community that was selected for the netnography study research setting 

(Study 3), which allowed ongoing observation of the participants’ interactions and 

comprehension of the dynamics of engagement within the community prior to data 

collection. Spending sufficient time in the research setting, developing trust and 

relationships, understanding a variety of perspectives (by embracing social marketers and 

social media users in the interviews of Study 2, for instance) are factors that contributed 

to the research credibility. Establishing investigators’ authority was also met by ensuring 

that the researchers had the required knowledge and research skills to perform the data 

collection and analysis. All the interviews were recorded and stored securely, followed 
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by meticulous transcription of all the data, and observations from the netnographic setting 

were also recorded to ensure collection of referential adequacy materials.      

Transferability 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommend the use of thick description to strengthen 

transferability which is defined as the extend to which the results can be generalised or 

transferred to other contexts or settings (Forero et al., 2018). Thick description involves 

providing a deeply detailed description of the research process to allow judging the 

research’s potential for application to other times, places, people, and contexts (Barusch 

et al., 2011). To meet this criterion, all the interviews were recorded, transcribed and 

stored within the research premises which included additional details that extend beyond 

the purpose and provide in-depth understanding of the concept of engagement in more 

genera terms. The researchers also ensured purposive sampling of the sample of 

participants and that data saturation was met for each group of the participants 

interviewed. Similarly, although the data analysed in the netnographic study (Study 3) 

involves posts and comments that were published within ten days, a record of all the 

communication snice the page has been established in 2016 and until the date of the 

research was collected and stored with the researchers, accompanied by screenshots of 

the actual posts from the social media community.  
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3.5 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has outlined the methodology employed in this thesis, starting with a 

discussion of constructivism as the interpretive paradigm which guided the research 

inquiry. The research design employed in this thesis, and how it would assist to answer 

the identified gaps, and each of the research questions was then set out. In Study 1, a 

systematic literature review collated and analysed existing knowledge pertaining to social 

media use in social marketing programmes since the introduction of social media. Study 

2 comprised of in-depth interviews with social marketing practitioners and social media 

users to explore their perceptions of factors influencing engagement on social media. 

Study 3 employed a netnography to understand and analyse engagement activities 

between social marketers and social media users in a realistic social media setting to 

provide further knowledge of the variety of engagement levels of multi-actor engagement 

on social media, along with the measurement tools that could be utilised to assess each 

engagement level. For each of the three studies, an overview of the data collection, data 

selection, data analysis and ethical clearances (if applicable) was outlined. In the 

following chapters Four, Five and Six, each of these studies is presented in a series of two 

published papers (Study 1 and 2) and a manuscript that has been prepared for future 

publication (Study 3).  

 



Chapter Four: Systematic Literature Review 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter presents the findings of study one of this research using a peer-reviewed 

published paper in the Journal of Social Marketing:  Shawky, S., Kubacki, K., Dietrich, 

T., & Weaven, S. (2019). Using social media to create engagement: a social marketing 

review. Journal of Social Marketing, 9(2), 204-224. 

 

STATEMENT OF CONTRIBUTION TO CO-AUTHORED PUBLISHED PAPER 

This chapter includes a co-authored paper. The bibliographic details of the  

co-authored paper, including all authors, are: 

Sara Shawky, Krzysztof Kubacki, Timo Dietrich and Scott Weaven  

My contribution to the journal article included conducting a literature review, data 

collection, data analysis, and preparing the first draft of the manuscript. The co-authors 

contributed to the research design, data analysis and provided thorough revisions on 

subsequent versions of the manuscript.  

 

Corresponding author of paper: Sara Shawky  

 

 

Student Signature: 
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4.2 Abstract 

 

Purpose: Recognising the potential of social media as an integral driver of 

communication that can create engaged communities through dialogic or two-way 

conversations, this study seeks to identify and describe the use of social media in creating 

participants’ engagement in various social marketing programmes conducted worldwide 

between 2005 and 2017. 

 

Design/methodology/approach: Twenty-nine social marketing programmes were 

identified using systematic literature review procedures. 

 

Findings: The majority of the identified programmes used Facebook, and social media 

were mostly employed to share content-based information in an attempt to connect with 

target audiences, raise awareness, and reach less accessible populations with programme 

messages. Social media served as an extended channel to traditional media efforts and 

very few programmes used social media to create mechanisms for supporting their target 

audiences’ ability to revisit their social media communications and encourage them to act 

as advocates for the programmes’ activities. 

 

Research limitations/implications: The analysis presented in this paper is limited by the 

information provided in the identified studies.  

 

Originality/value: Despite the growing popularity and significance of social media as a 

channel for consumer engagement, little has been done to synthesise how social marketers 

are incorporating the use of social media in their social marketing programmes. This 

research fills this gap by providing systematic understanding of the use of social media 

in social marketing programmes to date. 

  

Keywords: social marketing, social media, engagement, Web 2.0, user-generated 

content, systematic literature review 
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4.3 Introduction 

 

Social marketing has been used to promote a variety of public health and social 

wellbeing programmes, such as reducing alcohol harm (Kubacki et al., 2015a; Rundle-

Thiele et al., 2015), improving rates of physical activity (Stead et al., 2006; Xia et al., 

2016), and promoting healthy eating habits (Carins and Rundle-Thiele, 2014). It has also 

been used to promote behavioural change regarding sustainability issues, such as 

encouraging energy efficiency and water conservation (Lynes et al., 2014). Over the last 

decade, social marketers have been increasingly relying on digital tools such as social 

media to create engagement with target audiences (Kubacki et al., 2015b). Previous 

research that has used social media in social marketing programmes has demonstrated 

that interactions on social media can lead to engagement, which ultimately provides 

benefits to audiences and organisations (Moorhead et al., 2013; Neiger et al., 2012, 2013; 

Sashi, 2012; Ashley and Tuten, 2015). However, despite the initial attempts to 

incorporate social media into social marketing and health communications programmes 

(Moorhead, et al. 2013; Neiger et al., 2012, 2013), our understanding of how social media 

are used to create engagement in social marketing programmes remains limited, with 

several authors suggesting that social marketers struggle to understand the utility of social 

media (Dooley et al., 2014; James et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012; Korda and 

Itani, 2013; Neiger et al., 2012, 2013; Overbey et al., 2017), and how they can be 

leveraged to foster engagement with target audiences (Neiger et al., 2012, 2013). In an 

attempt to address this gap, this study describes a systematic literature review of the use 

of social media in creating participants’ engagement in various social marketing 

programmes conducted worldwide between 2005 and 2017.  

 

4.3.1 Consumer engagement 

 

The concept of engagement is defined differently across a variety of disciplines, 

such as sociology (Jennings and Zeitner, 2003), psychology (Achterberg et al., 2003; Tsai 

et al., 2009), educational psychology (Fredricks et al., 2004; London et al., 2007) and 

organisational behaviour (Bejerholm and Eklund, 2006; Schaufeli et al., 2002). 

Marketing scholars interpretation of engagement in a digital age has evolved to focus on 

the consumer rather than the organisation, emphasising that consumer engagement is a 

behaviour (Hollebeek, 2011; Jaakkola and Alexander, 2014; Kumar and Pansari, 2016; 

Verleye et al., 2013; Verhoef et al., 2010) which involves active participation through co-
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creating value activities (Brodie et al., 2011; Sashi, 2012; Verleye et al., 2013) and 

contributions (Kumar et al., 2010). Sashi (2012) explained that consumer engagement is 

a process of value creation that consists of personalised experiences with “informed, 

networked, empowered and active customers increasingly co-creating value with the 

organisation” (p. 267). Engagement between organisations and existing or potential 

consumers – and among consumers themselves – allows consumers to co-create value by 

“generating content, providing feedback, disseminating information and becoming 

advocates for the organisation among their peers” (ibid, p. 267).  

 

Alternatively, some marketing scholars consider engagement as referring to 

engaging consumers at a single touch-point with the organisation. For instance, Sterne 

(2010) described engagement as a simple response to marketing efforts. Sterne’s 

understanding of engagement was further developed by Neiger et al. (2013) who 

identified three levels of engagement – low, medium and high – acknowledging the 

importance of their hierarchy in terms of creating various activities with consumers that 

eventually permit consumers to become participants and partners in their relationship 

with the organisation. However, they defined the first stage, low engagement, as one-way 

messaging in which the audience passively consumes the organisation’s content by 

following or subscribing to social media channels. Although, this level of engagement is 

crucial in providing information to audiences and in transacting them to the second stage 

of engagement, defining a one-way communication as “low engagement” is incongruent 

with the understanding of engagement as active participation through co-creation (Brodie 

et al., 2011; Sashi, 2012; Verleye et al., 2013). Indeed, there should be a starting point for 

a long-term relationship; however, Neiger et al.’s (2013) conceptualisation of 

engagement - as connections between individuals that lead to long-term relationships - 

defies labelling their first level as engagement. 

 

Van Doorn et al. (2010) further distinguished engagement from mere liking of a 

product or service, describing it as a stronger state of “connectedness” between 

consumers and organisations. Hence, consumer engagement on social media extends on 

a continuum, from a simple “like” on Facebook to content creation in the form of 

commenting on a post or uploading a video on YouTube (Mandiberg, 2014). Each level 

of engagement creates a different benefit for the organisation. Therefore, considering 

consumer engagement as a multi-stage continuum, in this study we adopt Sashi’s (2012) 

model of consumer engagement to provide a foundation for developing a systematic 
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understanding of how social media is being used in social marketing programmes. Unlike 

Neiger et al. (2013), Sashi’s (2012) framework distinguishes between one-way and two-

way communication, labelling two separate stages as “connection” and “interaction” (p. 

261). According to Sashi (2012), the process of creating consumer engagement should 

lead to enduring long-term relationships in which engaged consumers become partners 

who collaborate with marketers in the value-adding process to better satisfy their needs, 

as well as the needs of other consumers. While other approaches to consumer engagement 

have tended to “confuse intermediate stages in the customer engagement cycle with 

customer engagement itself” (Sashi, 2012, p. 260), Sashi’s process of building 

engagement constitutes a customer engagement cycle consisting of seven stages of 

engagement: connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, commitment, advocacy, and 

engagement. Understanding these levels of engagement may help social marketers 

determine their desired outcome and, therefore, affect their chosen communication 

activities. The interactive nature of social media facilitates conversations between 

individuals and marketers, creates communities, and involves consumers in content 

generation and value creation. Accordingly, social media facilitates progression from one 

stage of the consumer engagement process to another to establish stronger relationships 

between marketers and consumers.  

 

4.3.2 Social media: definition and use 

 

The introduction of social media has offered interactive opportunities that have 

allowed marketers to foster consumer engagement and build ongoing relationships 

(Ashley and Tuten, 2015; Sashi, 2012). The term “social media” refers to “tools for social 

interaction, using highly accessible and scalable communication techniques – such as 

web-based, mobile technologies – to turn communication into interactive dialogue” 

(Coulson, 2013, p. 1). The terms Web 2.0 (Dooley et al., 2014; Mandiberg, 2014) and 

user-generated content (Macario et al., 2013; Mandiberg, 2014) have been often used 

interchangeably with social media to emphasise their unique characteristics which allow 

audiences to create content (Dooley et al., 2014; Mandiberg, 2014) and interact with one 

another (Coulson, 2013; Dooley et al., 2014), as well as with organisations (Ashley and 

Tuten, 2015; Dooley et al., 2014; Lipschultz, 2014; Neiger et al., 2012, 2013; Sashi, 

2012). Social media also offer an inexpensive way to reach large audiences, and 

overcome geographic barriers (Dooley et al., 2014; Gamble and Gilmore, 2013; Korda 

and Itani, 2013). All of those unique features of social media offer interactive 
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opportunities that allow marketers to foster consumer engagement and build ongoing 

relationships (Ashley and Tuten, 2015; Sashi, 2012).  

 

Providing those opportunities, social media have transformed the way consumers 

interact with one another and with organisations. A comprehensive review of the use of 

social media in tourism and hospitality highlighted the strategic importance of social 

media for tourism competitiveness (Leung et al., 2013). Another study concluded that 

social media have a significant positive effect on brand equity in the retail of luxury 

brands (Godey et al., 2016). Other research has indicated that social media have become 

an integral element of brand communities (Laroche et al., 2012), fandom (de Vries et al., 

2012), retail (Rapp et al., 2013), as well as in public health and health promotion (Bannor 

et al., 2017; Chen and Shi, 2015). This transformation has altered the way organisations 

are spending their marketing budgets. A recent report details that organisations are 

increasing their social media spend to connect with consumers or prospects, who spend 

most of their media time on social media (eMarketer, 2014).  

 

Extensive research shows that social media are more powerful channels than 

traditional media in building intimate relationships with consumers due to their enhanced 

popularity among audiences (Bannor et al., 2017), interactive nature, and their capacity 

to facilitate the development of consumer networks (Westberg et al., 2018). Fostering 

consumer engagement on social media has become an important strategy in health 

communication and behaviour change (Bannor et al., 2017; Chen and Shi, 2015; Korda 

and Itani, 2013; Luxton et al., 2012; Neiger et al., 2012, 2013; Webb et al., 2010). In a 

systematic review that assessed the use of social media for food risk communication, 

Overbey et al. (2017) confirmed that 83% of the analysed studies asserted the benefits of 

social media for social marketing communication in impacting knowledge and 

behaviours. They explained that these benefits included the ability of social media 

communication to impact public knowledge and shape public opinion, and the impact of 

social media-based intervention on increased self-reported change in behaviours and 

preventive actions. Engaging consumers with social media messages is also an effective 

strategy to improve knowledge and understanding of specific health and social issues 

(Korda and Itani, 2013; Luxton et al., 2012; Mo and Coulson, 2008; Webb et al., 2010), 

by means of providing consumers with a sense of connectedness and social support (Chou 

et al., 2009; Luxton et al., 2012), and allowing them to freely discuss issues in anonymous 

or identified contexts (Korda and Itani, 2013; Luxton et al., 2012). For example, a study 
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into the use of social media in suicide prevention described how an innovative social 

media page provided users with an anonymous, personalised and interactive way to 

feature their own experiences, while including links to professional help and educational 

resources for suicide prevention in regular social media messages (Luxton et al., 2012).  

 

A systematic review focusing on health communication among the general public, 

patients, and health professionals identified several benefits of social media, including 

increased levels of interactions, increased availability and accessibility of health 

information, and increased levels of peer and emotional support (Moorhead et al., 2013). 

Similarly, a study exploring the effect of social media on individuals with HIV found that 

social media have a positive impact on increasing informational and emotional support 

(Chen and Shi, 2015). Another study into the effectiveness, evolution and dynamism of 

health communication on social media also indicated that health professionals and 

members of the public believed that social media were effective channels for sharing 

health-related messages (Bannor et al., 2017). The study provided further evidence to 

suggest that consumers perceived health-related messages on social media in a serious 

and trusted manner and health professionals believed that social media were more 

effective than traditional media mainly due to the loss of popularity of traditional media 

among target audiences. Indeed, strategies that encourage engagement and content 

creation on social media have the potential to embed behavioural change messages in the 

lives of consumers (Luxton et al., 2012; Westberg et al., 2018).  

 

Previous studies into the use of social media in social marketing programmes have 

demonstrated that engagement on social media can provide mutual benefit that involves 

audiences as partners of organisations (Ashley and Tuten, 2015; Neiger et al., 2012, 2013; 

Sashi, 2012; Thackeray et al., 2008). For instance, social media have been used to engage 

populations in emergency preparedness and response efforts (Neiger et al., 2012). 

Following the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, an open-source Web platform known as Ushahidi 

was introduced to link health care providers to those with supplies (Merchant et al., 2011; 

Neiger et al., 2012), while victims who were trapped under the ruins used Facebook to 

reach out for help (Neiger et al., 2012).  

 

Despite social media’s significance to the field of social marketing, various scholars 

have highlighted a lack of knowledge of how to effectively communicate via social media 

(Dooley et al., 2014; James et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012; Neiger et al., 2012, 
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2013; Overbey et al., 2017). Research has identified that the use of social media in social 

marketing in the public and non-profit sectors still involves one-way communication, 

similar to traditional media (Neiger et al., 2012, 2013). In addition, social marketing 

practitioners often lack sufficient knowledge on using social media and managing their 

communication (Dooley et al., 2014). For example, social marketing participants in 

Dooley et al.’s (2014) study mentioned in in-depth interviews that some platforms are not 

well understood and are time consuming to learn. Another systematic review concluded 

that suggestions for social media best practices and study designs have been highly 

inconsistent among studies, making it difficult for programme managers to operationalise 

them (Overbey et al., 2017). They also identified the need for more evidence-based 

suggestions in establishing guidelines for social media use in social marketing 

programme promotion. Particularly in the public and non-profit sectors, limited budgets 

and time constaints restrict capabilities to leverage social media to its full potential. 

Accordingly, there is a pressing need for social marketers to better understand optimal 

approaches when utlilising social media platforms so as to encourage engagement that 

leads to long-term relationships with target audiences. In light of this gap in the existing 

literature, the aim of this systematic literature review is to identify and describe the use 

of social media in creating participants’ engagement in various social marketing 

programmes conducted worldwide between 2005 and 2017. 
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4.4 Methods 

 

This systematic literature review followed PRISMA guidelines, as outlined in 

Moher et al. (2009) and Liberati et al. (2009). A search was conducted in June 2017 to 

identify 31 articles describing 29 different social marketing programmes published 

between 2005 and 2017, retrieved from nine different databases: EBSCO Host (all 

databases), Emerald, Expanded Academic ASAP, Informit Search (multiple databases), 

Ovid (all databases), ProQuest (all databases), ScienceDirect, Scopus, and Web of 

Science.  

 

The most comprehensive set of search terms was identified based on various 

scholars’ identifications of different types of social media (Dooley et al., 2014; 

Mandiberg, 2014; Sterne, 2010), and terms used in a previous social marketing systematic 

literature review (Kubacki et al., 2015b). The terms included: 

 

digital* OR online* OR internet* OR mobile* OR “social media*” OR “social 

network*” OR “collaborative project*” OR blog* OR “content communit*” OR “online 

communit*” OR “online support group*” OR “virtual world*” OR “discussion board*” 

OR "discussion forum*"  

AND  

intervention* OR “randomi?ed controlled trial” OR evaluation OR trial OR 

campaign* OR program* OR study OR studies 

AND  

“social marketing” 

 

The use of question marks (?) in database searches allows for both British and 

American spelling to be identified and included, so no articles are omitted on account of 

spelling differences. Moreover, the use of asterisks (*) allows for different search term 

endings, such as singular and plural forms. In each database, the search was limited to 

English language, peer-reviewed, full article texts that were available online. Abstracts, 

article titles, keywords, and subjects were examined to identify all records that matched 

the above-mentioned search terms. A total of 802 studies were retrieved (see Table 4.1 

for details).  
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Figure 4.1: Systematic Literature Review Flowchart 

 

 

 

Backward and forward searching were used to identify any studies that might have 

been missed in the systematic literature review search. Backward searching was 

completed by examining the reference lists of the 24 studies for further sources that may 

have provided additional information regarding studies that potentially fit the search 

criteria. The identified sources were located and examined in the same way as the original 

records, through abstracts, article titles, keywords, and subject analyses. Forward 

searching was conducted using author and intervention names to search within Google 
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Scholar to locate additional studies related to specific programmes, as well as additional 

studies undertaken by the authors. The backward and forward searches yielded seven 

additional studies, yielding a total of 31 social marketing studies for analysis (see Figure 

1). All identified relevant excerpts were reviewed by two researchers to extract 

information related to the use of at least one social media platform.  
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4.5 Findings and discussion 

 

The findings section begins with an overview of the identified programmes 

followed by communication strategies on social media and their effectiveness and 

concludes with an assessment of social media engagement. 

 

4.5.1 Programme overview 

 

Thirty-one studies were identified in this review, covering 29 different social 

marketing programmes, with four articles covering two programmes (Evans-Lacko et al., 

2013; Sampogna et al., 2017) and (Tobey and Manore, 2014; Tobey et al., 2016) (see 

Table 4.2). The majority of the identified programmes were conducted in developed 

countries, including the United States (n=17), Canada (n=2), Australia (n=2), the United 

Kingdom (n=2), and other European countries (n=2). The remaining programmes were 

conducted in China (Liu et al., 2016), Mexico (Picazo-Vela et al., 2016), and Turkey 

(Purdy, 2011). Only one programme did not specify the location (Taubenheim et al., 

2008). The programmes targeted a diverse range of audiences. The most commonly 

targeted age group were adults (12 programmes); specific communities, such as Hispanic 

cancer survivors (Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012), gay communities (Adam et al., 2016; Liu 

et al., 2016), and pregnant African American women (Kennedy et al., 2013) were also 

targeted. 

 

All the identified programmes were conducted between 2007 and 2016, with 

varying durations, except for one programme, which was based on an interactive website 

along with other social media platforms, that was created in 1998 (Nicholas, 2010), and 

another that did not specify the time of delivery (James et al., 2013). The programmes 

covered a variety of health and social issues. Twenty-five programmes focused on health-

related issues, such as promoting testing for HIV and Chlamydia (Adam et al., 2016; 

Friedman et al., 2014); promoting health-related products such as condoms, sun 

protection, and respiratory protective devices (Liu et al., 2016; Purdy, 2011; Pounds et 

al., 2014; Potente et al., 2011); aiming to reduce alcohol consumption (Atkinson et al., 

2011; Thompson et al., 2012); promoting organ donation (Brzeziński and Klikowicz, 

2015); promoting health knowledge such as preconception, heart disease, and vaccination 

(Dixon-Gray et al., 2013; Taubenheim et al., 2008; La Torre et al., 2014); promoting a 

healthy lifestyle (increasing physical activity, or addressing obesity, eating habits, 
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prevention of type 2 diabetes) (Woolley and Peterson, 2012; Frerichs et al., 2015; Gase 

et al., 2015; George et al., 2016; James et al., 2013; Khurshid et al., 2015; Picazo-Vela et 

al., 2016; Rogers et al., 2017, Tobey and Manore, 2014); promoting health resources 

(tobacco quit-line, mental health resources, and cancer survivors health resources) 

(Kennedy et al., 2013; Nicholas, 2010; Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012); and preventing drug 

abuse (Macario et al., 2013). Only four programmes covered social issues, such as 

reducing stigma and discrimination against individuals with mental health issues (Evans-

Lacko et al., 2013; Sampogna et al., 2017), reducing stigma against LGBT individuals 

(Adam et al., 2011; Hull et al., 2017), and reducing adolescent dating abuse (Lambert et 

al., 2014). 
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8 Our Health is in our Hands (George et 

al., 2016) 

US 2011-2013 18-64y. Black or 

Hispanic 

Reduce obesity and increase 

prevention of type 2 diabetes  

9 Acceptance Journeys (Hull et al., 2017) US 2011-2015 30+y. Black Reduce stigma against LGBT 

10 

4-Day throw-away (James et al., 2013) 

US N/A 19-40y with children 

10ys or younger 

Raise awareness about the 

recommended storage time for 

leftovers 

11 LiveStrong (Justice-Gardiner et al., 

2012) 

US 2009 Hispanic/Latino 

Cancer Survivors 

Increase usage of 

cancer navigation resources 

12 
One Tiny Reason to Quit (Kennedy et 

al., 2013) 

US 2009-2011 18-45y. Pregnant 

African American 

women  

Promote tobacco quit-line 

13 
 Text4health (Khurshid et al., 2015) 

US 2012-2012 18-44y. Low-income, 

African Americans 

Prevention of type 2 diabetes  

14 The Italian Alliance for Vaccination (La 

Torre et al., 2014) 

Europe  2012-2013 Italian healthcare 

workers 

Promote vaccination 

15 BMJ Open (Liu et al., 2016) China 2015-2016 16+y. MSM Reduce risk of HIV  

16 
Reach Out (Nicholas, 2010) 

Australia 1998 16-25y Encourage help seeking for mental 

health problems 



87 

 

17 Puebla Sana (Healthy Puebla) (Picazo-

Vela et al., 2016) 

Mexico 2011-2012 Youth in urban areas Promote good health habits  

18 Smart Farmers Wear Masks (Pounds et 

al., 2014) 

US 2012-2013 Farmers Promote farmers' respiratory 

protective device 

19 Fiesta Online (Purdy, 2011) Turkey  2009-2010 N/A Encourage condom use  

20 The Bigger Picture (Rogers et al., 2017) US 2013-2015 High school children Preventing type 2 diabetes  

21 The Heart Truth (Taubenheim et al., 

2008) 

N/A 2007-2008  40–60y women  Increase awareness of heart disease  

22 Before One More (Thompson et al., 

2012) 

US 2010 Undergraduate college 

students  

Reduce high-risk drinking 

23 a 

&b 

Food Hero (Tobey and Manore, 2014; 

Tobey et al., 2016) 

US 2009-2009 18+y Low income 

mothers  

Improve family fruit and vegetables 

intake  

24 
Hivstigma.com (Adam et al., 2011) 

Canada  2008-2009 Gay men  Reduce stigma against gay and 

bisexual men  

25 
Get Yourself Tested (Friedman et al., 

2014) 

US 2009-2011 15-25y. Sexually 

active women & 

partners  

Promote chlamydia screening 

26 Keep it strong (Lambert et al., 2014) US 2010-2012 11-14y Reduce adolescent dating abuse 

27 NIDA (Macario et al., 2013) US  2009-2011 Teens Promote prevention of drug abuse 
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28 It’s a beautiful day for cancer (Potente et 

al., 2011) 

Australia 2008-2009 14-24y Promote prevention of skin cancer 

29 Get up and do something (Woolley & 

Peterson, 2012) 

US 2009 18+  Increase physical activity  

 

 

 



89 

 

4.5.2 Communication strategy on social media and its effectiveness 

 

The most commonly used social media platform was Facebook (n=23) (e.g., 

Adam at al., 2016; Dixon-Gray et al., 2013; Evans-Lacko et al., 2013; Sampogna et al., 

2017; Kennedy et al., 2013), followed by YouTube (n=13) (e.g., Atkinson et al., 2011; 

Brzeziński and Klikowicz, 2015; Picazo-Vela et al., 2016), Twitter (n=11) (e.g., 

Brzeziński and Klikowicz, 2015; Lambert et al., 2014), and blogs (n=7) (e.g., Atkinson 

et al., 2011; Macario et al., 2013). Other platforms were also used in 15 programmes, 

such as discussion boards, community forums, and interactive websites (n=7) (e.g., Adam 

et al., 2011; George et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2016); mobile applications (n=3) (e.g., James 

et al., 2013; Khurshid et al., 2015); MySpace (n=3) (e.g., Dixon-Gray et al., 2013; 

Nicholas, 2010); Pinterest (n=2) (Lambert et al., 2014; Tobey and Manore, 2014); Flickr 

(n=2) (Lambert et al., 2014; Purdy, 2011); Instagram (n=1) (Brzeziński and Klikowicz, 

2015); and social bookmarking (n=1) (Taubenheim et al., 2008). Only one programme 

did not specify which social media platforms were used (Gase et al., 2015). 

 

Fifteen programmes did not develop specific content that suited the nature of 

social media, and simply utilised social media to connect with their audiences while 

relying on the same content as that used in traditional media. For instance, Dixon-Gray 

et al. (2013) mentioned that social media were mainly used to promote their radio 

campaign through posting their radio episodes on Facebook and MySpace. However, 

fourteen studies developed media content specifically for social media platforms. This 

content included the following categories: informational content (n=11), such as articles 

related to news, laws, promotion, and press releases (e.g., La Torre et al., 2014); videos 

(n=11) (e.g., Atkinson et al., 2011); graphics, images, or visuals (n=9) (e.g., Brzeziński 

and Klikowicz, 2015); recruitment of consumers as advocates (n=3) (e.g., Evans-Lacko 

et al., 2013); gaming (n=3) (e.g., Adam et al., 2011; Friedman et al., 2014; Nicholas, 

2010); social posts (n=2), such as social marketers interacting with consumers during 

programme events (e.g., Brzeziński and Klikowicz, 2015); widgets (n=1) (Taubenheim 

et al., 2008); and paid advertisements (n=1) (Woolley and Peterson, 2012).  

 

The effectiveness of social media communication was evaluated and reported in 

24 studies. These can be further categorised into awareness and interaction measures 

(n=24) and conversion measures (n=12). Awareness and interaction measures included 

the number of views (n=16) (Evans-Lacko et al., 2013; Frerichs et al., 2015; Sampogna 

et al., 2017); likes (n=11) (Liu et al., 2016; Rogers et al., 2017); fans, friends, or followers 
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(n=10) (James et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012; Woolley and Peterson, 2012); 

comments (n=10) (George et al., 2016; Hull et al., 2017); and shares or re-tweets (n=9) 

(La Torre et al., 2014; Picazo-Vela et al., 2016). Conversion measures included a 

subscription to a website or blog (n=12) (James et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012); 

taking action such as signing declarations for organ donations after death (Brzeziński and 

Klikowicz, 2015), contacting a health professional (Nicholas, 2010), increase in sales 

(n=5) (Brzeziński and Klikowicz, 2015; Friedman et al., 2014; Nicholas, 2010; Purdy, 

2011); and ordering promotional items (n=1) (Brzeziński and Klikowicz, 2015). 

 

Of the 24 studies that evaluated social media effectiveness, 22 reported that social 

media effectively impacted their programmes. For example, Evans-Lacko et al. (2013) 

mentioned that regular updating and use of a variety of content, including information 

content, pictures, and links, were effective in maintaining communication with their 

existing social media followers, as well as in reaching new audiences. Similarly, 

Brzeziński and Klikowicz (2015) explained that developing two-way communication 

through social media was associated with contributing to the main objective of their 

programme – i.e., increasing the number of people who signed a declaration of intent to 

donate organs. However, two programmes reported that although their communication 

attracted audiences at the beginning of the programme, this decreased over time 

(Atkinson et al., 2011; Picazo-Vela et al., 2016). Atkinson et al. (2011) explained that the 

content used on social media negatively impacted the effectiveness of social media and 

resulted in audiences’ rejection of the programme. However, they also indicated that they 

had not developed an appropriate social media strategy, stating, “in the rush to incorporate 

the Internet in the health promotion portfolio, little consideration has been given to the 

content of online interventions, and the research base that should inform it” (p. 464). 
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4.5.3 The use of social media to create engagement 

 

Further analysis of the use of social media was guided by the customer 

engagement cycle described by Sashi (2012) to assess the use of social media in creating 

consumer engagement in social marketing programmes. Sashi (2012) distinguished 

between seven levels of engagement: connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, 

commitment, advocacy, and engagement. These are discussed hereafter.  

 

4.5.3.1 Connection 

 

According to Sashi (2012), connection refers to interactions that aim to establish 

a connection between marketers and consumers. Various scholars have pointed out the 

viral nature of social media that allows messages to transmit rapidly from one individual 

to another (Gamble and Gilmore, 2013; Men and Tsai, 2014; Miller, 2013). In the 

identified programmes, social media were used to increase reach with target audiences 

(n=27), disseminate information (n=13), and drive traffic to the programmes’ websites 

(n=8). For example, in Dixon-Gray et al.’s (2013) study, social media were used to reach 

their target audiences. Specifically, they used social media to promote a radio campaign, 

as well as to provide additional information about the programme. Justice-Gardiner et al. 

(2012) utilised social media to increase awareness about their programme, and provide 

outreach information to a difficult-to-reach segment (i.e., Hispanic cancer survivors), 

their families, and their providers. 

 

4.5.3.2 Interaction 

 

Interaction, according to Sashi (2012), allows for a continuous dialogue with 

consumers. Sixteen programmes used social media to facilitate some form of interaction 

between social marketers and their target audiences, as well as between audiences and 

their peers. For example, Atkinson et al. (2011) indicated that social media were primarily 

used to engage youth in peer-to-peer conversations about the negative consequences of 

binge drinking. In addition, Brzeziński and Klikowicz (2015) and Tobey and Manore 

(2014) highlighted the significance of two-way communication in building communities, 

in which discussions aimed to facilitate the formulation of opinions and encourage 
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consumers to act. Moreover, Nicholas (2010) explained that by establishing a “supportive 

community”, audiences become more comfortable addressing problems and seeking help 

(p. 87). He also pointed out that audiences value social media for its’ ability to encourage 

self-expression, stating, “people are increasingly looking to the internet to express 

themselves creatively and to document and share personal experiences” (p 87). Moreover, 

Taubenheim et al. (2008) explained the importance of social media interaction to support 

social marketing programmes, commenting that social media “have helped to humanize 

a serious issue surrounded in an atmosphere of social support and concern” (p. 65). 

 

4.5.3.3 Satisfaction 

 

Satisfaction in Sashi’s (2012) cycle is understood as an intermediate stage that is 

essential for consumers to stay connected, continue to interact, and progress towards 

engagement. Some scholars have also referred to this as sentiment (Gordon, 2012; 

Lipschultz, 2014; Sterne, 2010). Gordon (2012) explained that beyond quantitative data 

that can be measured, such as likes and shares, qualitative insights about sentiment could 

be measured through the analysis of comments to gain a richer understanding. Moreover, 

quantitative sentiment analysis on social media could also be obtained using automatic 

tools that are capable of extracting subjective information from texts in natural languages 

to capture opinions and feelings (Pozzi et al., 2017).  

 

Only six programmes measured consumer satisfaction with social media content 

(Adam et al., 2011; Atkinson et al., 2011; James et al., 2013; Macario et al., 2013; Potente 

et al., 2011; Woolley and Peterson, 2012). Satisfaction was measured through a range of 

different methods, such as analysing audience comments (Adam et al., 2011; Atkinson et 

al., 2011; James et al., 2013), rating blog posts (Macario et al., 2013), and surveys 

(Potente et al., 2011; Woolley and Peterson, 2012). James et al. (2013) and Macario et al. 

(2013) highlighted social media’s importance in allowing social marketers to gain 

insights into consumers’ reactions to the information and behaviour change intentions 

from analysing comments.  

 

4.5.3.4 Retention and commitment 
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Retention can result either from overall satisfaction over time or highly positive 

emotions (Sashi, 2012), while commitment can result from both loyalty, resulting from a 

rational decision (such as a lack of choice or switching costs), and delight, resulting from 

emotional bond and trust (Sashi, 2012). Five programmes involved mechanisms for 

supporting and measuring their target audiences’ ability to revisit their social media 

communications. For example, Adam et al. (2011) and Macario et al. (2013) observed 

that audience members who subscribed to their programs’ social media platforms tended 

to retain their subscriptions. In addition, Brzeziński and Klikowicz (2015) indicated that 

social media posts encouraged consumers to visit and register their participation in the 

programme via the programme’s website. However, two programmes encountered a 

decline in viewership over time (Atkinson et al., 2011; Picazo-Vela et al., 2016). For 

example, Picazo-Vela et al. (2016) explained that although increases in the number of 

people joining their Facebook page was evident in the first three months, people 

subsequently started to unfollow their page. However, none of the programmes reported 

their audiences’ commitment to the programme.  

 

4.5.3.5 Advocacy and engagement 

 

Advocacy occurs when delighted consumers interact with others in their social 

networks to spread the word about their positive experiences (Sashi, 2012). Engagement 

occurs when consumers are both delighted and loyal (committed), and have strong 

emotional bonds, along with relational exchanges, with organisations. Consumer 

engagement expands the role of consumers by including them in the value-adding process 

as advocates and co-creators of value (Sashi, 2012). Three programmes aimed at 

establishing a higher level of engagement with target audiences by having them 

participate as advocates for the campaign activities, such as creating campaign 

communications (Liu et al., 2016; Macario et al., 2013) or initiating conversations with 

their network to advocate for the campaign (Evans-Lacko et al., 2013). For example, Liu 

et al. (2016) explained that participants were recruited via social media through an open 

contest to develop an informational video. Finally, consumers of one programme were 

further encouraged to engage in creating the programme’s activities (Evans-Lacko et al., 

2013). In this programme, Evans-Lacko et al. (2013) explained that their objective behind 

using social media was to drive target consumers to action, such as helping to organise a 

local event focusing on engaging the community or organisations in fighting stigma and 
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discrimination toward people with mental health problems.  

 

 

4.6 Conclusions, limitations, and future research 

 

This research employed systematic literature review procedures to identify and 

describe the use of social media in creating participants’ engagement in various social 

marketing programmes. The most commonly used platform was Facebook, followed by 

YouTube, Twitter, and blogs. Although the interactive nature of social media offers a 

variety of communication opportunities (Brzeziński and Klikowicz, 2015; Moorhead et 

al., 2013; La Torre et al., 2014; Westberg et al., 2018), less than half of the assessed 

programmes reported creating content that was specific for their communication via 

social media. The most commonly shared content type was information-based content 

and videos, followed by images. Some programmes also used online games, consumer 

recruitment, social posts, widgets, and paid advertisements. James et al. (2013) and 

Picazo-Vela et al. (2016) have emphasised the importance of developing content that is 

relevant to audiences. James et al. (2013) stated that poor content impacted the 

effectiveness of their messages, and improving the content affected audiences’ reactions 

to their social marketing programme. Indeed, Pang and Kubacki (2015) stated that one of 

the key challenges facing social marketing campaigns lies in executing messages that are 

linked to their audiences’ lives, with many organisations adopting “purely theoretical and 

abstract” concepts and ideas that may not resonate with audiences, thus minimising the 

effectiveness of social marketing messages as reminders or warnings (p. 92).  

 

The effectiveness of social media communication was evaluated in the majority 

of programmes based on the number of views, followed by likes, fans, and traffic to the 

programmes’ websites. Sterne (2010) explained that these measures are used to assess 

awareness through social media communication, while other measures could assess 

“engagement, persuasion, conversion and retention” (p. 15), such as second-degree 

impressions, sentiment, number of interactions, and conversions to purchases. Similarly, 

Gordon (2012) distinguished between four types of measures – see, say, feel, and do – to 

assess social media communication effectiveness. Other scholars emphasised the 

importance of measuring interaction through the “content the user spends time creating” 
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(Lipschultz, 2014 p. 108), “customer sharing”, and “authentic insights” (Miller, 2013, p. 

89).  

 

Various characteristics of social media, such as their potential regarding bilateral 

communication, interaction, and content creation, make them distinct from traditional 

media, and highlight the increasing importance of such platforms for social marketers to 

engage with their target audiences. Although social media have been shown to be 

effective in reaching large audiences inexpensively (Dooley et al., 2014; Gamble and 

Gilmore, 2013; Korda and Itani, 2013), they can be particularly useful to social marketers 

attempting to build lasting relationships with their target audiences and are effective in 

fostering long-term behavioural change (Bannor et al., 2017; Chen and Shi, 2015; Korda 

and Itani, 2013; Luxton et al., 2012; Neiger et al., 2012, 2013; Webb et al., 2010). All the 

social marketing programmes included in this review used social media primarily to 

connect with target audiences, raise awareness, and reach less accessible populations 

(Dixon-Gray et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012). Furthermore, our findings 

indicate that only half of these programmes used social media to interact with target 

consumers (Atkinson et al., 2011), encourage peer-to-peer discussions (James et al., 

2013; Macario et al., 2013), and form communities in which opinions and values were 

commonly shared and diffused to others (Brzeziński and Klikowicz, 2015). In addition, 

only a handful of studies in this review reported using social media to facilitate 

satisfaction, retention, commitment, or advocacy. 

 

Although all the identified programmes recognised the effectiveness of social 

media in engaging audiences, most of them used social media for one-way messaging, in 

a similar way to traditional media. However, social media’s main advantages include their 

ability to facilitate ongoing interaction between social marketers, target audiences, and 

others in the audiences’ networks, and in providing means for audiences to produce their 

own content (Coulson, 2013; Gamble and Gilmore, 2013; Sashi, 2012), act as advocates 

(Neiger et al., 2013; Sashi, 2012), and engage as partners to the organisation (Ashley and 

Tuten, 2015; Coulson, 2013; Gamble and Gilmore, 2013; Neiger et al., 2013; Sashi, 

2012). However, such potential has not been fully utilised by social marketing 

programmes to date. 
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This systematic literature review was limited by the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria employed in the process. For example, all included studies were self-identified as 

social marketing studies. However, there might be other studies that have reported the use 

of social media and marketing tools and techniques, which may not self-identify as social 

marketing studies. Therefore, future reviews should consider broadening their focus to 

include other behaviour change and public health interventions that report on the use of 

social media marketing. For instance, the use of additional search terms such as 

“behaviour change”, “health promotion” and “health communication” could yield 

additional results. Further, the analysis detailed in this review was limited by the 

information provided in the identified studies. It was not possible to ascertain whether 

reporting on the use of social media in different programmes included all relevant 

information, which may have led to under-reporting. Moreover, there is an opportunity 

for further reviews to focus on the use of social media in social marketing programmes 

that have not been reported in peer-reviewed journal articles, yet have been reported in 

market research or government and industry reports. Further reviews could also focus on 

programmes that can be observed and analysed, focusing on some of the key indicators 

included in this study, while they are being delivered. Finally, future researchers could 

also examine the use of the latest technologies in building engagement in social 

marketing. For instance, the use of augmented reality, virtual reality, gamification, and 

mobile applications could be investigated to identify the best practices for promoting 

consumer engagement in social marketing programmes. 

 

4.7 Practical implications  

 

The findings of this study could be utilised in future social marketing programs 

using social media to create consumer engagement. While the evidence base continues to 

grow, several different strategies can be used to address the limitations identified in this 

review. For example, social marketers should customise social media messages 

accounting for users’ characteristics, their information preferences, and their preferred 

social media platforms so as to enable the generation of unique and platform-specific 

content (Korda and Itani, 2013; Luxton et al., 2012; Sashi, 2012; Westberg et al., 2018). 

Despite the differences between social media and traditional media, the current study 

clearly indicates that content created for traditional media is often reused on social media. 
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Therefore, more effort needs to be made to create content specifically for communication 

via social media to better utilise their interactive and communal nature of this medium. 

The current study highlights the significance of creating interactive communication that 

entices consumers to engage with social media content and initiates dialogic exchange. 

As social media provide micro-targeting opportunities, unique content should be 

developed for specific target audiences and platforms (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 

Instagram) to take full advantage of the opportunities afforded by different social media 

platforms, supplementing basic provision of information to encourage two-way 

communication and formation of communities.  

 

Being the first study in social marketing to employ Sashi’s (2012) customer 

engagement cycle framework to assess consumer engagement with social marketing 

campaigns via social media, this research sheds light on activities on social media that 

could provide social marketers with the opportunity to better engage with consumers. For 

example, having a programme’s campaign go viral on social media will help raising 

awareness, and establishing a connection between the social marketers and their 

audience; however, interaction can be attained by encouraging conversations among 

target audiences and marketers. Moreover, social media can facilitate assessment of 

consumers’ satisfaction through sentiment analysis of their posts and comments, or 

through surveys. Consumers’ retainment to the programmes’ communication and their 

commitment to the programmes are important factors for maintaining an enduring 

relationship with consumers. Furthermore, social media offer the opportunity for 

crowdsourcing and recruitment of active consumers to advocate for the programmes’ 

causes. Finally, engagement with programmes can be driven using social media by 

involving consumers in creating programmes’ activities and designs both online and 

offline (Evans-Lacko et al., 2013). 

 

This study also highlights the importance of building relationships with consumers 

through engaging them in social marketing programs using social media, while 

articulating practices on social media that could be applied to attain a variety of 

engagement levels beyond basic connections (including interaction, satisfaction, 

retention, commitment, and advocacy). Social media users should be better utilised as 

partners and advocates, not just passive recipients of information. Finally, the findings of 

this study suggest that the effectiveness of social media communication was often 



101 

 

evaluated using the numbers of views, likes, fans and website traffic. However, different 

levels of engagement can be assessed using, for example, second-degree impressions, 

user satisfaction and sentiment, number of interactions, sharing and co-creating 

behaviours, to ensure a better understanding of the diverse nature of engagement in social 

marketing programs via social media. 
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5.2 Abstract 

 

Social media have become pervasive communication tools, creating connections 

and opportunities for customer engagement. They have redefined simple dyadic 

interactions between customers and marketers, transforming them into more complex 

interactions between multiple groups of actors, including customers, organisations, 

stakeholders, and non-customers. In recognition of the remodelling of customer 

engagement, scholars have called for additional research addressing the role of 

engagement in multi-actor ecosystems. Our study seeks to address this gap by advancing 

the understanding of the process of customer engagement on social media and proposing 

an empirically grounded framework with appropriate measures to assess customer 

engagement. Thirty-two interviews were conducted to explore the process of establishing 

and maintaining customer engagement on social media from the perspectives of social 

media marketing practitioners and users. This study proposes a dynamic framework 

addressing four distinct levels of customer engagement on social media, in addition to 

identifying appropriate measurements for each level. 

 

Keywords 

 

Digital media, social media, engagement, framework, multi-actor ecosystem, qualitative 

studies 
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5.3 Introduction 

 

Social media have redefined simple dyadic interactions between customers and 

marketers, transforming them into more complex interactions between multiple groups 

of actors, including customers, organisations, stakeholders and non-customers (Jaakkola 

& Alexander, 2014; Larivière et al., 2017). The term “social media” refers to “tools for 

social interaction, using highly accessible and scalable communication techniques –such 

as web-based, mobile technologies– to turn communication into interactive dialogue” 

(Coulson, 2013, p. 1). These interactive media have reshaped the interplay between 

various actors by enabling users to share information, generate content, and form 

networks through interacting with one another and with organisations (Ashley & Tuten, 

2015; Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, & Silvestre, 2011). As a result, social media’s 

role as social network facilitators has usurped traditional media in creating connections, 

engaging customers, and building ongoing relationships between multiple actors (Bianchi 

& Andrews, 2015; Lamberton & Stephen, 2016; Larivière et al., 2017; Westberg, Stavros, 

Smith, Munro, & Argus, 2018). Further, the number of social media users is expected to 

reach 3.02 billion monthly users by 2021, which will account for over a third of the 

world’s population (Clement, 2019). A recent survey reported that 91% of customers 

recognised the power of social media to build social connections and bring individuals 

together, despite their varying backgrounds and beliefs, and 78% of them called for 

brands to utilise social media to connect and build relationships with and between 

customers (Gilpin, 2019). Targeted reach, ongoing interactions and building relationships 

were also identified as key marketing benefits of social media (Shawky, Kubacki, 

Dietrich, & Weaven, 2019a). Accordingly, social media represent an indispensable tool 

for marketers attempting to engage with customers.  

 

The pervasive character of social media has also changed the nature of customer 

engagement in multi-actor ecosystems and, as a consequence, has received increasing 

attention in both academic and practitioner literature (Brodie, Ilic, Juric, & Hollebeek, 

2013). Customer engagement is considered critical for the success of organisations 

operating across diverse industries, including services (Larivière et al., 2017), tourism 

(Leung, Law, van Hoof, & Buhalis, 2013), fandom (de Vries, Gensler, & Leeflang, 2012), 

retail (Godey et al., 2016; Rapp, Beitelspacher, Grewal, & Hughes, 2013), sports 
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(Aichner, 2019), and public health and behavioural change (Bannor, Asare, & Bawole, 

2017; Chen & Shi, 2015). There is also a growing body of evidence highlighting customer 

engagement as an integral element in the establishment and maintenance of brand 

communities (Brodie et al., 2013; Laroche, Habibi, Richard, & Sankaranarayanan, 2012), 

which play a strategic role in branding (Hajli, Shanmugam, Papagiannidis, Zahay, & 

Richard, 2017) and in enhancing an organisation’s competitiveness (Kumar & Pansari, 

2016) and corporate performance (Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014). Although the role that 

social media play in creating customer engagement is widely recognised, there have been 

several important gaps identified in the marketing literature, pertaining to approaches to 

managing and measuring customer engagement on social media with recent studies 

examining the impact of the frequency and/or the type of communication on customer 

engagement on social media (e.g., Grover & Kar, 2020; Weiger, Wetzel, & 

Hammerschmidt, 2019). Further, while conceptual discussions appear to dominate the 

existing customer engagement literature, there is a need for research offering practical 

insight into how digital communications impact organisations (Bianchi & Andrews, 

2015; Leeflang, Verhoef, Dahlström, & Freundt, 2014). Finally, prior investigations have 

indicated that traditional and discrete interactions between the organisation and a single 

customer are still being favoured by organisations, with unidirectional online push 

marketing strategies (Gilpin, 2019; Shawky, Kubacki, Dietrich, & Weaven, 2019b), while 

building customer engagement in a manner that effectively harnesses the potential of 

social media in a multi-actor ecosystem is lacking. Consequently, it is not surprising that 

scholars have suggested a need to elevate and prioritise these issues in the marketing 

domain (Brodie, Hollebeek, Juric & Ilic, 2011; Fehrer, Woratschek, Germelmann, & 

Brodie, 2018).  

 

Given the preceding discussion, the focus of this study is to propose an integrated, 

dynamic and measurable framework for managing customer engagement on social media 

and advance our understanding of engagement between multiple actors that are 

increasingly contributing to the success of marketing activities on social media. The 

following sections begin with a review of the literature focusing on the transformed 

conceptualisation of customer engagement in multi-actor ecosystems facilitated by social 

media, including a review of different customer engagement models and frameworks. 

Next, an overview of the method employed in this study, involving qualitative in-depth 

interviews with social media marketing practitioners and users, is outlined. Finally, we 

discuss the main findings that emerge from this study and summarise their theoretical and 
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practical implications, concluding with a number of proposed avenues for future research. 
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5.4  Theoretical foundation 

 

5.4.1 Engagement in multi-actor ecosystems 

 

The concept of engagement has evolved as a result of the shift in marketing 

management from a focus on products to customers. Reflecting the more general nature 

of engagement evident within other disciplines, the same fundamental characteristics of 

customer engagement are considered in marketing definitions. In particular, marketing 

scholars emphasise that customer engagement is a behaviour (Hollebeek, 2011; Jaakkola 

& Alexander, 2014; Kumar & Pansari, 2016; Verleye, Gemmel, & Rangarajan, 2013; van 

Doorn et al., 2010; Verhoef, Reinartz, & Krafft, 2010) that involves active participation 

through value co-creating activities and contributions (Brodie et al., 2011; Kumar et al., 

2010; Sashi, 2012; Verleye et al., 2013). Despite studies that conceptualise engagement 

as a psychological process (Bowden, 2009), there is a general consensus that it entails a 

customer’s behavioural response to an organisation and extends beyond purchases and 

transactions (van Doorn et al., 2010). 

 

Recent customer engagement studies acknowledge the highly networked 

character of modern society and the complexity of the interactions within business and 

customer networks. As a result, customer engagement is no longer viewed as embodying 

dyadic interactions between customers and organisations, but rather as a set of complex 

relationships involving networks of different actors (Brodie, Fehrer, Jaakkola, Conduit, 

& Hollebeek, 2016; Fehrer et al., 2018). These studies recognise that customers directly 

or indirectly impact other actors’ behaviours while also being influenced by others. For 

instance, Fehrer et al. (2018) explain how the engagement behaviour of other customers 

affects the engagement behaviour of a focal customer and how the relationship between 

other customers and the focal customer affects the relationship between the focal 

customer and the organisation. Further, Li, Juric, and Brodie (2017) discuss other 

characteristics of engagement within a multi-actor network that influence customer 

engagement outcomes, such as the number of actors engaging in a certain activity, the 

number of actors engaging in the network during certain phases, the intensity of the 

interactions between those actors in a certain activity or during certain phases, and the 

forms and modes of diverse multi-actor engagement behavioural expressions. Other 

research suggests that engagement refers to ongoing and interrelated interactions between 

groups of actors in the network, rather than an isolated concept referring to a single 
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customer. Moreover, actors are constantly entering and leaving networks, which further 

impacts the expansion and development of these networks over time (Fehrer et al., 2018; 

Li et al., 2017). Although this new perspective emphasises engagement in multi-actor 

ecosystems, there is evidence indicating that dyadic interactions between customers and 

organisations remain dominant in practice, with marketing activities on social media 

focusing on unidirectional interactions between customers and organisations. For 

example, Shawky et al. (2019b) concluded that organisations are still adopting one-way 

communication to reach out and connect with customers, rather than attempting to 

increase interactions between multiple actors. Another study has suggested a need to 

investigate engagement beyond traditional perspectives centring on dyadic customer–

brand relationships (Brodie et al., 2016). 

 

5.4.2 Customer engagement in the social media age 

 

Technological advancements and the emergence of social media lend support to 

the need to reconsider current conceptualisations of customer engagement. Various 

scholars have considered a new perspective based on observing interactive experiences 

between multiple actors that have been facilitated via social media (Brodie et al., 2013; 

Larivière et al., 2017; Li et al., 2017). In a highly networked society, social media have 

transformed the role of a customer to that of an organisation through facilitating 

customers’ contributions in creating and sharing information, photos, reviews, and other 

marketing resources (Larivière et al., 2017). According to Larivière et al. (2017), the role 

of customers has altered, embodying functions as enablers, innovators, coordinators, and 

differentiators. In such roles, customers take part in the development and delivery of new 

products or services, build communities, engage other customers and prospects, interact 

with non-customers, and differentiate between multiple offers in the marketplace. Recent 

studies into social media also emphasise the role that customers play in multi-actor 

ecosystems (Fehrer et al., 2018; Gómez, Lopez, & Molina, 2019; Grover, Kar, Dwivedi, 

& Janssen, 2019; Li et al., 2017). For example, Gómez et al. (2019) argue that marketers 

are no longer the only generators of organisation massages, nor do they have full control 

over the content of their messages, while customers act as information providers, 

reviewers and influencers, who increasingly impact other customers’ preferences and 

purchase decisions. They conclude that the content generated by customers assists in 

increasing the engagement on social media pages of organisations, and positively 

influences organisations’ communications. In another study conducted in the context of 
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US presidential elections, Grover et al. (2019) also explain that social media have a direct 

impact on changing perceptions and attitudes within a user when exposed to other users 

or groups, which in turn results in forming polarised groups of voters (using hashtags). 

Finally, emphasising the importance of approaching social media as multi-actor 

ecosystems, a recent study into customer engagement within a network has identified a 

key role of network intimacy, or ties between a network’s members, in dictating the 

effectiveness of a variety of content types and increasing customer engagement (Weiger 

et al., 2019).  

 

Indeed, networked customers are now active contributors to a wide variety of 

marketing functions, and are considered partners who contribute to organisational success 

(Brodie et al., 2013; Neiger, Thackeray, Burton, Giraud-Carrier, & Fagen, 2013; Sashi, 

2012). According to Harmeling, Moffett, Arnold, and Carlson (2017), customers “are 

pseudo-marketers, often with greater influence, lower costs, and more effective reach than 

their firm-based counterparts” (p. 312). Brodie et al. (2013) conclude that customer 

engagement on social media enables customers to share personal experiences, influence 

others, advocate brands, and suggest ways to exercise and improve skills. They explain 

that customer engagement in brand communities is a highly interactive process that is 

based on “learning, sharing, advocating, socializing and co-developing” (p. 112). 

Similarly, in their systematic literature review, Shawky et al. (2019b) highlight that 

customer engagement through social media contributed to the success of social marketing 

programmes, in which peer-to-peer discussions were encouraged to establish supportive 

communities, where customers became more encouraged to address their own problems, 

seek help, express themselves creatively, and share their private experiences. They also 

explain that social media were used to encourage customers’ co-creation of programme 

activities and designs. In another study, Evans-Lacko et al. (2013) utilised social media 

to encourage customers’ contributions to organise a local event focusing on engaging the 

community and organisations in combating stigma and discrimination towards 

individuals with mental health problems. These studies, amongst others, highlight the 

implications of fostering customer engagement via social media in a multi-actor 

ecosystem, and recognise the proactive role that customers play as exchange partners and 

co-creators of value.  

 

In emphasising customers’ contributions, Sashi (2012) attempts to explain the 

concept of customer engagement as a “process of value creation” that consists of 
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personalised experiences with “informed, networked, empowered and active customers 

increasingly co-creating value with the organisation” (p. 267). Other research emphasises 

that customer engagement is a dynamic process (Brodie et al., 2013, 2016) that emerges 

at different levels of intensity over time and should lead to enduring long-term 

relationships (Brodie et al., 2013). Although a wide range of research has affirmed these 

enduring relationships as resulting from customers’ collaborations with marketers in the 

value-adding process to better satisfy their needs, others have described customer 

engagement as a response to marketing efforts (Fehrer et al., 2018; Sterne, 2010). 

However, such descriptions appear to confuse intermediate stages in building customer 

engagement with customer engagement itself (Sashi, 2012) and fail to recognise the long-

term aspects of engagement stemming from building a relationship, rather than having a 

one-off encounter.  

 

Other research considers the outcome of customer engagement to be a behaviour 

that extends beyond profit-driven transactions and instant cash flows (Brodie et al., 2011; 

Kumar et al., 2010; van Doorn et al., 2010; Verhoef et al., 2010). For example, although 

Grover and Kar (2020) distinguished between customer engagement (defined as the 

number of likes and shares) and customer participation (defined as the number of reviews 

and social promotion of organisations) and examined their impact on the success of social 

media communities, they concluded that customer engagement and participation are 

strongly related. Similarly, Fehrer and colleagues (2018) refer to engagement disposition 

as denoting a state of readiness or a tendency to act, and explored how this disposition 

impacts and results from customers’ engagement behaviour, which emphasises the 

iterative, dynamic process of customer engagement and endorses the impact of the 

network of multiple actors who are involved in the relationship-building process (Brodie 

et al., 2016; Li et al., 2017). Storbacka, Brodie, Böhmann, Maglio, and Nenonen (2016) 

define engagement in a multi-actor ecosystem as “both the dispositions of actors to 

engage, and the activities of engaging in an interactive process” (p. 3009). They suggest 

that actor engagement plays a pivotal role in co-creating value within an established or 

emerging network of actors. Moreover, other studies have identified different 

characteristics of customers and have explained how these characteristics are reflected in 

their behaviours. For instance, Milligan, Littlejohn, and Margaryan (2013) identified that 

customers are active, passive, or lurkers (actively following a communication but not 

actively participating with others). Other research has emphasised the multi-dimensional 



 

 

120 

aspects of customer engagement (including cognitive, emotional, and behavioural 

aspects), which shape levels of customer engagement (Brodie et al., 2011, 2013).  

 

5.4.3 Customer engagement frameworks 

 

Although multiple frameworks pertaining to customer engagement have appeared 

in the marketing literature, only a handful of studies have attempted to understand and 

measure customer engagement in social media contexts. Recognising that customer 

engagement is a dynamic process that involves active contributions of customers and 

leads to building a long-term relationship, this study builds on Sashi’s (2012) customer 

engagement cycle. Sashi (2012) explains that the interactive nature of social media 

facilitates the process of moving customers from one stage to another to establish 

“enduring intimate relationships” (p. 260). Similarly, Chiang, Wei, Parker and Davey 

(2017) argue that engaged customers go beyond purchases to exemplify customer 

engagement behaviours such as “recommending, referring and discussing the brand on 

social media as well as providing feedback to the company” (p. 1450). Moreover, various 

scholars have asserted social media’s ability to establish customer engagement 

(Lipschultz, 2014; Miller, 2013; Neiger et al., 2013), describing the process that leads to 

engagement as relationship building (Miller, 2013) and involving continual engagement 

with customers (Lipschultz, 2014). For example, a recent study into customer 

engagement on social media suggested that neither the increased frequency of posts nor 

the type of content were sufficient to warrant an impact on customers engagement, 

although a steady flow of posts and a variety of informational, entertainment and social 

posts would positively influence customer engagement (Grover & Kar, 2020). Further, 

Weiger et al. (2019) also examined the impact of different marketer-generated types of 

communication on driving customer engagement and concluded that mutual confiding 

within a customer’s social network in small social circles (i.e. network intimacy) can 

result in the same content type impacting customer engagement behaviours through 

different motivational paths.   

 

Regardless of the apparent similarities in current conceptualisations of customer 

engagement on social media, some researchers have created models that are less inclusive 

of customers’ activities than presented in Sashi’s (2012) framework. For example, Neiger 

et al. (2013) consider that a medium level of engagement signifies the beginning of 

interaction with customers and ultimately leads to high levels of engagement. 
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Consequently, they fail to consider the complexity of creating a sustained emotional bond 

and rational exchange that would gradually elevate a customer from an exchange 

participant to a partner. Haven, Bernoff, and Glass (2007), however, state that marketing 

complexity means that reach and frequency measurements “don’t indicate the 

engagement of an individual; they fail to capture the sentiment, opinion and affinity a 

person has towards a brand as manifested in ratings, reviews, comments in blogs or 

discussion forums, or likelihood to recommend to a friend” (p. 4). They suggest that 

engagement is more than reach and frequency and should include the measurement of 

individuals’ “real feelings” about a programme and that engagement should start with 

developing a relationship with a customer that “continues as they extend that relationship 

to other customers” (p. 5). Lending support to this contention, Haven et al. (2007) define 

engagement as “the level of involvement, interaction, intimacy and influence an 

individual has with a brand over time” (p. 4). In this way, they address the gap in Neiger 

et al.’s (2013) model concerning the emotional bond (i.e. intimacy) that is a core element 

in developing customer relationships. However, consideration is not sufficiently given to 

the impact of rational exchanges on customers’ loyalty to a programme. In contrast, Sashi 

(2012) suggests that the engagement-building process comprises a cycle consisting of 

seven stages of engagement: connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, commitment, 

advocacy, and engagement, thus embracing engagement elements from alternative 

frameworks. That is, in recognising the dynamic aspects of customer engagement and the 

evolution of relationships over time, Sashi’s (2012) framework broadly accords with 

other interpretations of customer engagement (Brodie et al., 2013; Neiger et al., 2013) 

centring on the development of enduring relationships with customers (Neiger et al., 

2013) and embracing customers as co-creators of value and contributors to the success of 

the organisation (Brodie et al., 2013; Harmeling et al., 2017; Kumar et al., 2010; van 

Doorn et al., 2010). However, to date, there has been limited empirical application of 

Sashi’s cycle.  

 

Although the framework is not devoid of limitations, we suggest that Sashi’s 

(2012) cycle is appropriate for investigating customer engagement in social media 

contexts. First, while Sashi’s (2012) study considered the role of networks and how 

multiple actors interact on social media, it did not clearly articulate the ways in which 

networks affect engagement. However, Sashi’s (2012) seven stages of customer 

engagement focus on defining the relationship between the focal customer and the 

organisation during each stage and within the proposed measurement matrix. Second, 
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Sashi (2012) provides a measurement matrix that has proven difficult to operationalise in 

practice. In this matrix, customers are classified into four categories (on the basis of 

relational exchanges and emotional bonds): transactional customers, loyal customers, 

delighted customers, and fans, rather than providing measurement tools for each of the 

stages. Furthermore, even though the importance of connection and interaction is 

emphasised, these two stages are not included in the matrix on the basis that customers 

in these stages have not yet established exchange relationships and have limited or no 

emotional bonds with the organisation. Specifically, customers may only be arrayed in a 

customer engagement matrix when connection and interaction have led to satisfaction. 

In light of these gaps, this study considers the views of social media marketing 

practitioners and social media users, and is guided by the following research questions: 

RQ1: How can customer engagement be effectively managed in multi-actor 

ecosystems on social media?  

RQ2: How can customer engagement be measured in multi-actor ecosystems on 

social media? 
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5.5 Methodology 

 

5.5.1 Data collection  

 

The University Human Research Ethics Committee approved the study (ref no: 

2018/400). Thirty-two qualitative one-to-one interviews with social media marketing 

practitioners and users were conducted between November 2018 and February 2019 to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of customer engagement in the social media 

space. This approach was selected as the most appropriate form of interpretive research 

to explore the subjective meanings and individual understandings of a particular 

phenomenon so as to inform theoretical propositions. In-depth interviews help to uncover 

the intentions, underlying responses, and reasons behind a particular subject or action 

(Hastings, 2007; Wilson, Johns, Miller, & Pentecost, 2010).  

Conducting one-to-one interviews enables the researcher to observe body language, 

tone of voice, and any reactions to the issues that arise during the interviews (Hastings, 

2007); they thus give more comprehensive information about the specific topic under 

study. Semi-structured interviews lasting 1–2 hours created an opportunity for the 

researchers to gain additional insights when more questions arose during the discussions. 

An interview guide was used that consisted of a set of questions and allowed room for 

other discussions. Each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed. The interviews 

began with general questions focusing on how the social media marketing practitioners 

and users utilised social media, followed by more specific questions broadly focusing on 

each of Sashi’s (2012) seven stages of the customer engagement cycle. The interviews 

also explored practitioners’ strategies for fostering customer engagement for each of 

Sashi’s (2012) stages. Further, using these seven stages, the researchers explored how 

social media users behave on and utilise social media. The interviews ended with a 

discussion regarding the informants’ understanding and perception of customer 

engagement to verify and consolidate the key issues emerging in the discussion.  

5.5.2 Sample selection 

 

Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) and Boddy (2016) suggest that data saturation 

can occur within the first 12 interviews; therefore, the initial target of 12 interviews was 

set for each group (i.e. practitioners and users), although participant recruitment 

continued until theoretical saturation was reached and new data obtained from additional 
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informants did not provide any new conceptual insights. Recent qualitative studies 

involving interviews reported samples sizes of up to 26 informants (McDonald, Masselli, 

& Chanda, 2019; Bonomi, Sarti, & Torre, 2019). Further, Boddy (2016) argued that any 

qualitative samples over 30 should be considered large and may lead to diminishing 

returns due to difficulties in administration and analysis. Therefore, seventeen social 

media marketing practitioners and fifteen social media users were purposively selected 

to provide insights into experiences associated with developing and managing customer 

engagement on social media platforms. Both social media marketing practitioners and 

users were involved in this study to capture views from both sides of the exchange 

conversation and thus to develop a more holistic understanding of the issues shaping 

engagement.  

A purposive sampling technique was used, as it is a precise method for acquiring 

more representative and informative findings by focusing on selecting the most “relevant” 

and “meaningful” sample for the purpose of the study (Drisko & Maschi, 2015, p. 38) 

while disqualifying any irrelevant and uninformative materials. Given this study centres 

on advancing our understanding of engagement between multiple actors on social media, 

informants were purposively selected through identifying Facebook communities with 

large numbers of followers as such high levels of participation may suggest the presence 

of successful customer engagement activities. Further, interviewees were selected based 

on the expected level of insight, which they could bring to developing theory (Flick, 

2002).  

Each informant was selected based on the online communities they were involved 

in, whether as professionals or as users, as well as in consideration of the variety of social 

media platforms they used. Practitioners were selected from communities with follower 

numbers ranging from 20,000 to 400,000. The first author then contacted each 

community’s founder and users using private inbox messages (i.e. Facebook Messenger), 

inviting them to participate in the interviews. At the start of each interview, the researcher 

asked the informants to identify the different social media platforms they use. Snowball 

sampling was followed to reach additional informants. Consequently, each of our 

informants was involved in at least one social media community focusing on promotion 

of commercial brands, services and social issues, such as women’s empowerment, 

personal development, adopting a healthy lifestyle and healthy eating habits. These 

communities were selected on the basis that they primarily relied upon social media for 

their marketing activities. All of the social media marketing practitioners reported having 

extensive experience of working in social media marketing, with a specific focus on 
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fostering customer engagement on social media. Informants included males and females 

aged 25–50 years old (see Table 5.1 for informant profiles). 

 

Recent studies into customer engagement on social media suggest that there are 

no significant differences in social media usage across countries or cultures, indicating 

that similar approaches to customer engagement could be generalised across countries 

(Aichner, 2019). Accordingly, the researchers elected to conduct the research in Egypt, 

where social media can bring together and mobilise millions of citizens (Eltantawy & 

Wiest, 2011). For example, following the 2011 Egyptian revolution, Facebook witnessed 

a dramatic increase of 16.8 million new accounts in the Middle East and North Africa 

region (representing about 13 per cent of the total population), while Twitter witnessed 

40,000 new accounts in the region, of which Egyptians accounted for about half (Coulson, 

2013). As of June 2012, Egypt accounted for the highest number of social media users in 

the region, with 10.73 million users of Facebook alone (Rashid, 2019). The drastic 

increase in the popularity of social media in Egypt grabbed the attention of various 

organisations seeking to harness the potential of these interactive platforms in multiple 

industries in an effort to implement economic (International Monetary Fund (IMF), 2019) 

and social and health reforms (Tadros, 2013, 2015). In addition, Egypt is one of the largest 

markets, comprising 99.2 million inhabitants (IMF, 2019), with 50.7 million provisional 

Internet users as of 2019 (Statista, 2019a). Most importantly, given the nature of social 

media facilitating global networks and international engagement, and considering 

Egypt’s vast foreign investments, with a gross domestic product (GDP) of USD 335 

billion (Export.gov, 2019), and e-commerce sales estimated at USD 5 billion in 2018 

(Statista, 2019b), as well as Egypt’s strategic location on the African–Asian borders 

making it a gateway for foreign activities into the Middle East, Africa, Europe and Asia 

(Export.gov, 2019), our approach integrates a broader understanding of marketing 

strategies that encompass that market diversity.  

 

5.5.3 Analytic strategy 

 

All the voice recordings were transcribed, ensuring that the data accurately reflect 

what each informant had said and achieving what has been referred to as descriptive 

validity (Maxwell, 1992) or credibility (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), and then coded using 

NVivo (11.4.3). Following the grounded theory tradition (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), 

thematic analysis was conducted using Sashi’s (2012) seven stages of the customer 
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engagement cycle (i.e. connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, commitment, 

advocacy, and engagement) as the initial codes. The reliability of emerging findings was 

enhanced through negative case analysis and investigator triangulation, i.e. by having 

three researchers reviewing the codes and discussing any variations to better understand 

different possible ways of interpreting the data and enhance the accuracy and consistency 

of the findings (Denzin, 1978). Emerging and overlapping findings were then reviewed 

and assessed by researchers to identify any codes that should be refined, combined, or 

separated (Craike, Hose, Courneya, Harrison, & Livingston, 2013), and to inform the 

final themes, increase the theoretical validity of identified patterns, concepts and their 

characteristics (Maxwell, 1992), and propose a new multi-actor engagement framework. 

 

The validity of the findings was also enhanced through ensuring that the 

interviewed practitioners had extensive experience of working in social media marketing. 

Furthermore, these practitioners maintained large numbers of followers through their 

social media communities and relied primarily on social media marketing, rather than 

other marketing activities. Therefore, the outcome of their engagement activities could 

be directly related to their social media marketing. In addition, informants were recruited 

based on their ability to demonstrate experience with a variety of social media platforms 

and on the basis of their frequency of interactions with social media.  
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Table 5.1: Informant profiles 

 

Marketing 

Practitioners 

ID 

Gender Age 

Use of social media 

Facebook YouTube Twitter Instagram LinkedIn Blog 
Mobile 

App/RSS 
Websites Others 

01 Female 43 ✓ ✓  ✓   ✓ ✓  

02 Female 27 ✓ ✓  ✓   ✓ ✓  

03 Male 45 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

04 Female 33 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓  

05 Female 28 ✓      ✓ ✓  

06 Female 34 ✓   ✓   ✓ ✓  

07 Female 39 ✓   ✓   ✓ ✓  

08 Female 35 ✓   ✓    ✓  

09 Male 36 ✓  ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓  

10 Female 31 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

11 Female 32 ✓       ✓  

12 Female 35 ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Pinterest & 

Tumblr 

13 Female 37 ✓      ✓ ✓  

14 Female 40 ✓       ✓  
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15 Female 29 ✓  ✓     ✓  

16 Female 27 ✓     ✓  ✓  

17 Female 50 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓  

Users  

ID 
Gender Age 

Use of social media  

Facebook YouTube Twitter Instagram LinkedIn Blog 
Mobile 

App/RSS 
Websites Others 

18 Female 35 ✓ ✓  ✓   ✓ ✓ 
Pinterest & 

Snapchat 

19 Female 36 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Pinterest & 

Snapchat 

20 Female 42 ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓  ✓ ✓  

21 Female 35 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Pinterest & 

Snapchat 

22 Female 38 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Pinterest 

23 Female 43 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Pinterest 

24 Female 50 ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Pinterest 

25 Female 29 ✓ ✓  ✓   ✓ ✓ 
Pinterest & 

snapchat 

26 Male 50 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓  

27 Female 33 ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
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28 Male 44 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Pinterest & 

Snapchat 

29 Female 38 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Pinterest & 

Snapchat 

30 Female 36 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
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5.6 Findings 

 

This study aimed to advance the understanding of the customer engagement 

process on social media and to develop an empirically grounded framework with 

appropriate measures to assess customer engagement. In discussing the issues that shape 

their social media engagement, the social media marketing practitioners and users relied 

on their past and present online behaviours, experiences, attitudes, and perceptions as 

their reference points and related them to Sashi’s (2012) seven stages of engagement. 

Sashi’s (2012) framework was not used during the data collection and analysis simply to 

pigeonhole emerging insights but to provide an initial structure for the enquiry and 

development of a new framework by exploring any differences between the original 

framework and the insights provided by our informants. Therefore, Sashi’s (2012) 

framework was used to guide the analysis and provide a response to two research 

questions: 

RQ1: How can customer engagement be effectively managed in multi-actor 

ecosystems on social media?  

RQ2: How can customer engagement be measured in multi-actor ecosystems on 

social media? 

The accounts collected in this qualitative study indicate several aspects of 

customer engagement through social media that provide further conceptual clarity to 

Sashi’s (2012) framework; together with other emerging issues, they have been used to 

propose four customer engagement levels (Figure 5.1). Evidence for the operational 

measures for each level of engagement was also identified in this study. Analysis of the 

data revealed four themes that emerged from the interviews: connection, interaction, 

loyalty, and advocacy. In the following section, these themes are discussed.  
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Figure 5.1: The multi-actor engagement framework 

 

 

 

5.6.1 Connection is a key level of engagement 

 

Reflecting Sashi’s (2012) framework, connection emerged as a fundamental level 

of customer engagement on social media. Every successful engagement relationship starts 

with building connections with customers and other actors who are exposed to the 

organisation’s messages on social media. According to our informants, connection is a 

one-way communication through which an organisation creates a social media presence 

to recruit and retain followers. In this initial level of engagement, customers are exposed 

to messages yet elect not to participate in any form of interaction or feedback. Therefore, 

connection is a stimulus that attracts customers’ attention: 

 

“They encounter it, they like it, they think of it and engage with it, yet they do 

not indicate any interaction on social media” (Practitioner 03).  
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“When I meet them in person, they express that they liked a certain post, while 

they haven’t indicated a like or left a comment on it on social media” 

(Practitioner 08). 

 

The social media marketing practitioners recognised the importance of connection 

in raising awareness and reaching out to multiple actors on social media, utilising social 

media’s capacity to connect with customers’ and other actors’ networks and thus helping 

organisations’ networks to expand. Social media algorithms and organic reach control the 

messages that actors receive based on their interests and their networks’ interests. Further, 

our informants expressed that they are more likely to connect with a specific organisation 

if their peers have previously engaged with or connected to it. Accordingly, establishing 

new connections is key to the continuous expansion of a social media network, as it leads 

to the acquisition of new prospects and actors. Thus, connection is not a one-off stage but 

a constant objective for marketing professionals: 

 

“Social media [algorithms] control whether the communication will appear 

on [customers’] news feeds or not, depending on the [customer’s] interests or 

how he/she behaves on social media” (User 02).  

  

“In order to grow organically on social media, you continuously need to 

connect to new prospects to expand your network of friends and followers” 

(Practitioner 04). 

 

Despite being a one-way form of communication, connection is a crucial level of 

customer engagement. Our informants observed that customers and other actors are often 

“passively” engaged with social media. Some scholars also refer to this type of 

engagement as inactive or silent (Li et al., 2017; Milligan et al., 2013), and it is similar to 

Neiger et al.’s (2013) “low engagement” stage, in which the organisation creates a social 

media presence to recruit and retain followers through one-way communication. Passive 

engagement can be a temporary state for customers who had previously been actively 

engaged (Brodie et al., 2013) and who, for example due to a lower level of satisfaction or 

other commitments, minimise their engagement to being listeners. Thus, it is important 

for marketers to continue connecting with these actors: 
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“Every person differs in using social media based on his/her own personality. 

By nature, there are some people who are sociable and talkative, and others 

who are calm and silent. In real life, there are introverts and extroverts, and 

the same is reflected on social media” (Practitioner 10). 

 

Although Sashi (2012) acknowledges the significance of this stage as fundamental 

for the beginning of a relationship, he explains that it is a first stage that should lead to 

engagement, not a level of engagement in itself. However, for our informants, connection 

is a level of engagement that should be measured through indicators focusing on 

“receiving” the messages through measuring the number of posts’ impressions, views and 

reach to identify customers and other actors (including passive listeners) who encounter 

the communication once or multiple times.  

 

5.6.2 Interaction is a key level of engagement 

 

Interaction signifies the beginning of two-way communication between 

customers, organisations, and other actors on social media. Previous research has 

recognised social media’s unique capacity for facilitating diverse opportunities for 

interactions within and outside of existing networks (Li et al., 2017). Interaction therefore 

represents a higher level of engagement than connection, as it focuses on multiple actors 

co-creating value by expressing themselves, generating content, and providing feedback. 

The importance of interaction is reflected in calls to shift customers from being passively 

engaged (i.e. connected) to becoming actively engaged, participating in the value-creation 

process and influencing other customers and actors (Harmeling et al., 2017; Sashi, 2012). 

Our informants believed that social media platforms provide multiple actors with a range 

of opportunities to express themselves. Social media platforms, such as Facebook, are 

continuously evolving to add new and easier ways to interact, for example through 

emojis, GIFs, photos, videos, stories, and short phrases (e.g. “feeling happy” or “feeling 

excited”). While these options create opportunities for actors to express their thoughts 

and feelings, they also enable marketers to identify and better understand actors who are 

willing to interact:  

 

“Interaction ranges from a like to a long thread of a conversation” 

(Practitioner 12).  
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“Similar to connection, professionals [i.e. marketers] need to understand that 

customers have different characters and each one interacts in a way that 

matches his/her personality” (Practitioner 03).  

 

 “Some customers press ‘like’ when they are pleased with a post, some 

customers will indicate their emotion through pressing longer on ‘like’ to 

indicate a ‘love’, ‘wow’, ’angry’, or ‘sad’ [on Facebook], which requires 

slightly more effort from the customer” (Practitioner 10). 

 

The social media marketing practitioners also believed that interactions between 

multiple actors provide them with immediate, first-hand feedback on users’ wants, needs, 

attitudes, and perceptions, thus allowing them to customise and adjust their strategies and 

content accordingly. Further, they explained that interactions allow them to co-design and 

co-create activities with users, unlike simple connections; accordingly, they aim to 

facilitate conversations to change passively engaged (i.e. connected) users into actively 

engaged ones. The social media users also acknowledged that they are more willing to 

interact with posts when they think they would benefit others in their networks, reflecting 

the notion that social media communities act as support communities in which actors 

affect one another and add value to the organisation: 

 

“Understanding how customers react to different types of communication helps 

us to modify our communication strategies and keep up to date to match 

customers’ changing needs” (Practitioner 17). 

 

“We made a poll to let them [customers and prospects] select the name of our 

programme from a list of options. We make polls on where they want the events 

to take place and when. We ask them what content they want to know more 

about, and they inform us” (Practitioner 04). 

 

“I comment on posts when I have more information to add, or if I want to 

express my support, or encourage or motivate who posted it” (User 06).  

 

Although previous studies have emphasised social media’s capacity for value 

creation, they also indicate that co-creation requires highly engaged customers who 

are empowered and willing to engage with an organisation (Harmeling et al., 2017; 
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Sashi, 2012). However, all forms of interactions on social media impact other actors 

in the network and allow actors to co-create products and services, impacting the 

overall performance of the organisation. Recent studies into multi-actor engagement 

have demonstrated the ability of social media’s variety of tools to empower multiple 

actors and change their previously restricted role from passive purchasers to active 

contributors of value (Li et al., 2017). Interactions on social media can therefore be 

measured by any form of two-way communication between users, such as the number 

of likes, emojis, GIFs, inbox messages, comments, and replies to comments. 

 

5.6.3 Repeated interaction leads to loyalty 

 

Loyalty is a higher level of customer engagement than interaction, in which 

interactions are repeated over a period of time or across multiple posts. Therefore, loyalty 

signifies the beginning of long-term relationships with customers:  

 

“Some customers are always there to like or comment on our posts… Some 

users we know them by name now because they frequently interact, sending 

us comments and inbox messages” (Practitioner 17). 

 

“They [site admins] actually get to know at least 10–15 customers who 

constantly engage or have engaged for a long period of time, [sometimes] 

several years” (Practitioner 03).  

 

According to our informants, loyal customers develop a sense of attachment to 

the organisation’s communications, either affectively, through having an emotional bond 

with the organisation, or cognitively, through making a rational commitment to receiving 

communication that is beneficial to them (e.g. information about products, services, and 

events; Sashi, 2012). The social media marketing practitioners emphasised the 

importance of marketing strategies seeking to encourage loyalty and develop it over time, 

such as offering incentives or promotions or even through simple gestures, such as 

thanking users and acknowledging their repeated contributions to the conversations. A 

sense of loyalty can also be fostered through establishing intimate relationships, such as 

creating another community (e.g. a WhatsApp or Facebook Messenger group) to 

continuously interact with these loyal customers on a one-to-one basis. Fehrer et al. 

(2018) argue that incentives and ties to other network actors are essential for high levels 
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of engagement behaviour to occur. For the social media users, they turn on notifications 

for the organisations that they want to remain engaged with: 

 

“The more you increase their loyalty… these customers will contribute to the 

success of the communication” (Practitioner 03)  

 

Previous studies have described loyalty as both a consequence (e.g. Fehrer et al., 

2018) and an influencer of customer engagement (e.g. Brodie et al., 2013). Customers’ 

ongoing contributions assist in keeping the messages enticing for other actors, 

encouraging them to connect or interact with the organisation. Developing loyalty is thus 

essential to establishing long-term relationships and contributes to the overall success of 

organisations. Although Sashi (2012) recognises repeated interactions, in his approach, 

two separate stages lead to engagement, namely retention and commitment. According to 

Sashi (2012), retention can be an outcome of overall satisfaction over time or highly 

positive emotions, while commitment can be an outcome of both loyalty (resulting from 

a rational decision, such as a lack of choice or switching costs) and delight (resulting from 

emotional bonds and trust). However, considering the views of our informants, as 

retention indicates a commitment to stay, separating the two stages may be challenging 

in practice for marketers. Therefore, in our study, we consider retention and commitment 

to include the same activities (i.e. continuous and repeated interactions with the 

organisation), which can be measured by the number of actors who interact with the 

organisation on multiple occasions over a period of time.  

 

5.6.4 Advocacy is the ultimate form of engagement 

 

Advocacy represents the highest level of engagement, in which customers 

contribute to the welfare of organisations through generating new content that reinforces 

or initiates communications and spreading the organisations’ messages through their 

networks (e.g. sharing, tagging friends in posts, inviting friends, or word of mouth 

(WOM)). Although users can generate content (co-create) at other levels of engagement 

(i.e. interaction and loyalty), the distinct feature of advocacy is that actively engaged 

customers encourage other actors in their networks to engage with the organisation and 

its messages. Advocates are customers who are cognitively and affectively engaged with 

the content (loyal), who strongly believe in the organisation, and who are willing to co-

create value that promotes the organisation’s success; they act like brand ambassadors. 
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Typically, advocates’ behaviours include sharing their own experiences or stories to be 

featured as content (e.g. new posts) to reinforce the organisation’s messages inside the 

organisation’s network (internally) or sharing the organisation’s existing messages via 

their social media networks or their offline communities (externally). Therefore, 

advocacy can be measured by the number of actors engaging in content creation inside 

the network (internal advocacy) or through the number of shares, the number of friends 

tagged, or the amount of WOM (external advocacy): 

 

“An advocate is a higher level than a loyal customer. A loyal customer loves 

our communication; an advocate will express this love through tangible 

actions, like word of mouth” (Practitioner 03).  

 

“The highest ones [engaged customers] are brand ambassadors… [those] who 

always speak positively about our brand, on our page and elsewhere” 

(Practitioner 03).  

 

It is important to note that not all actors need to go through the interaction and 

loyalty stages to reach the advocacy stage. At times, some actors will share the 

organisation’s messages through their networks as soon as they connect, especially if they 

feel strongly about the organisation or its messages. However, this should not undermine 

the importance of efforts to encourage loyal customers to advocate on behalf of the 

organisation: 

 

“I usually share a post if I find it informative or it presents a new perspective 

on issues and I want others to benefit from it” (User 27). 

 

5.6.5 There is no engagement without satisfaction 

 

Satisfaction has been discussed in the marketing literature as either an outcome 

(e.g. Brodie et al., 2011; Fehrer et al., 2018) or an antecedent of customer engagement 

(e.g. Bowden, 2009; Sashi, 2012; van Doorn et al., 2010). Sashi (2012) describes it as a 

stage leading from a single interaction to retention and commitment in his customer 

engagement cycle. However, according to our informants, satisfaction is an indispensable 

condition that should be maintained across all levels of engagement: connection, 

interaction, loyalty, and advocacy. The informants described satisfaction as essential for 
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progression to any higher level of engagement. At the same time, when actors are 

dissatisfied, they move to a lower level of engagement or disengage entirely from the 

organisation. Therefore, rather than being a single step in the engagement cycle (Sashi, 

2012), attempts to increase customer satisfaction should be reflected in marketing 

strategies across all levels of engagement. In other words, satisfaction is both an 

antecedent and a consequence of engagement, due to the multi-level and iterative nature 

of the engagement process:  

 

“If customers are satisfied, they will always come back to view your 

communication, and the contrary” (Practitioner 13). 

 

“If users are satisfied, they will either maintain their [engagement] behaviour 

or move to a higher level of engagement” (Practitioner 04).  
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5.7 Discussion 

 

Breidbach and Brodie (2017) highlight the importance of understanding different 

engagement platforms as facilitators of engagement in multi-actor ecosystems and called 

for further research on this. Recent studies into customer engagement have also 

recognised that in a highly networked society, the ubiquity and influence of social media 

have added complexity to social network interactions and have changed the very 

composition of the interactions between involved actors (Brodie et al., 2013; Jaakkola & 

Alexander, 2014; Larivière et al., 2017). Customer engagement is no longer considered a 

simple, dyadic form of interaction between customers and organisations but rather as a 

complex network of simultaneous activities that involve multiple actors, including 

customers, organisations, and the wider community (Brodie et al., 2016; Fehrer et al., 

2018). In these networks, customers directly or indirectly influence other actors’ 

behaviours while at the same time being influenced by them (Brodie et al., 2016; Fehrer 

et al., 2018).  

In the multi-actor engagement framework proposed in this study (see Figure 5.1), 

customer engagement is recognised as an iterative and dynamic process between multiple 

actors that supports the development of enduring and long-term relationships. Therefore, 

unlike other frameworks that describe customer engagement in a hierarchy of levels 

(Neiger et al., 2013; Haven et al., 2007) or as a series of sequential stages that lead to 

engagement (Sashi, 2012), our multi-actor engagement levels acknowledge that actors 

can engage in the same behaviours with different intensity and frequency, which is likely 

to change (increase or decrease) over time. While new actors (e.g. prospective customers) 

are continuously being added to a network (connection), others are being encouraged to 

contribute to the conversation for the first time (interaction), participate in the 

conversation regularly (loyalty), and promote the conversation in their own networks 

(advocacy). Further, as these four levels represent varying intensity of engagement 

behaviours, each level plays a different yet equally important role in customer 

engagement management. Although in Sashi’s (2012) customer engagement cycle 

engagement is the final stage, our revised multi-actor engagement framework shifts the 

focus towards four distinct levels of engagement that require different marketing 

approaches to increase customer satisfaction and in turn their level of engagement. 

Therefore, we recognise that satisfaction is not a stage of engagement but rather a 

condition that should be maintained, and ideally enhanced, throughout the relationships 
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with customers and other actors. As a result, satisfaction becomes both an antecedent and 

a consequence of customer engagement (Brodie et al., 2011; Bowden, 2009; Fehrer et al., 

2018; Sashi, 2012; van Doorn et al., 2010).  

 

In the proposed framework, customer engagement is recognised as a dynamic and 

iterative process between multiple actors on social media that leads to the development 

of enduring and long-term relationships. The iterative nature of customer engagement 

suggests that the intensity and frequency of the engagement of different actors can 

increase or decrease over time, and thus, their engagement behaviours on social media 

are represented by four distinct levels of engagement. Therefore, unlike Sashi’s (2012) 

framework, each identified level is considered to be an engagement behaviour of different 

intensity, rather than a hierarchy of sequential stages in a linear process that would 

eventually lead to the final stage of engagement. This new multi-actor engagement 

framework recognises these four levels as equally important constituents of engagement, 

which contribute to the success of establishing long-term relationships with multiple 

actors, while maintaining customer satisfaction is indispensable for each level of 

engagement. 

 

5.7.1 Theoretical implications 

 

Customer engagement has gained momentum as a significant research priority 

across different business disciplines, including marketing, services management and 

communication management. Our study builds on the existing literature by examining 

social media engagement to identify various levels of engagement and their unique 

characteristics and measurements. Such an approach informs and contributes to the 

success of social media engagement strategies and activities between the organisation and 

multiple groups of actors. Consequently, our study offers several theoretical implications.  

 

First, several recent studies have attempted to redefine customer engagement by 

examining its antecedents and consequences in the service domain (e.g. Fehrer et al., 

2018; Gómez et al., 2019). However, our multi-actor engagement framework depicts the 

role that social media play in developing and nurturing customer engagement in a multi-

actor ecosystem. The framework and its measurements are grounded in social media 

communication, and can be practically applied across social media marketing, generally. 

It also recognises the role of social media in building communities and allowing multiple 
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actors to conjointly engage, which is indispensable in fostering each level of engagement, 

and in establishing successful ongoing relationships.   

 

Second, this study emphasises the dynamic nature of customer engagement 

beyond the customer-organisation dyad, by recognising the role of multiple actors’ 

contributions in influencing engagement in the highly networked marketing environment. 

Therefore, it further builds on other studies that focus on fostering a focal customer’s 

engagement with the organisation (e.g. Grover & Kar, 2020), and responds to recent calls 

for offering different theoretical perspectives to further investigate engagement properties 

(e.g. Brodie, Fehrer, Jaakkola, & Conduit, 2019). Also, this study captures the capabilities 

offered by social media in offering wide scale engagement between multiple groups 

involved in organisational relationships. In this way, our framework focuses on the role 

of a focal customer (or a group of customers) in contributing to fostering engagement of 

other actors that exist within or beyond the organisation’s network.  

Third, to our knowledge, this framework is the first to offer measurement tools 

which are compatible with social media metrics and analytics, and thus, it provides a 

means for assessing each distinct level of customer engagement in multi-actor 

ecosystems. Offering a practical and measurable framework, this study contributes to the 

academic literature by providing new insights into managing the marketing activities on 

social media and providing opportunities into fostering engagement between the 

organisations and multiple actors.  

 

Fourth, this study extends the earlier work of Grover and Kar (2020) and Sashi 

(2012), who examined customer retention as a component and antecedent of customer 

engagement. Instead, our research demonstrates that customer retention should be 

classified as a component of loyalty, in acknowledging dynamic interactions between 

multiple groups of actors on social media, and thus extending beyond the consumer-to-

consumer, consumer-to-business, and consumer-to-machine interactions explored in their 

study.  

 

Finally, prior customer satisfaction research remains inconsistent, with some 

studies considering it an antecedent (e.g. Bowden, 2009; Sashi, 2012; van Doorn et al., 

2010), and others considering it a consequence of customer engagement (e.g. Brodie et 

al., 2011). The findings of our study suggest that customer satisfaction is indispensable 
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for each level of engagement on social media, indicating that satisfaction should be 

considered as both an antecedent and an outcome of customer engagement. 

 

5.7.2 Practical implications 

 

This study contributes to the practical operationalisation of customer engagement 

on social media in multi-actor ecosystems and recognises four distinct engagement levels 

that will assist practitioners in identifying and implementing appropriate social media 

marketing strategies aimed at developing and measuring their customer engagement on 

social media. This study therefore provides three practical implications for social media 

marketing managers. First, this study sheds new light on the significance of the dynamic 

and multi-level nature of engagement and on building ongoing relationships that go 

beyond dyadic interactions between customers and organisations to incorporate multiple 

types of actors, such as potential customers, stakeholders and others. Second, this 

framework will assist practitioners in their understanding of customer engagement and 

the critical importance of each engagement level for fostering social media 

communication.  

 

Finally, this framework offers practical measurements that will assist practitioners 

in analysing and assessing engagement at each level of customer engagement, and 

identifying the role and importance of each level in the success of the organisation’s 

communication. By presenting a practical and measurable framework, this study provides 

an opportunity to continuously assess and manage social media marketing activities. 

Consequently, the framework affords social media marketing managers the opportunity 

to adjust and revise their social media marketing tactics in-line with intended outcomes. 

Accordingly, this framework is relevant to both researchers and practitioners, by filling 

in gaps in literature related to building and fostering customer engagement via the 

effectual use of social media. It will further provide managers with a practical tool to 

advance their customers’ engagement, organisational performance, sales and profitability 

(Brodie et al., 2011). 

 



 

 

143 

5.8 Conclusion, limitations and future research 

 

Our study contributes to the understanding of customer engagement on social 

media by incorporating a multi-actor engagement perspective that leads to ongoing 

interactions beyond the network of the organisation and traditional and discrete 

interactions between the organisation and a single customer. While social media 

marketers aim to expand and develop their organisations’ networks, in practice, different 

actors (including consumers) are constantly entering and leaving different networks, 

creating constantly evolving yet often ephemeral conversations (Fehrer et al., 2018; Li et 

al., 2017). This study responds to calls for research to embrace the new multi-actor and 

networked character of customer engagement on social media (Brodie et al., 2016), by 

providing an account of how different actors interact within a network to create value for 

all users. Further, this study contributes to the understanding of the process of customer 

engagement through social media and proposes a measurable framework to assess 

customer engagement. Using Sashi’s (2012) seven stages of the customer engagement 

cycle as a baseline, interviews were conducted with social media marketing practitioners 

and users to propose a new empirically grounded framework consisting of four distinct 

customer engagement levels, namely connection, interaction, loyalty and advocacy (see 

Figure 5.1), and to identify appropriate measures for each level that can be implemented 

in practice. Table 5.2 provides a summary of the features and measures for each of the 

engagement levels.  

 

 Although the contributions of this study are manifold, it was not without 

limitations. Although our sample included both social media marketing practitioners and 

users, no informants under the age of 25 participated in the study. Future research should 

focus on understanding whether the four levels of customer engagement also apply to 

younger age groups. Further, our sample was recruited in Egypt, and even though it is an 

interesting and relevant context for studying consumer engagement on social media, there 

is an opportunity to replicate our study elsewhere to ascertain whether our findings can 

be generalised to other cultural settings. Although our research has identified unique 

characteristics of each of the four levels of customer engagement, focusing on the 

intensity of engagement behaviours, future empirical work needs to explore and better 

understand the roles of the determinants of the levels identified in our study. Finally, the 

measures for each level of engagement identified in this study could be employed in 
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netnographic studies to provide further insights into their applicability and usefulness in 

formulating social media engagement strategies.  
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Table 5.2: A summary of engagement levels and measurements 

 

Engagement level Description  Measurement  

Connection Represents the lowest level of engagement 

behaviour and is characterised by one-way 

communication in which customers and 

multiple actors encounter communication 

for the first or multiple times on social 

media. 

 

Number of impressions, reaches and views.  

Interaction Represents a higher level of engagement 

than connection and is a two-way form of 

communication between different actors in 

the network. 

 

Number of likes, emojis, GIFs, inbox 

messages, comments, and replies to 

comments. 

 

Loyalty Represents a higher level of engagement 

than connection and interaction, as it 

involves repeat interactions between actors 

over time.  

 

Number of actors who interact with the 

organisation more than once over a period of 

time. 

 

Advocacy Represents the highest level of engagement, 

in which actors willingly contribute to the 

success of the organisation, advocating 

internally (sharing content within the same 

community) or externally (sharing 

messages with actors outside the 

community). 

 

Number of internal advocacy activities, 

including initiating and co-creating 

communication, or the number of external 

advocacy activities, including e-WOM, 

WOM, tagging others, sharing posts, or 

writing testimonials. 
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6.2 Abstract 

 

Purpose: Social media are effective channels for increasing informational and emotional 

support, and providing opportunities for customers to seek help, express themselves 

creatively, and share private experiences. Despite the benefits offered by social media to 

create engagement in social marketing programmes, scholars have highlighted a lack of 

knowledge as to how to manage engagement on social media, and identified the need for 

more evidence-based and practical approaches to social media use in social marketing 

contexts. 

Method: This study employs a netnography to explore multi-actor engagement in a 

Facebook community of 428,559 followers and featuring a total of 2,618 posts and 62,230 

comments focusing on the empowerment of women in Egypt. After observing the 

community for 18 months, an initial sample period of 10 days was selected to examine 

77 posts and 1,181 comments employing the Shawky et al. (2020a)  multi-actor 

engagement framework, its four levels of engagement (i.e., connection, interaction, 

loyalty and advocacy), and associated measures.  

Findings: Although the measuring tools originally identified in the multi-actor 

engagement framework showed merit in identifying the four levels of engagement, the 

findings revealed additional measures that would provide further insight into the 

connection, interaction and loyalty levels. Further insights into content properties, e.g. 

type, format and emotional appeal of the content, that contribute to triggering each 

engagement level were attained.  

Originality and Value: The study provides practical insights into utilising social media 

to create multi-actor engagement opportunities and an engagement framework that can 

assist social marketing programme evaluations.  

 

Keywords 

Customer engagement, social marketing, social media, netnography, women’s 

empowerment  
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6.3 Introduction 

 

Social marketing programmes have been employed to successfully address a 

variety of public health and well-being issues, such as the harm caused by alcohol 

consumption (Kubacki, Rundle-Thiele, Pang, & Buyucek, 2015a), physical inactivity 

(Xia, Deshpande, & Bonates, 2016), and unhealthy eating (Carins & Rundle-Thiele, 

2014). Over the past decade, social marketing practitioners have been increasingly relying 

on digital tools such as social media to foster engagement with target audiences (Shawky, 

Kubacki, Dietrich, & Weaven, 2019), demonstrating that social media can be effective 

channels for increasing informational and emotional support (Bannor, Asare & Bawole, 

2017; Chen & Shi, 2015), and are perceived to be more effective in embedding 

behavioural change messages in the lives of customers than are traditional media (Luxton, 

June, & Fairall, 2012; Westberg, Stavros, Smith, Munro, & Argus, 2018). Engagement 

opportunities provided by social media encourage peer-to-peer discussions through 

establishing supportive online communities in which customers can seek help and express 

their experiences, while establishing enduring relationships with customers through 

recognising them as partners with social marketing organisations (Shawky et al., 2019). 

However, despite evident benefits of social media, social marketing scholars continue to 

indicate a limited practical understanding of how to manage engagement on social media. 

Moreover, a significant research gap exists (James, Albrecht, Litchfield, & Weishaar, 

2013; Neiger et al., 2012, 2013; Shawky et al., 2019) that emphasises the need for a more 

evidence-based approach to manage engagement in social media use in social marketing 

programmes (Overbey, Jaykus, & Chapman, 2017). While a growing number of 

frameworks is available for evaluating online health promotion programmes on social 

media (Lim, Wright, Carrotte and Pedrana (2016), some providing as many as 60 

reportable variables for a comprehensive evaluation (e.g. O’Grady et al., 2009), there is 

an urgent need for studies to identify theoretically-informed evaluation methods with 

practical and easy to implement metrics. In response to that need, this study aims to assess 

the applicability of an existing multi-actor engagement framework (Shawky, Kubacki, 

Dietrich, & Weaven, 2020a) in a social marketing context.  
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6.3.1 Social marketing engagement  

 

Public awareness campaigns often remain information-intensive, relying 

predominantly on dissemination of information. Fostering sustainable behaviour change, 

however, requires a shift in focus beyond enhancing knowledge about a social issue 

(Szablewska and Kubacki, 2019) and changing individual attitudes (Moore, Riddell, & 

Vocisano, 2015; Rodriguez, Ostrow, & Kemp, 2017; Wymer, 2011) and behaviours 

(Rundle-Thiele et al., 2018). Recent studies suggest a pressing need for social marketing 

research exploring effective approaches aiming to achieve transformative impact at 

societal levels. Further, there are calls for social movement approaches to influence policy 

reform for social change (e.g. obesity prevention; Institute of Medicine, 2014), and to 

focus on situating individual behaviour on a broader multi-actor social change agenda 

(Luca, Hibbert, & McDonald, 2015; Rodriguez et al., 2017; Wymer, 2011). Some even 

argue that social marketing’s emphasis on segmentation to address contexts, attitudes and 

values of smaller groups of people among which a behaviour change is desired may 

become counterproductive to attempts to engage the public in larger, more sustainable 

policy changes (Rodriguez et al., 2017).  

 

McKenzie-Mohr (2000) posits that achieving behavioural objectives requires 

highly engaged citizens actively participating in social marketing programmes. 

Therefore, engaging wider audiences and involving multiple actors remain prerequisites 

to promoting behaviours that benefit the society, building coalitions around shared 

interests and, ultimately, creating sustainable behaviour change (Rodriguez et al., 2017). 

Besides, Moore et al. (2015) and Wymer (2011) emphasise the importance of expanding 

social marketing to meet the scope of contemporary societal challenges and navigate the 

complex environment that influences behaviour change. As such, expanding social 

marketing requires the creation of innovative solutions to impact multiple actors and 

social movements involving large numbers of people or communities influencing 

ingrained and often implicit sociocultural cultural values and beliefs (Moore et al., 2015; 

Wymer, 2010). Thus, engagement remains an important pre-condition for achieving 

effective and sustainable behaviour change. 

  

Marketing scholars define engagement as a behaviour (Hollebeek, 2011; Jaakkola 

& Alexander, 2014; Kumar & Pansari, 2016; Verleye, Gemmel, & Rangarajan, 2013; van 

Doorn et al., 2010; Verhoef, Reinartz, & Krafft, 2010) involving active participation 
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through value co-creation activities and contributions (Brodie, Hollebeek, Juric, & Ilic, 

2011; Kumar et al., 2010; Sashi, 2012; Verleye et al., 2013). Recent studies acknowledge 

the highly networked character of contemporary society and the complexity of the 

interactions between multiple actors including commercial and non-profit organisations, 

government, customers and other citizens (Li, Juric, & Brodie, 2017; Fehrer, Woratschek, 

Germelmann, & Brodie, 2018). As a result, a shift in our conceptualisation of engagement 

acknowledges the complexity of relationships involving networks of different actors over 

conventional dyadic interactions between customers and organisations (Brodie, Fehrer, 

Jaakkola, Conduit, & Hollebeek, 2016; Fehrer et al., 2018). For instance, Fehrer et al. 

(2018) show how the engagement behaviour of other customers affects the engagement 

behaviour of a focal customer and how the relationship between other customers and the 

focal customer affects the relationship between the focal customer and the organisation. 

Further, Li et al. (2017) discuss other characteristics of engagement within a multi-actor 

network that influence engagement outcomes, such as the number of actors engaging in 

a certain activity, the number of actors engaging in the network during certain phases, the 

intensity of the interactions between those actors in a certain activity or during certain 

phases, and the forms and modes of diverse multi-actor engagement behavioural 

expressions. Moreover, actors are constantly entering and leaving networks, further 

impacting the expansion and development of these networks over time (Fehrer et al., 

2018; Li et al., 2017).  

 

6.3.2 Social media engagement 

 

Recent studies into behaviour change provide evidence indicating that social 

media engagement has a positive and important impact on social marketing programmes’ 

behavioural outcomes (Shawky et al., 2019). For instance, in evaluating their social media 

intervention, Young et al. (2014) measured how HIV prevention messages spread through 

online network connections and showed that increased online social network connections 

were associated with improved behavioural outcomes. Similarly, Chen and Shi (2015) 

investigated how the frequency of online contact between pairs of individuals related to 

the sharing of information and social support in a HIV/AIDS support group. Woolley and 

Peterson (2012) also found that health-related Facebook pages are effective in moving 

individuals along the stages of change from contemplation to preparation, or preparation 

to action through constant exposure to health information on social media which 

influences health-related thoughts and behaviours, and keeping health-aware thoughts at 
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the forefront of their minds. Finally, James et al. (2013) suggested the significance of 

examining users’ interactions on social media as a rich informational resource detailing 

audience participation, actions and behavioural change outcomes.  

 

Despite our witnessing a significant increase over the last decade in the use of 

social media to foster engagement in social marketing and health promotion programmes, 

their widespread adoption has been impeded by several challenges. For example, a recent 

systematic literature review (Shawky, Kubacki, Dietrich, & Weaven, 2020b) identified 

five social marketing studies reporting challenges to using social media in promoting 

social marketing campaigns. These challenges were associated with staff capacity 

limitations impacting information quality and frequency of communication, the tendency 

of target audiences to resist public authorities’ messages, and the ability to reach the 

intended target audiences. Similarly, Gold et al. (2011) reported in their systematic review 

that while Facebook was commonly used in sexual health promotion, other social 

networking sites such as MySpace and Twitter were not effectively used for active 

communication, with 79% and 14% of communication activities being inactive on 

MySpace and Twitter, respectively, leading to very limited engagement between the 

programmes and their audiences. Therefore, recognising that audience engagement with 

social marketing programmes remains the foundation for effective behaviour change 

strategies, further research into the use of social media to create engagement is warranted.  
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6.4 Theoretical framework 

 

Although multiple frameworks pertaining to customer engagement have appeared 

in the marketing literature (e.g., Brodie, Ilic, Juric, & Hollebeek, 2013; Lim et al., 2016; 

Sashi, 2012; Neiger et al., 2013), only a handful of studies have attempted to measure 

customer engagement in a social media context. For instance, Lim et al. (2016) measured 

engagement in behaviour change and health programmes based on the frequency or time 

spent using and interacting with the content, i.e. likes, comments, and shares of content. 

However, their approach is limited insomuch that Haven, Bernoff, and Glass (2007) argue 

that marketing complexity means that reach and frequency measurements “don’t indicate 

the engagement of an individual; they fail to capture the sentiment, opinion and affinity 

a person has towards a brand as manifested in ratings, reviews, comments in blogs or 

discussion forums, or likelihood to recommend to a friend” (p. 4). Further, Haven and 

colleagues suggest that engagement entails more than reach and frequency and should 

include the measurement of individuals’ “real feelings” about a programme, and that 

engagement should commence with developing a relationship with a customer that 

“continues as they extend that relationship to other customers” (p. 5). Therefore,  

recognising the dynamic aspects of customer engagement and the evolution of 

relationships over time, a framework offered by Sashi (2012) broadly accords with other 

interpretations of customer engagement (Brodie et al., 2013; Neiger et al., 2013) centring 

on the development of enduring relationships with customers (Neiger et al., 2013) and 

embracing customers as co-creators of value and contributors to the success of the 

organisation (Brodie et al., 2013; Harmeling, Moffett, Arnold, & Carlson, 2017; Kumar 

et al., 2010; van Doorn et al., 2010).  

 

Recognising that customer engagement is a dynamic process involving social 

media users making active contributions leading to building long-term relationships, this 

study employs a recently proposed engagement framework by Shawky, Kubacki, 

Dietrich, & Weaven (2020a). In this framework, customer engagement is recognised as a 

dynamic and iterative process between multiple actors on social media that leads to the 

development of enduring and lasting relationships. Further, the iterative nature of 

customer engagement suggests that the intensity and frequency of different actors’ 

engagement can increase or decrease over time, and thus, their engagement behaviours 

on social media are represented by four distinct levels of engagement: Connection, 
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Interaction, Loyalty and Advocacy. While new actors (e.g. prospective customers) are 

continuously being added to a network (Connection), others are being encouraged to 

contribute to the conversation (Interaction), participate in the conversation regularly over 

a long period of time (Loyalty), and promote the conversation in their own networks 

(Advocacy). Recognising a varying intensity of engagement behaviours, each level plays 

a different yet equally important role in social media engagement. Unlike in other social 

media frameworks (e.g. Sashi, 2012), each identified level of engagement behaviour 

indicates a different intensity, rather than one in a hierarchy of sequential stages in a linear 

process eventually leading to a final stage of engagement. Therefore, the multi-actor 

engagement framework recognises these four levels as equally important constituents of 

engagement which contribute to the success of establishing long-term relationships with 

multiple actors. Further, in contrast to other social media engagement frameworks that 

group together an array of different measures to assess engagement (e.g. Lim et al., 2016; 

Sashi, 2012), Shawky et al. (2020a) provides specific metrics for each level (see Table 

1).  

 

The proposed framework and associated metrics provide a suitable approach to 

investigate social media engagement in social marketing because it considers the role of 

networks and how multiple actors interact on social media, while other frameworks do 

not indicate how networks affect engagement. For instance, Sashi’s (2012) seven stages 

of customer engagement focus specifically on the relationship between the focal customer 

and the organisation during each stage. Further, Shawky et al.’s (2020a) framework 

provides a measurement tool that is compatible with social media analytics and could be 

operationalised in practice.  
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6.5 The research context: women’s empowerment  

 

Social marketing programmes aim to solve complex social and health issues 

through promoting behaviour change. While there remains a predominant focus on 

health-related issues, a wide range of emergent social issues provide an important context 

for social marketing programmes involving extensive social networks stretching beyond 

the affected individuals (Badejo, Rundle-Thiele, & Kubacki, 2019; Kutin, Reid, & 

Russell, 2019). While multi-actor engagement and scaling impact remain fundamental to 

solving complex social issues facing contemporary societies, this study focuses on the 

largely unexplored issue of women’s empowerment in the social marketing literature 

(Roemer et al., 2020). The term women’s empowerment is understood as providing 

enabling resources that may support women’s capacity to make strategic life choices and 

improve their own wellbeing (Yount, Dijkerman, Zureick-Brown, & VanderEnde, 2014). 

For example, Friedmann (2018) suggested that few social marketing interventions have 

attempted to address gender-based inequality, such as that in the science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics (STEM) sector. Women are often discouraged from 

studying or working in STEM-related industries; in the UK, for example, women fill only 

13% of STEM-based jobs (House of Commons Science and Technology Committee, 

2014; Wilson, Broughan and Hillier, 2017).  

 

Among other issues, income and status inequalities are also causing higher rates 

of anxiety disorders, depression and other mental health issues in women compared to 

men (Yount et al., 2014). Further, the United Nations (2020) reported in 2019 only limited 

progress on gender inequality in areas such as legal discrimination, unfair social norms 

and attitudes, violence against women, sexual abuse and low levels of political 

participation, also indicating that 24% of women between the ages of 15 and 49 years in 

developing countries had experienced physical and/or sexual violence in 2018 (Betha, 

2020). Worryingly, recent reports suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic has placed 

women at greater risk of poverty due to their increased work instability and often informal 

labour arrangements, in addition to fulfilling unpaid care duties resulting from school 

closures. Further, almost 60% of women are estimated at greater risk of intensified 

domestic violence as a result of the lockdown measures and limited access to support 

services (Betha, 2020). Of the UN’s 2030 sustainable development targets under Goal 5, 

17 specify urgent action on gender equality and women’s rights issues (UN Goal 5, 

Sustainable Development Goals, 2020). This goal calls for reforms leading to the 
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elimination of gender-related inequalities that exist in every sphere, including health, 

education, economic resources, political participation, physical security and social 

protection. 

 

While the empowerment of women remains a global issue, this study focuses 

specifically on Egypt due to the high levels of discrimination and physical, psychological 

and sexual abuse that many women continue to experience in Egyptian society (Tadros, 

2015). For example, Yount et al. (2014), studying the association between women’s 

empowerment and mental health, specifically focusing on the prevalence of anxiety and 

depression in rural Minya, Egypt, indicated that formal schooling builds women’s skills 

and knowledge as well as raises their awareness of their legal rights and gender roles. 

Receiving formal education has also been positively associated with improving their 

decision-making power in daily domestic and life-course decisions and better mental 

health outcomes. Moreover, women’s paid work promotes their financial independence 

and influence in family economic decisions. However, Yount et al. (2014) found that 

early marriage of girls under the age of 16 years in Minya was largely associated with 

early school leaving, early pregnancies, and lower social and financial status which, 

collectively, result in higher levels of anxiety and depression. They concluded that 

empowering women through education, formal schooling and paid employment improves 

their mental health and is associated with lower levels of anxiety and depression. 

However, recent research in Egypt suggests that women’s rates of employment and 

education remain low compared to men’s (Constant, Edochie, Glick, Martini & Garber, 

2020), due to household and child rearing responsibilities, the impact of sexual 

harassment and negative attitudes towards women in the workplace, a lack of mobility, 

legal barriers, wage gaps, and poor enforcement of anti-discrimination laws.  

 

Other studies also indicate that sexual harassment remains a prevalent problem in 

Egypt, with 99% of women reporting experiencing some form of verbal or physical 

harassment (Trew, 2013). Harassment incidents in Egypt rose sharply following the 

revolution of 2011 (Amar, 2013; Sheikh, & Kirkpatrick, 2013; Tadros, 2015), with 

scholars identifying contributory factors such as lax security, rising criminality and 

economic downturns (Tadros, 2015). Sexual harassment behaviours are often regarded 

by men as flirtations and are ignored in public discourse and by policy makers. Both state 

officials and society repudiate the existence of sexual harassment as a social issue, 

considering it a taboo topic whose discussion impairs social image (Abdelmonem, & 
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Galan, 2017). Widespread harassment and lack of safety in public spaces has become 

more prevalent for women in Egypt and such social disadvantage is exacerbated by 

demands that women cover up, and restrictions on their access to use public spaces, 

ultimately resulting in the oppression of their basic freedoms. This, in turn, has led to 

further concealment and denial of the issue by victims who fear facing societal stigma 

(Rizzo, Price, & Meyer, 2012; Sheikh, & Kirkpatrick, 2013) and have limited access to 

legal and psychological support. 
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6.6 Methodology 

 

This netnographic study focuses on assessing the applicability of an existing 

multi-actor engagement framework and its specific metrics for each level (see Table 6.1; 

Shawky et al., 2020a) in a social marketing context, within a single social issue Facebook 

community group. Netnography is a method that provides an opportunity to explore the 

behaviour of online communities (Belk, & Kozinets, 2017; Kozinets, 2002; 2015), 

making it an appropriate approach for investigating social media engagement levels. Xun 

and Reynolds (2010) explain several distinctive strengths that netnography offers to 

marketing research, including enabling the research to capture a greater set of information 

through combining the online capacity as an information carrier and creating an 

opportunity to explore publicly available social interactions. This approach also facilitates 

access to various customer segments, who participate in a naturalistic research setting. In 

addition, the online environment allows users a degree of “openness and anonymity” 

which encourages “more reserved consumers” to disclose their experiences (p. 19). The 

nature of the Internet allows for longitudinal exploration in an efficient and timesaving 

manner, giving the researcher constant and continuing contact with participants, as well 

as access to digitally archived and stored data on the online platforms. Finally, online 

platforms provide customers with the ability to self-reflect while creating their own 

content. Therefore, a netnography was conducted to assess varying engagement levels 

using a combination of qualitative and quantitative measures based on the measures 

originally proposed by Shawky et al. (2020a) to provide a better understanding of each 

of the four levels of multi-actor engagement.  

 

A single social issue Facebook community titled “Women of Egypt” (WOE; 

https://www.facebook.com/thewomenofegypt/) which focuses on the empowerment of 

women was selected for this study. The Egyptian 25 January revolution in 2011 

demonstrated opportunities for large-scale mobilisation via social media which were 

taken up by activists to initiate and maintain mass protests (Coulson, 2013). The 

subsequent dramatic increase in numbers of social media users in Egypt ― which 

accounted for 10.73 million users of Facebook alone as of June 2012 (Rashid, 2019) has 

grabbed the attention of various organisations seeking to harness social media’s potential 

to demand and implement economic, social and health reforms (Tadros, 2013, 2015). 

Therefore, the pronounced increase in social media consumption made Egypt an 
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interesting setting for assessing different levels of engagement on social media in a 

previously under-researched social marketing context.   

 

Focusing on Egypt, we initially collated a census of communities matching a set 

of selection criteria: self-identifying as a behaviour change or health promotion 

community; demonstrating recent and ongoing communication; demonstrating high 

engagement determined by the number of followers and number of posts; and providing 

English language or bilingual content. Accordingly, WOE was selected for having the 

highest number of followers among all women’s empowerment initiatives, with 428,559 

followers, and a total of 2,618 posts and 62,230 comments as of 10 December 2019. 

Founded in 2016, WOE is a not-for-profit initiative highly acclaimed for creating 

engagement via social media in issues that are hindering women’s progress (Enghusen, 

2018; Le, 2018; Hassan, 2017). After observing the community between January 2018 

and June 2019, an initial sample of 10 days (20-30 September 2018) was selected to 

examine 77 posts and 1,181 comments and codify data according to the four levels of the 

engagement framework: connection, interaction, loyalty and advocacy. NCapture (a free 

web-browser extension for Google Chrome and Internet Explorer, which allows quick 

and easy download of social media content) was used to download and extract the dataset 

from the Facebook page. The data was then uploaded to NVivo 12, and exported into a 

Microsoft Excel format. Using Microsoft Excel, the data was manually coded using a 

codebook and a coding scheme (see Appendix 4). To increase reliability of the research, 

a second coder reviewed the coding for accuracy. 

 

To draw a deeper understanding of the numerical measures identified in Table 

6.1, each level of engagement was further analysed according to three properties — the 

content format of each post, the post type and its emotional appeal. The format of the post 

was coded based on the measures identified by Shawky et al. (2019) as text only, text and 

images (modified from images only as all the identified posts that included photos were 

accompanied by text), links to websites, videos and infographics. Content was coded 

following Grover and Kar’s (2020) four content types: informational (i.e. content aiming 

to increase knowledge or raise awareness); entertainment (i.e. content aiming to divert 

from the main focus of the communication); social (i.e. content aiming to build society 

relationships, e.g. social gatherings or events); and replacing, as irrelevant to our study, 

the fourth type, remuneration, with call to action to better reflect responses related to 

behaviour change. Additionally, the emotions evoked by posts were classified, following 
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Keim-Malpass, Mitchell, Sun and Kennedy (2017), as positive, negative and neutral. 

Therefore, the analysis of post properties further advanced our understanding of the kind 

of posts that triggered engagement at each level. For instance, measuring Loyalty through 

identifying users who liked any posts multiple times enabled us to identify loyal users. 

However, tracing the loyal usernames to sort the posts that they liked, and then identifying 

the type, format and emotional appeal of these posts assisted to identify the posts that 

highly interactive users tend to engage with.  

 

Facebook’s insights (social media analytics) provided additional measurements 

that were incorporated into those identified by Shawky et al. (2020a) to assess each of the 

four levels of engagement. Accordingly, the number of clicks and video plays were added 

to the measures of Connection. The number of clicks represents the number of times a 

unique user clicked anywhere on the page during their visit to the page. The number of 

video plays represents the number of times a unique user clicked to play a video. 

Therefore, the number of clicks and the number of video plays provide additional insights 

into passive engagement. The number of likes on comments were included as additional 

measures of Interaction.   

 

Measuring Loyalty required manual collating of usernames of the users who liked 

each post in the sample, then tracing these usernames to identify the number of times each 

username liked any posts. Additionally, in the Advocacy level, the number of tags to other 

users was measured by collating the number of comments that included one or more 

tagged usernames. Content that involved co-creation was identified by the number of 

posts that included featuring other users’ own stories, and finally, writing testimonials 

was identified by the number of comments that included testimonials to the page in 

general or to the post.  
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Table 6.1: A Summary of engagement levels and measurements 

 

* Modified from Shawky et al. (2020a) 

Engagement level Description  Measurement  

Connection Represents the lowest level of engagement 

behaviour and is characterised by one-way 

communication in which customers and multiple 

actors encounter communication for the first or 

multiple times on social media. 

 

Reach, Number of impressions, page views, number 

of clicks and video plays. 

Interaction Represents a higher level of engagement than 

connection and is a two-way form of 

communication between different actors in the 

network. 

 

Number of likes, emojis, GIFs, inbox messages, 

comments, replies to comments and likes on 

comments and replies to comments. 

 

Loyalty Represents a higher level of engagement than 

connection and interaction, as it involves repeat 

interactions between actors over time.  

 

Number of actors who interact with the organisation 

more than once over a period of time. 

 

Advocacy Represents the highest level of engagement, in 

which actors willingly contribute to the success of 

the organisation, advocating internally (sharing 

content within the same community) or externally 

(sharing messages with actors outside the 

community). 

 

Number of internal advocacy activities, including 

initiating and co-creating communication, or the 

number of external advocacy activities, including e-

WOM, WOM, tagging others, sharing posts, or 

writing testimonials. 
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6.7 Findings and discussion  

 

The WOE Facebook page focuses on addressing a variety of topics related to discrimination 

and women’s issues in society through the use of storytelling. The use of real-life success stories of 

ordinary women enables the organisation to demonstrate that their success is realistic and achievable, 

while helping them to address the issues through positive motivational messages, rather than directly 

addressing women about their problems. The WOE Facebook page published 77 posts within the 10 

days’ duration of this study, representing a very high frequency of 7.7 posts per day. All of these 

posts were organic and were neither paid nor promoted. The content posted on the page during the 

10 days was used to explore the applicability of the Shawky et al. (2020a) multi-actor engagement 

framework in a social marketing context. The emerging findings are discussed in the following 

sections in relation to each of the four levels of engagement: connection, interaction, loyalty, and 

advocacy. A summary of numerical measures for each level of engagement is provided in Table 6.2.  
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Table 6.2: Engagement levels  

Post Property Count 

Connection Interaction Loyalty Advocacy 

Av 

Impressions 

Av 

Video 

Plays 

Av 

Reach 

 Av 

Clicks 

Av 

Likes 

 Av 

Comments 

 Av 

Comments 

Likes 

Av 

Replies to 

Comments 

Av 

likes 

over 

time 

Av 

Shares 

Av 

User 

tagged 

friends 

Av Co-

creation 

through 

own 

story 

Av UGC 

reinforcing 

the content 

Av 

Testimonials 

Format 

Text 2 19,508   12,854 3,289 12 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Text & Image 58 24,195   15,190 9,214 142 14 8.3 6 31 30 2 0.5 0.2 1.2 

Infographics 2 42,206   34,587 12,595 318 43 71 10 2 277 11 0 0 0 

Videos 4 17,535 778 12,192 8,368 38 9 0 0 2 85 1 0.5 0 0 

Links  11 15,446   12,160 1,909 30 3 1 0.8 2 1 0.4 0.1 0 0.2 

Type 

Informational 69 25,936 752 16,511 8,928 102 14 29 8 30 40 2 0.5 0.2 1 

Entertainment 0 0   0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Social 

content 
1 8,811   11,462 7,448 21 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 

Call to action 7 17,304 852 12,008 9,732 14 3 0.4 0.6 7 2 0.4 0.3 0 0 

Emotional 

appeal 

Negative 5 20,659   16,985 6,858 177 26 38 7 2 117 4 0 0 0 

Positive  69 23,236 778 14,990 8,193 111 12 7 5 35 30 2 0.5 0.2 1 

Neutral 3 20,070   13,059 7,026 13 0.3 0 0 0 1 0 0.3 0 0 
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6.7.1 Connection  

 

Connection is a one-way communication through which an organisation creates a 

social media presence, via recruiting and retaining followers who are exposed to the 

organisation’s messages on social media without engaging in any form of interaction or 

feedback. Engagement at this level is primarily about reaching out to multiple actors, and 

thus, Shawky et al. (2020a) proposed to measure connection through indicators focusing 

on “receiving” the messages. The first indicator is the number of views, which refers to 

the number of unique users who logged into Facebook to view the page daily, and equates 

to 277 unique users, on average, ranging from 175 to 555 unique users per day. The 

second indicator, reach, refers to the number of unique users who had any of the page’s 

posts enter their screen, including any statuses, photos, links, videos and others (Hitz, 

2020). On average, the page reached 15,045 users, ranging between 6,867 and 34,587 

users, per day. Connection can also be measured through impressions, referring to the 

number of times any content from the page or about the page entered a unique user’s 

screen. This content includes posts, check-ins, ads and others (Hitz, 2020). On average, 

the number of impressions for the posts was 22,660, with impressions ranging between 

7,206 and 44,672, per day. A higher number of impressions than of reach indicates that 

the unique users were reached by content from the page multiple times on a given day 

(Hitz, 2020). Although only two posts were infographics, they attracted the highest 

average reach (34,587), impressions (42,206) and clicks (12,595). One of these 

infographics (post 77) provides statistics for gender discrimination in inheritance, stating 

that 95% of women in Upper Egypt are deprived of their rights to receive their 

inheritance. The post reports of the findings from one of the local popular newspapers’ 

recent surveys and further provides the link to the source of information. Following 

infographics, the posts including text and photos (n=58) attained the second highest 

average reach (15,190), impressions (24,195) and clicks (9,214). Posts including links 

(n=11) received the lowest average reach (12,160), impressions (15,446) and clicks 

(1,909), while posts with text only (n=2) received higher average reach (12,854) and 

impressions (19,508) than videos (n=4). Posts with text only included direct messages by 

users about their own experiences. For example, “My mum said if I didn’t wear the hijab, 

I couldn’t live at home. So, I packed my bags and went to live with a friend” (post 67). 

While this could indicate that powerful text format could reach more users and allow 

more interactions than do videos, the lower average number of clicks indicates that users 
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tend to spend less time on the page reading texts in comparison to the time they spend 

watching videos. The number of video plays only after clicking (not automatically) were 

778, on average. 

 

Connection measures were further analysed by content type. The highest average 

reach (16,511) and impressions (25,936) were received by informational content (n=69), 

which is the most commonly used type of content across the sample. Informational 

content addressed a variety of challenges faced by women that were grouped thematically 

according to their focus, including gender gaps in employment and entrepreneurship 

(n=33), education (n=9), sports (n=6), art, music and literature (n=4), violence and 

harassment (n=8), women in history (n=4), beauty stereotypes (n=2), health awareness 

(n=1) and discriminating laws (n=2). Following informational posts, call to action posts 

(n=7) (such as those encouraging participation in academic courses and conferences, 

travel and contests) attracted lower average reach (12,008) and impressions (17,304), but 

attracted higher numbers of video plays (852) and clicks (9,732) compared to 

informational content which received (752) video plays after clicking and (8,928) number 

of clicks on average. Only one social post featured an announcement of the page’s 

contribution to an external event with (11,462) reach, (8,811) impressions and (7,448) 

clicks, on average, and none of the posts featured entertainment.  

 

Finally, connection measures were examined according to the emotions evoked 

by posts, indicating that posts evoking positive emotions, such as happiness or inspiration 

(n=69) received the highest average number of impressions (23,236) and clicks (8,193), 

while posts with negative emotions such as anger, fear or disgust (n=5), received the 

highest average reach (16,985), yet lower average impressions (20,659) and clicks (6,858) 

compared to posts with positive emotions.   

 

6.7.2 Interaction  

 

Recent studies examining the impact of the frequency of communication on 

customer engagement on social media suggest that high frequency of one-way 

communication is not sufficient to create customer engagement. For example, Grover & 

Kar (2020) conclude that the frequency of tweets does not matter when measuring the 

impact on customers’ engagement and participation. The next level of engagement, 

interaction, signifies the beginning of two-way communication between customers, 
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organisations, and other actors on social media. The importance of interaction is reflected 

in calls to shift customers from being passively engaged (i.e. connected) to becoming 

actively engaged, participating in the value-creation process and influencing other 

customers and actors (Harmeling et al., 2017; Shawky et al., 2020a). Interaction on social 

media is measured by forms of two-way communication between users. In total, during 

the 10-day sample period, WOE posts attracted 8,582 likes (including emojis), ranging 

between 1,400 (post 26) and zero (post 36), 962 comments (including GIFs) ranging 

between 138 (post 5) to zero (across 19 posts), 636 likes on comments and 380 replies to 

comments.  

 

The post format that attracted the highest levels of interaction was infographics, 

with 318 likes, 43 comments, 71 likes on comments and 10 replies to comments on 

average, followed by text with photos, then by videos and links, while text only format 

showed the lowest interaction figures. The type of content that received the highest levels 

of interaction was informational content which, on average, received 102 likes, 14 

comments, 29 likes on comments and 8 replies to comments. For instance, post 26, which 

received 1,400 likes, was a story encouraging STEM education and employment featuring 

the real-life narrative of a medical doctor who promotes health awareness using social 

media content. Also, post 5, which received 138 comments and 61 replies to comments, 

featured a real-life story of a childcare centre owner, who also used her education and 

profession to provide online educational tutorials for children.  

 

Despite social content receiving a higher number of likes, call to action content 

received higher comments (n=3), likes on comments (0.4) and replies to comments (0.6) 

on average. Finally, posts provoking negative emotions attracted higher levels of 

interaction than posts with positive emotions, while neutral posts attracted the lowest 

level of interaction, on average.  

   

6.7.3 Loyalty  

 

The next level of engagement, loyalty, involves repeat interactions between users 

over a period of time. Loyalty signifies the beginning of establishing long-term 

relationships between social media users and organisations. For social marketing 

programmes that aim to promote sustainable behaviour change, it is essential to identify 

those customers who frequently interact with their communications and aim to further 
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strengthen their loyalty (Shawky et al., 2020a). Loyalty was measured by the number of 

users who interacted with the organisation more than once over a period of time via likes, 

emojis, GIFs, inbox messages, comments, and replies to comments.  

 

 In total, 1,065 users liked more than one post (ranging between 661 users liking 

two posts and 19 users liking 10 to 21 posts), representing almost 30% of total users who 

liked the posts. Liking 21 posts across the sample of study (10 days) indicates that these 

users are more likely to spend more time on the page and to interact with posts published 

on different days. 

 

To better understand the characteristics of the posts that these 19 users most 

frequently liked and interacted with, those posts were identified. While it appears that the 

format most liked by the 19 users was text and photos (n=31), followed by infographics 

(n=2), videos (n=2) and links (n=2), in fact they liked all the infographics that appeared 

in the sample (liked 2 out of 2 infographics). Thirteen out of the 19 users liked the same 

posts (posts 11 and 17). For instance, post 11 reports on a personal story of academic 

success despite a medical condition (cerebral palsy) acquired at birth: “[name removed] 

went to [name removed] university … graduated second in her class and obtained a 

master's degree with honours. [name removed]… and aspires to change the negative 

culture towards people with special needs and bring attention to their rights” (post 11).  

 

Although the type of posts that acquired the highest number of loyal users’ likes 

was informational (n=30), all the call to action posts were liked by highly loyal users (n= 

7). One example of the call to action posts, post 16, encouraged STEM education and 

professions for women: “An invitation to participate in the third international conference 

for women in science… The application is open in all fields of science, technology, 

medicine and engineering ... A training workshop for science diplomacy will be held for 

young scientists from Egypt and developing countries. Apply through the link in the 

announcement and conference links...” (post 16).  

 

Finally, posts evoking positive emotions (n=35) attracted more loyal users’ 

interaction than negative (n=2) and neutral posts (n=0). For example, one positive post 

stated: “She started weightlifting training and bodybuilding at a young age. However, the 

idea of a girl joining this sport professionally was neither accepted by the society nor by 

those responsible for the sport in Egypt. Her interest in the game was received by a lot of 
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criticism from everyone around her … She [was] able to pursue her passion and follow 

her dream to become a professional bodybuilder … She will participate in her first 

international bodybuilding tournament in November in the Women Physique category. 

[name removed] will carry the Egyptian flag, for the first time in women's bodybuilding 

competitions” (post 12). 

 

6.7.4 Advocacy 

 

Advocacy represents the highest level of engagement, in which users willingly 

contribute to the success of the organisation. Advocacy can be conducted internally 

within the network of the organisation through initiating and co-creating communication, 

or externally, by sharing messages with actors outside the community and thus 

distributing the communication messages outside of the organisation’s network. 

Advocacy can be measured by the number of shared posts, tagging others, co-creating 

content, e-WOM, or writing testimonials. 

 

The number of shares in total was 2,649, ranging from 548 shares (post 77) to zero 

(16 posts). Post 77, with the highest number of shares, also received the highest number 

of impressions and reach on average (see Connection), which implies the significance of 

advocacy in reaching out to other users outside the social marketers’ network and 

expanding the organisation’s networks. Similarly, the format and type of posts that 

received the highest number of shares, on average, were infographics (277) and 

informational content (40) similar to connection, interaction and loyalty. However, on 

average, videos (85) received more shares than text and images (30), while the least 

number of shares was received by text only posts (0). By content type, social content and 

call to action were equal in shares (2). Finally, posts provoking negative emotions 

attracted the highest number of shares (117) followed by positive ones (30), while neutral 

ones received (1) share.   

 

The number of tags to other users, for comments which included one or more tagged 

usernames, was 118 in total, while 51 posts received zero tags. These comments with tags 

to other users included comments with tags only and without content, comments with tags 

including recommendation messages and testimonials (e.g. “[user tagged removed] this 

is the program that I told you about. Follow it, it is very informative” (Post 26, comment 

10), and comments with tags including support messages (e.g. “you will be like her one 
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day [emojis] [user tagged removed]” (post 26, comment 8)). Similar to the number of 

shares, connection, interaction and loyalty, infographics (11), informational (n=2) and 

posts provoking negative emotions (n=4) acquired the highest number of tags, on average.  

 

 Unlike shares, content that involved co-creation through featuring the users’ own 

stories in the posts (n=32) was highest, on average, for text and images and videos (n=0.5) 

For example, “Her father refused to let her finish her education… Today, [name 

removed] is the first female to become a car mechanic instructor at the [name removed] 

university” (post 6), content evoking positive emotions (n=0.5), and informational 

content (n=0.5) (similar to shares). Additionally, the numbers of comments that included 

messages reinforcing the content (e.g. personal experiences), such as, “My dad wrote all 

my sister’s inheritance and mine to our brothers… So unfair” (post 77, comment 1), were 

highest on average for posts with text and images format (n=0.2), informational content 

(0.2), and content with positive emotions (n=0.2). For example, "Girls can do everything. 

Unfortunately, our norms prevent girls from many professions like mechanics…" (post 1, 

comment 1). 

 

Finally, writing testimonials was assessed by the number of comments that included 

testimonials to the page in general or to the post (n=69). For example, “I like to watch the 

[program name removed] videos, very useful…” (post 26, comment 1), “Such a good 

role model to all Egyptians, I hope to see my six year old daughter like you one day” 

(post 44, comment 5), and “She is one of the best UX designers in the Middle East! She 

has designed websites and applications for international corporations…” (post 45, 

comment 3), and “Thanks Women of Egypt for supporting us” (post 46, Comment 1). In 

terms of post properties, on average these testimonials were associated with images and 

texts (n=1.2), informational (n=1) and positive emotions posts (n=1).  
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6.8 Conclusion 

 

Social marketing programmes have been employed to successfully address a 

variety of public health and wellbeing issues (Kubacki et al., 2015). Achieving behaviour 

change impact, however, requires customer engagement to accomplish active 

participation in social marketing programmes (McKenzie-Mohr, 2000; Shawky el at., 

2019), and to create sustainable behaviour change programmes. Engagement is also 

significant in meeting the scope of contemporary societal challenges and navigating 

environmental complexities that influence behaviour change (Moore et al., 2015). There 

is a significant dearth in the literature pertaining to approaches to engaging wider 

audiences and involving multiple actors in social marketing programmes and harnessing 

the opportunities afforded by social media and the latest digital technologies. There are 

also multiple calls in the social marketing literature to identify innovative solutions for 

creating social movements and promoting involvement of communities (Moore et al., 

2015; Wymer, 2010) to produce societal-level outcomes (Rundle-Thiele et al., 2019). In 

response to these calls, this study builds on Shawky et al.’s (2020a) study by applying the 

multi-actor engagement framework which recognises the significance of establishing 

ongoing relationships with multiple actors to develop more sustainable social marketing 

programmes. The framework also acknowledges the role of a focal customer’s 

engagement in influencing other actors, such as organisations, stakeholders, non-

customers and policymakers in the highly networked society offered by social media. 

Additionally, through applying the framework to examine the multi-actor engagement 

opportunities in the Facebook community of WOE, this study has emphasised the 

significance of building social marketing programmes focusing on social issues such as 

women’s empowerment, rather than on health-related programmes that currently 

dominate the social marketing literature (Shawky et al., 2019).  

 

Although the measures originally proposed by Shawky et al. (2020a) were helpful 

in identifying each of the four levels of engagement, the findings of this study point 

towards additional measures providing further insight into three of these levels: 

connection, interaction and loyalty. For example, at the level of connection, the number 

of clicks and the number of video plays helped to identify consumption of messages 

through one-way communication, along with the previously identified measures of views, 

number of impressions and reach. While the number of video plays after clicking were 

included in this study, further measures were discerned that provided insight into the 
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manner in which these videos were consumed, including the number of videos played for 

more/less than three seconds, or for more/less than 30 seconds, and with/without audio 

on and upon clicking or automatically. Similarly, at the interaction level, the number of 

likes comments received (including emojis), and replies to comments’ likes  (including 

emojis) provided further understanding of the comments that attracted more interaction 

between multiple groups on the communication, and could also assist to measure loyalty 

if assessed across multiple posts. These additional measures can assist social marketing 

practitioners’ understanding of their customers’ (and other actors’) interactions with the 

communication, which further informs their knowledge of the content that maintains 

these actors’ levels of engagement, advances their engagement to a higher level, or 

attracts others to expand the community. 

 

While these measurements comprehensively assessed each level of engagement, 

this study also examined the properties of the WOE posts in relation to each measure to 

identify the characteristics of messages which contributed to triggering each engagement 

level. Assessing the format, type and emotional appeal for connection showed that 

infographics were the most effective posts across all connection measures followed by 

text and photos in contrast to links, which led to the lowest level of connection. The 

findings also showed that powerful text only messages could bring about higher reach 

and impressions than videos, yet fewer clicks. Also, informational content brought higher 

connection, followed by call to action and social posts. Posts provoking positive emotions 

brought about more impressions and clicks (8,193), while negative emotions led to higher 

reach. Similar to connection, infographics garnered the highest interaction measures, 

followed by text with photos, and videos and links. Text only posts showed the lowest 

interaction levels, which also explained the fewer clicks reported in connection. Also, 

informational content, followed by social content received more likes, and call to action 

content attracted more comments, likes on comments and replies to comments, while the 

posts evoking negative emotions attracted higher interactions than posts with positive 

emotions, unlike connection.  

 

Tracing the loyal users who interacted more than ten times in the sample, 

representing more than once a day, the format that was liked the most was text and photos 

(with the majority of these loyal customers (68%) liking the same posts), followed by 

infographics, videos, links, and no interaction with text only posts. Informational posts 

were the most liked by highly loyal customers. For advocacy, the highest number of 
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shares and tagging others in comments were acquired by infographics and informational 

posts, similarly to connection, interaction and loyalty. Finally, posts evoking negative 

emotions acquired the highest number of shares and tags, followed by positive and neutral 

ones. Despite the similarity in the properties of posts that impacted shares and tagging 

others, content that involved co-creation through featuring users’ own stories, messages 

reinforcing the content and messages including testimonials were highest, on average, for 

text and images and positive posts, yet similar to shares and tagging others for 

informational content (with only one post receiving more than 52% of total testimonials).  

 

These analyses showed some similarities for post properties contributing to higher 

levels of engagement, emphasising the importance of each level of engagement in the 

sustainability of communication of social marketing programmes. Additionally, the 

discrepancies which arose also emphasise the significance of measuring each level of 

engagement by its own standalone measures, and for social marketers to identify the 

characteristics of their unique communication that contribute to enhancing engagement 

at each level. The analysis also drew our attention to the complexity of interactions 

between multiple actors on social networks, which requires meticulous creation and 

selection of social media messages.  

 

  



 

 

179 

6.9 Limitations and future research 

 

Although this study contributes to the existing knowledge pertaining to social 

marketing and social media engagement, it has some inherent limitations. Firstly, the 

main limitation in this study lies in the limited capacity to apply selected measures for 

assessing interaction and loyalty levels of multi-actor engagement which are reported in 

Shawky et al. (2020a). For instance, assessing loyalty requires the researcher to manually 

download all the usernames who engaged with any form of interaction, including likes, 

comments, replies to comments, likes on comments and likes on replies to comments, 

followed by the manual sorting of usernames to assess interactions more than once. 

However, due to time constraints on the research project, loyalty was measured based on 

the number of users who “liked” the content more than once during the period of study, 

while the remaining measures were not assessed. Additionally, at the interaction level, 

the number of emojis and likes, and the number of GIFs and comments were combined, 

while inbox messages were not assessed, on account of being unattainable by the 

researchers. Nevertheless, this limited capacity, along with the salience of these measures 

in assessing engagement, offers a fruitful avenue for future artificial intelligence and data 

mining research to explore possible automated solutions to provide marketers with 

insights into loyalty and interaction measures.  

Secondly, despite the large volume of interactions which were assessed in the 

sample, this study was limited by the selection of a short time window (i.e. ten days), 

which also impacted the assessment of how loyal customers continue to interact for a 

longer period of time and across a variety of posts. Thirdly, this limited time period also 

affected the availability (and capture) of a variety of post properties in the sample. For 

instance, post formats were dominated by images and texts posts (n=58), while the other 

formats varied between two and eleven posts; similarly, there were no entertainment 

posts, and informational ones comprised the majority of the content. Therefore, future 

longitudinal studies could provide further insights into how multi-actors continue to 

engage over time, along with gleaning insights into the impact of varying content 

properties on the engagement levels of multiple actors in the network. Finally, the study 

was limited by the selection of an Egyptian Facebook community. Although there is a 

critical need to investigate social marketing in developing countries (Shawky et al., 2019), 

together with the suggested uniformity in social media usage across cultures (Aichner, 
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2019), it could be of value to explore the applicability of the framework across other 

countries and globally. 
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Chapter Seven: Discussion and Conclusion 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

The overall aim of this thesis was to better understand customer engagement in 

social marketing programmes using social media. This thesis attempted to investigate how 

to foster engagement in social marketing programmes (Neiger et al., 2012; 2013; 

Westberg et al., 2018) and to understand the use of social media as interactive avenues 

for better promotion of social marketing programmes (Evans et al., 2019; Kubacki et al., 

2015b). The issue is explored from theoretical and practical perspectives to provide an 

informative framework that is theoretically and practically applicable. To do so, the study 

commenced with highlighting several gaps in the existing literature. First, there was 

limited knowledge about how social marketers incorporated the use of social media to 

create engagement with social marketing programmes (e.g. Overbey et al., 2017). Second, 

there was lack of knowledge about social marketers’ and social media users’ perceptions 

of factors that influence customer engagement in existing social marketing programmes 

using social media (e.g. Bianchi et al., 2015; Leeflang et al., 2014). Third, there was scarce 

knowledge of how to effectively manage customer engagement in social marketing 

programmes using social media, as well as valid measurement tools to assess customer 

engagement with social marketing programmes using social media (e.g. Overbey et al., 

2017, Rodriguez et al., 2017). From identifying these gaps, five main research questions 

were formulated to guide the development and the design of the thesis as follows:  

• RQ1: How are social media used to engage audiences in social marketing 

programmes? 

• RQ2: How can customer engagement be effectively managed in social marketing 

programmes using social media? 

• RQ3: How can customer engagement be measured in social marketing 

programmes using social media? 

• RQ4: What are the different levels of engagement in social marketing programmes 

that are triggered by the use of social media? and  

• RQ5: How can these levels of engagement in social marketing programmes be 

measured on social media?  

Chapters Four, Five and Six of the thesis respectively presented the three studies carried 

out to provide answers for these overarching research questions, including research 
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rationale, methods and thorough discussion of findings, conclusion and limitations. The 

current chapter discusses the thesis overall and draws a conclusion to the entire course of 

the PhD research, beginning by addressing the findings for the five research questions 

and their related post-hoc analysis. A discussion of the contributions to theory and 

practice, the limitations of the thesis, and future research opportunities follow. Finally, a 

conclusion to the PhD thesis is offered.  

 

7.2 Restatement of the research significance and gaps in the literature 

 

Over the past decade, social marketers have increasingly incorporated digital tools 

such as social media to effectively promote their programmes (Kubacki et al., 2015b). 

Research has demonstrated that the interactive opportunities offered by social media are 

avenues for social marketers to increase informational and emotional support (Bannor et 

al., 2017; Chen & Shi, 2015), and more effective channels than traditional media to embed 

behavioural change messages in the lives of customers (Luxton et al., 2012; Westberg et 

al., 2018). Further, studies have demonstrated that the use of social media can contribute 

to the success of social marketing programmes by establishing enduring relationships with 

customers wherein they are regarded as partners to the social marketing organisations 

who engage them in co-creating programme activities (Neiger et al., 2012, 2013). 

Engaging customers via social media encourages peer-to-peer discussions and allows 

establishing supportive online communities in which customers can seek help and express 

their experiences (Shawky et al., 2020). Indeed, achieving behaviour change requires 

highly engaged citizens who become willing to actively participate in social marketing 

programmes (McKenzie-Mohr, 2000) — relying solely on information-intensive 

approaches will not foster sustained behaviour change. For example, merely increasing 

knowledge about global warming, without supporting marketing activities, is likely to 

have only limited impact on behaviour (McKenzie-Mohr, 2000). Fostering sustainable 

behaviour change requires moving the focus beyond adding knowledge about a social 

issue (Szablewska and Kubacki, 2017) and changing individual attitudes (Moore et al., 

2015; Rodriguez et al., 2017; Wymer, 2011). Despite the significance of creating 

engagement in social marketing programmes, and the numerous benefits that social media 

bring to cultivating engagement in social marketing, there remain a number of gaps in the 

literature pertaining to this issue.  
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First, various scholars have highlighted a lack of knowledge among social marketers 

to identify best practices for effective communication via social media (Dooley et al., 

2014; James et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012; Neiger et al., 2012, 2013; Overbey 

et al., 2017), underlining the need for more evidence-based approaches to establishing 

guidelines for social media use in social marketing programme promotion. This gap 

prompted the first research question of this thesis — RQ1: How are social media used to 

engage audiences in social marketing programmes? To answer this question, a systematic 

literature review was conducted to identify and describe the use of social media in creating 

participants’ engagement in social marketing programmes conducted worldwide between 

2005 and 2017. The findings of this study highlighted a further absence in the literature 

of effective strategies to manage and measure customer engagement with social marketing 

programmes on social media.  

 

Second, similarly to Study 1’s findings, social marketing studies (e.g. Neiger et al., 

2012, 2013; Overbey et al., 2017) have highlighted the significance of fostering customer 

engagement to the success of the marketing activities and called for research to identify 

strategies to manage engagement on social media. Recent studies into customer 

engagement also recognise that in a highly networked society, the ubiquity and influence 

of social media have added complexity to social network interactions, changing the very 

composition of the interactions between involved actors (Brodie et al., 2013; Jaakkola & 

Alexander, 2014; Larivière et al., 2017). Customer engagement is no longer viewed as 

embodying dyadic interactions between customers and organisations but rather as a set of 

complex relationships involving networks of different actors (Brodie, Fehrer, Jaakkola, 

Conduit, & Hollebeek, 2016; Fehrer et al., 2018). These studies recognise that customers 

directly or indirectly influence other actors’ behaviours while also being influenced by 

others. For instance, Fehrer et al. (2018) explains how the engagement behaviour of other 

customers affects a focal customer’s behaviour and how that relationship affects the 

relationship between the focal customer and the organisation. Further, Li et al. (2017) 

discusses other characteristics of engagement within a multi-actor network that influence 

customer engagement outcomes, such as the number of actors engaging in a certain 

activity or in the network during certain phases, the intensity of their interactions in a 

certain activity or during certain phases, and the different modes of diverse multi-actor 

engagement behavioural expressions. Other research claims that engagement refers to 

ongoing and interrelated interactions between groups of actors in the network rather than 

to a single customer in an isolated concept. Moreover, actors are constantly entering and 
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leaving networks which, over time, further impacts their expansion and development 

(Fehrer et al., 2018; Li et al., 2017). This new conception of customer engagement 

requires investigation beyond traditional perspectives of customer–brand relationships 

(Brodie et al., 2016). Additionally, marketing scholars (e.g. Breidbach & Brodie, 2017) 

have called for the recognition of multiple actors who engage together in the networked 

opportunities offered by different engagement platforms. In response to these gaps in the 

literature, the second and third research questions of this thesis were formulated — RQ2: 

How can customer engagement be effectively managed in social marketing programmes 

using social media? and RQ3: How can customer engagement be measured in social 

marketing programmes using social media? To address these research questions, the 

second study of this thesis interviewed 17 social marketing practitioners and 15 

programme users who interact together on social media, to uncover their perspectives on 

fostering engagement on social media. From the findings of this study, a multi-actor 

engagement framework consisting of four distinct levels of engagement — connection, 

interaction, loyalty and advocacy — was proposed.  

 

Finally, despite the numerous benefits that social media can offer developing 

engagement in social marketing programmes, there is little available knowledge on how 

to classify and manage engagement on social media (James et al., 2013; Neiger et al., 

2012, 2013), together with a need for more evidence-based approaches to codify 

engagement on social media used in social marketing programmes (Overbey et al., 2017). 

Lim et al. (2016) point out that while there are many frameworks for evaluating health 

promotion programmes on social media (e.g. O’Grady et al. (2009) containing numerous 

variables for comprehensive reporting, few studies have identified methods and metrics 

for evaluating the effectiveness of behaviour change, which in turn, impacts the accuracy 

of measurements. In response to that need, and to examine the framework resulting from 

Study 2, the fourth and fifth research questions of this thesis were identified — RQ4: 

What are the different levels of engagement in social marketing programmes that are 

triggered by the use of social media? and RQ5: How can these levels of engagement in 

social marketing programmes be measured on social media? To address these research 

questions, the third and final study aimed to examine the multi-actor engagement 

framework and apply its measurement tools in a social marketing context on social media. 

Through this application, Study 3 also aimed to understand different levels of engagement 

in a practical social media setting. The study provided an empirically grounded 
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framework with appropriate measurement tools to assess multi-actor engagement in 

behaviour change programmes. 

 

7.3 Addressing the research questions 

7.3.1 The use of social media to create engagement in social marketing 

programmes 

A systematic literature review study was conducted to identify, analyse and collate 

31 social marketing studies that incorporated the use of social media to create engagement 

in their programmes. These records covered 29 different social marketing programmes, 

with four records covering two programmes (Evans-Lacko et al., 2013; Sampogna et al., 

2017) and (Tobey & Manore, 2014; Tobey et al., 2016) (see Chapter five, Table 5.2). The 

study employed the customer lifecycle framework (Sashi, 2012), and used its seven stages 

of customer engagement cycle (connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, 

commitment, advocacy and engagement) to identify and assess the communication 

activities and strategies that were used in these social marketing programmes to foster 

engagement on social media. Therefore, the study aimed to answer the first research 

question of this thesis, RQ1: How are social media used to engage audiences in social 

marketing programmes? 

 

The findings of this study provided numerous insights into the use of social media 

in social marketing programmes, specifically how they foster programme engagement. 

First, the review showed that most of the social marketing programmes incorporating the 

use of social media to promote programmes were conducted in developed countries 

(n=25), specifically in the US (n=17); only three were from less developed countries, and 

one program did not specify its location (Taubenheim et al., 2008). In addition, most 

programmes focused on health-related issues (n=25), such as promoting organ donation, 

healthy eating, physical activity, testing for HIV, condom use, sun protection, respiratory 

protective devices and reducing alcohol consumption, and only four programmes covered 

social issues, such as reducing stigma and discrimination associated with mental health 

issues and LGBT individuals, and reducing adolescent dating abuse. These findings 

indicated the scarcity of social marketing programmes employing the use of social media 

in less developed countries, as well the paucity of studies focusing on social, rather than 

health-related issues. They highlighted the need for social marketers to adopt the use of 
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social media to reach and engage with customers and multiple actors living in developing 

countries, and to address social issues that affect all societies.   

 

Second, the systematic review informed our understanding of the communication 

strategies used on social media and their effectiveness in promoting social marketing 

programmes. The most commonly used social media platform was Facebook (n=23), 

followed by YouTube (n=13), Twitter (n=11), and blogs (n=7), discussion boards and 

interactive websites (n=7), mobile applications (n=3), MySpace (n=3), Pinterest (n=2), 

Flickr (n=2), Instagram (n=1) and social bookmarking (n=1). Although the programmes 

incorporated the use of various interactive social networking platforms in their promotion, 

less than half of the assessed programmes reported creating content specifically for social 

media communication; they mostly reported embedding the same content created for 

traditional media. For instance, Dixon-Gray et al. (2013) noted that social media were 

mainly used to promote their radio campaign by posting their radio episodes on Facebook 

and MySpace. While the remaining 14 studies developed media content specifically for 

social media platforms, the most commonly shared content type was information-based 

(n=11), and videos (n=11), followed by graphics, images, or visuals (n=9), recruitment of 

consumers as advocates (n=3), gaming (n=3), social posts (n=2), widgets (n=1) and paid 

advertisements (n=1). This reliance on informational content, often utilised to execute 

social marketing reminders or warnings in theoretical approaches (Pang & Kubacki, 

2015) highlights a need for social marketers to instead develop media messages which 

would resonate with their audiences’ needs. Poor content can impact the effectiveness of 

social marketing messages, while improving the content would impact audiences’ 

reactions to social marketing programmes (James et al., 2013). 

The effectiveness of social media communication was evaluated and reported in 24 

studies, focusing on awareness measures such as the number of views (n=16), likes 

(n=11), fans, friends, or followers (n=10) to a greater degree than on engagement, 

persuasion, conversion and retention measures (Gordon, 2012; Sterne, 2010). Scholars 

have emphasised the importance of measuring interaction through the “content the user 

spends time creating” (Lipschultz, 2014 p. 108), “customer sharing”, and “authentic 

insights” (Miller, 2013, p. 89). Most of the studies reviewed (n=22) reported that social 

media effectively impacted their programmes, highlighting the importance of utilising a 

variety of content and regular updating to maintain communication with existing 

customers and reach out to prospective ones (Evans-Lacko et al., 2013), as well as 

developing two-way communication, which is associated with increasing conversion (e.g. 
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increasing declarations of intent to donate organs). However, two programmes that 

reported a decline in the number of users over time (Atkinson et al., 2011; Picazo-Vela et 

al., 2016), also emphasised the importance of developing appropriate social media content 

as the main reason for their results. 

 

The use of social media to create engagement 

 

Further analysis of the use of social media was guided by the customer engagement 

cycle described by Sashi (2012) to assess the use of social media in creating consumer 

engagement in social marketing programmes. Sashi (2012) distinguished between seven 

levels of engagement: connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, commitment, 

advocacy, and engagement. The findings indicate that the majority of the identified 

programmes used social media to establish connection, through reaching target audiences 

(n=27), disseminating information (n=13), and driving traffic to the programmes’ 

websites (n=8) (e.g. Dixon-Gray et al., 2013; Justice-Gardiner et al., 2012).Only 16 

programmes used social media to facilitate interaction between social marketers and their 

target audiences, as well as between audiences and their peers (e.g. Atkinson et al., 2011; 

Brzeziński & Klikowicz, 2015), despite the significance of two-way communication in 

building supportive communities and in encouraging self-expression among users 

(Nicholas, 2010), and humanising health and social issues in a safe environment 

(Taubenheim et al., 2008). Satisfaction was reported by only six programmes, through 

analysing audience comments (Adam et al., 2011; Atkinson et al., 2011; James et al., 

2013), rating posts (Macario et al., 2013), and surveys (Potente et al., 2011; Woolley & 

Peterson, 2012). Given that social media enables users’ contributions, social marketers 

should assess user generated content and look beyond quantitative measures to gain clear 

insight into customers’ and other actors’ reactions to programme communications and 

behaviour change intentions. Retention was measured in five programmes by counting 

the number of users who revisited the programme (e.g. Adam et al., 2011; Brzeziński & 

Klikowicz, 2015; Macario et al., 2013), while none of the programmes reported their 

users’ respective commitment. Finally, advocacy featured in only three programmes (e.g. 

Liu et al., 2016; Macario et al., 2013), which encouraged users to initiate conversations 

with their networks (e.g. Evans-Lacko et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2016); and engagement was 

encouraged in one programme, by creating activities such as organising events (Evans-

Lacko et al., 2013).  
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7.2.2 Managing and measuring engagement with social marketing programmes 

using social media  

 

To address a lack of knowledge about the perceptions of factors that influence 

customer engagement in existing social marketing programmes using social media, in-

depth interviews were carried out with 17 social marketers who use social media in 

promoting their programmes and 15 social media users who engage with these 

programmes. The purpose of the study was to advance understanding of the customer 

engagement process on social media, and to develop an empirically grounded framework 

with appropriate measures to assess customer engagement in social media marketing 

programmes. In discussing the issues that shape their social media engagement, social 

marketing practitioners and users relied on their past and present online behaviours, 

experiences, attitudes, and perceptions as reference points and related them to Sashi’s 

(2012) seven stages of engagement. Therefore, Sashi’s (2012) framework was utilised to 

guide the data collection and thematically analyse the insights that emerged from the 

interviews, to respond to the second and third research questions in this thesis, RQ2: How 

can customer engagement be effectively managed in social marketing programmes using 

social media? and RQ3: How can customer engagement be measured in social marketing 

programmes using social media? 

 

The accounts collected in this qualitative study indicated several aspects of 

customer engagement through social media that added conceptual clarity to Sashi’s 

(2012) framework; together with other emerging issues, they were then used to propose 

four customer engagement levels (see Chapter Six, Figure 6.1). Evidence for the 

operational measures for each level of engagement was also provided in this study. 

Analysis of the data revealed four themes that emerged from the interviews: connection, 

interaction, loyalty, and advocacy, which are now discussed.  

 

First, connection is the fundamental level of customer engagement on social media 

characterised by one-way communication through which customers, and other actors, are 

exposed to the social marketing communication to recruit new followers and retain 

existing ones. Every successful engagement relationship starts with building connections 

with customers and other actors through exposure to an organisation’s messages on social 

media. At this level of engagement, although customers and other actors may elect not to 

participate in any form of interaction or feedback on social media, connection is an 
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essential support for expanding the organisation’s networks. It also allows social 

marketers to raise awareness and reach out to multiple actors on social media through 

harnessing the capabilities of social media to connect with customers’ and other actors’ 

networks. For example, social media users suggested that they are more likely to connect 

with a programme if their peers have previously been engaged with or connected to it. 

Social marketing practitioners also indicated that social media algorithms and organic 

reach control the messages that actors receive based on their interests and their networks’ 

interests. Accordingly, establishing new connections is key to the continuous expansion 

of a social marketing programme’s network, and to the continuous acquisition of new 

prospects and actors. Therefore, establishing connection should be considered a 

continuous objective of social marketers rather than a one-off encounter with their 

programmes’ messages. 

 

Connection can be a temporary state for customers who were previously actively 

engaged (Brodie et al., 2013) but have minimised their engagement to listening. In this 

way, connection is not only crucial for the acquisition of new actors who encounter social 

media messages, but also for customers and other actors who are often passively engaged 

with social media, viewing communication silently or inactively (Li et al., 2017; Milligan 

et al., 2013). Therefore, connection allows social marketers to continue to engage with 

connected actors. On this basis, our framework expands on Sashi’s (2012) study by 

defining connection as a critical level of engagement that may be characterised by passive 

engagement, rather than signifying the first step of a seven-step process of relationship 

building leading to engagement. Therefore, connection should be measured using 

indicators focusing on “receiving” the messages by measuring the numbers of 

impressions, views and reach a post receives to identify customers and other actors 

(including passive listeners) who encounter the communication once or multiple times.  

 

Second, Interaction, the second level of engagement, signifies the beginning of 

two-way communication between customers, organisations and other actors on social 

media. Interaction represents a higher level of engagement than connection since its focus 

is on multiple actors co-creating value by expressing themselves, generating content, and 

giving feedback, utilising social media’s unique capacity for facilitating diverse 

opportunities for interactions within and outside of existing networks (Li et al., 2017). 

Therefore, interaction can transform multiple passive (i.e. connected) actors into actively 
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engaged users through their participating in the value-creation process and their 

influencing other customers and actors (Harmeling et al., 2017; Sashi, 2012).  

 

Social media platforms are continuously evolving to provide multiple actors with 

a variety of opportunities to express themselves, exemplified in Facebook’s adding of 

new features such as emojis, GIFs, photos, videos, stories, and short phrases (e.g. “feeling 

happy” or “feeling excited”) for users to communicate emotions. Although these features 

equip multiple actors to express their thoughts and feelings, they also enable social 

marketers to acquire immediate feedback on users’ wants, needs, attitudes, and 

perceptions. They further allow social marketers to customise and adjust their strategies 

and messages, which assists in co-designing and co-creating activities with actors. 

Interaction is also essential for establishing supportive communities in which social media 

actors are willing to benefit others in their networks by their interactions with the social 

marketing posts. In this way, interaction allow actors to impact one another and add value 

to the organisation’s communication. Therefore, in contrast to findings which indicate 

that co-creation requires highly engaged customers who are empowered and willing to 

engage with an organisation (e.g. Harmeling et al., 2017; Sashi, 2012), this study showed 

that all forms of interactions on social media impact other actors in the network and allow 

actors to co-create products and services which eventually impact the overall performance 

of the organisation. Therefore, at the interaction level of engagement, interacting actors 

on social media are recognised as active contributors of value to social marketing 

organisations, and this level can be measured in the numbers of any form of two-way 

communication between actors such as likes, emojis, GIFs, inbox messages, comments, 

and replies to comments. 

 

Third, Loyalty represents a higher level of customer engagement than interaction 

and connection, in interactions that are repeated over a period of time or across multiple 

posts. Loyalty signifies the beginning of long-term relationship with customers who 

develop a sense of attachment to the organisation’s communications, through affective 

emotional bond or rational cognitive commitment to receiving communication. A sense 

of loyalty can be fostered by social marketers through establishing intimacy, such as by 

creating other communities (e.g. WhatsApp or Facebook Messenger groups) to 

continuously interact with these loyal customers on a one-to-one basis. Offering 

incentives, promotions or simple gestures of acknowledging actors’ repeated 

contributions to the communication can further encourage loyalty.  



 

 

198 

 

Unlike studies that have described loyalty as both consequence (e.g. Fehrer et al., 

2018), and influencer of customer engagement (e.g. Brodie et al., 2013), our study 

recognised the importance of customers’ ongoing contributions to keeping the messages 

enticing for other actors, prompting them to connect or interact with the organisation. 

Developing loyalty is thus an essential step in establishing long-term relationships and 

contributes to the overall success of organisations. In addition, unlike Sashi’s (2012) 

treatment of repeated interactions as two separate stages — retention and commitment — 

leading to engagement, loyalty is framed as a single level of engagement in which 

retention is recognised as a commitment to the organisation. Separating the two stages, 

which may be challenging in practice, is therefore unnecessary for social marketers since, 

in our study, retention and commitment encompass the same activities (i.e. continuous 

and repeated interactions with the organisation), and loyalty is measurable by the number 

of actors who interact with the organisation on multiple occasions over a period of time.   

  

Finally, Advocacy represents the highest level of engagement, wherein customers 

contribute to the welfare of organisations through generating new content that reinforces 

or initiates communications and spreading the organisations’ messages through their 

networks (e.g. sharing, tagging friends in posts, inviting friends, or word of mouth 

(WOM)). Advocates are customers who are cognitively and affectively engaged with the 

content (loyal), who strongly believe in the organisation, and who are willing to co-create 

value that promotes the organisation’s success. Although actors can co-create content at 

the interaction and loyalty levels of engagement, the distinguishing feature of advocacy 

is that advocates act like brand ambassadors who encourage other actors in their networks 

to engage with the organisation and its messages. For example, advocates share their own 

experiences or stories to be featured as content (e.g. new posts) to reinforce the 

organisation’s messages inside the organisation’s network (internally) or share the 

organisation’s existing messages via their social media networks or their offline 

communities (externally). Therefore, advocacy can be measured by content creation 

inside the network (internal advocacy) or outside the network through the number of 

shares, the number of friends tagged, or the amount of WOM (external advocacy). The 

study also showed that some actors will share the organisation’s messages through their 

networks as soon as they connect, especially if they feel strongly about the organisation 

or its messages, and thus, not all actors need to proceed through interaction and loyalty to 

reach the advocacy level.  
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The multi-level and iterative nature of the engagement process makes Sashi’s 

(2012) satisfaction an indispensable condition that should be maintained across all levels 

of engagement: connection, interaction, loyalty, and advocacy. Satisfaction is essential 

for maintaining or progressing to a higher level of engagement. Lack of satisfaction, on 

the other hand, would result in moving to a lower level of engagement or complete 

disengagement from the organisation. Therefore, satisfaction was, in our study, both an 

antecedent and a consequence of engagement whereas other studies have considered 

satisfaction to be either an outcome (e.g. Brodie et al., 2011; Fehrer et al., 2018) or an 

antecedent of customer engagement (e.g. Bowden, 2009; Sashi, 2012; van Doorn et al., 

2010). 

 

7.2.3 Examining the application of the multi-actor engagement framework in a 

realistic social marketing setting.  

After examining the perceptions of factors influencing customer engagement from 

the perspectives of social marketing practitioners and social media users, and crafting the 

multi-actor engagement framework, a lacuna in research remained, pertaining to the 

practical application of the framework, its ability to distinguish different engagement 

levels, and the applicability of the measurement tools associated with each of these levels. 

Unlike other customer engagement frameworks (e.g. Sashi, 2012), the multi-actor 

engagement framework and associated metrics describe a new approach to investigate 

social media engagement in social marketing, one that considers the role of networks and 

how multiple actors interact on social media rather than focusing on engagement of a 

focal customer with the organisation. Therefore, there was a need to identify the different 

levels of engagement between multiple groups on social media and the different 

measurement tools that could assess each of these levels on social media within social 

marketing programmes. Accordingly, Study 3, a netnographic study was conducted to 

understand the levels of engagement and their assessment, and fill these research gaps by 

examining the application of the multi-actor engagement framework in a natural setting. 

The Women of Egypt page was purposively selected as a social marketing community 

group on Facebook that demonstrates high engagement (demonstrated by the high number 

of followers, high frequency of posts and comments, compared to other groups on the 

same topic), and the multi-actor engagement framework was applied. A random selection 

of 10 consecutive days, 20-30 September 2018, comprised of 77 posts and 1,181 
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comments, which data were codified according to the four-level engagement framework: 

connection, interaction, loyalty and advocacy. Study 3 attempted to answer the final two 

research questions of this thesis, RQ4: What are the different levels of engagement in 

social marketing programmes that are triggered by the use of social media? and RQ5: 

How can these levels of engagement in social marketing programmes be measured on 

social media?  

 

Study 3 showed that despite the usefulness of measures previously identified in 

Study 2 to assess each of the four levels of engagement, additional measures should be 

considered to provide further insight into connection, interaction and loyalty levels of 

engagement. The study also examined the properties of the page’s communication (i.e. 

format, type and emotional appeal of the posts) in relation to each measure to identify the 

characteristics of social media massages which contribute to triggering each engagement 

level.  

 

At the connection level, the number of clicks, representing the number of times a 

unique user clicked anywhere on the page during their visit to the page, and the number 

of video plays, representing the number of times a unique user clicked to watch a video, 

provided additional insights into passive engagement and dissemination of unidirectional 

messages, together with the number of views, or the number of unique users who logged 

into Facebook to view the page daily; reach, or the number of unique users who had any 

of the page’s posts enter their screen; and impressions, or the number of times any content 

from the page or about the page entered a unique user’s screen. The study showed that 

users were reached by content from the page multiple times a day, due to the number of 

impressions being higher than reach (Hitz, 2020), which further emphasised users’ 

passive engagement with the messages. Of the properties of the posts which contributed 

to fostering actors’ connection, infographics was the format that received highest average 

reach, impressions and clicks, followed by text and photos, text only, and video content, 

while links received the lowest measures. The powerful text format resulting from users’ 

contributions of personal stories resulted in more users reached and more impressions 

created than by videos. On the other hand, text resulted in lower average numbers of 

clicks than videos, indicating that users spent less time on the page reading texts 

compared to the time they spent watching videos. Moreover, informational-type content, 

including messages which discussed issues related to women’s employment, 

entrepreneurship, education, sports, arts and literature, violence and harassment, beauty 
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stereotypes, health and discriminating laws, received the highest connection, followed by 

call to action posts, which included calls to participate in academic courses and 

conferences, travel and contests, and social posts featuring news about social events, 

while none of the posts featured entertainment content. Further, posts which provoked 

positive emotions such as happiness or inspiration received higher average impressions 

and clicks than negative ones such as anger, fear or disgust, which achieved higher reach.  

 

At the interaction level, the numbers of comments’ likes (including emojis), and 

replies to comments’ likes (including emojis) provide further insight into two-way 

communication between multiple groups on the communication in addition to numbers 

of likes, emojis, GIFs, comments and replies to comments. These additional measures 

can assist social marketing practitioners in their understanding of content that encourages 

active actors’ engagement, participation in the value-creation process and influencing 

other customers and actors. The format of posts that attracted the highest levels of 

interaction was infographics, followed by text with photos, then by videos and links; text 

only, unlike in connection, had the lowest interaction figures. Similar to connection, 

informational content received the highest levels of interaction. Unlike connection, 

however, social content received a higher number of likes, while call to action content 

received more comments, likes on comments and replies to comments on average. 

Moreover, posts provoking negative emotions attracted higher levels of interaction than 

posts with positive emotions, while neutral posts attracted the lowest average level of 

interaction.  

   

At the loyalty level of engagement, the numbers of likes on comments (including 

emojis) and likes on replies to comments (including emojis) provide further identification 

of the actors who repeatedly interacted with the organisation across multiple posts or over 

a period of time, which further supported assessing the promotion of sustainable social 

marketing programmes and establishing a long-term relationships between actors and 

organisations. Therefore, loyalty could be measured by the number of users who interact 

with the organisation more than once over a period of time via likes, emojis, GIFs, inbox 

messages, comments, likes on comments, replies to comments and likes on replies to 

comments. The study identified 19 users who liked between 10 to 21 posts during the 

sample period, representing almost 30% of total users who liked the posts more than once, 

indicating that these users were more likely to spend more time on the page and interact 

with posts published on different days. These 19 users liked text and photos format of 
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posts, followed by infographics, videos and links. Thirteen of these users liked the same 

posts (post 11 and 17), which highlighted the importance of identifying the 

communication that encouraged each level of engagement. Although the type of post that 

acquired highest number of loyal users’ likes was informational, all the call to action posts 

were liked by highly loyal users. Finally, posts evoking positive emotions attracted more 

loyal users’ interaction than negative ones, while neutral posts attracted no interaction.  

 

Finally, at the advocacy level of engagement, users willingly contribute to the 

success of the organisation by internally or externally distributing the communication 

messages. Advocacy measures included the number of shared posts, tagging others, co-

creating content, e-WOM, or writing testimonials. The post with the highest number of 

shares (post 77), also received the highest number of impressions and reach on average, 

which implied the significance of advocacy in reaching out to other users outside the 

social marketer’s network and expanding the organisation’s networks. Similarly, the 

format and type of posts that received highest average number of shares were infographics 

and informational content, similar to connection, interaction and loyalty. However, on 

average, videos received more shares than text and images, while the least number of 

shares were received by text only posts. Furthermore, social content and call to action 

received equal shares, while posts provoking negative emotions were shared more than 

were positive ones, or neutral ones.  The average number of tags to other users were also 

similar to the number of shares, connection, interaction and loyalty, infographics, 

informational and posts provoking negative emotions. On the other hand, content that 

involved co-creation and featured the users’ own stories in the posts was highest, on 

average, for text and images and videos and for content evoking positive emotions, yet 

similar to shares for the type of content (i.e. informational). Additionally, the number of 

comments that included messages reinforcing the content (e.g. personal experiences) and 

writing testimonials to the page in general or to the post were, on average, highest for 

posts with text and images format, informational content, and content with positive 

emotions.  
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7.4 Contribution 

 

This thesis offers several empirical, theoretical and practical contributions 

through its providing a holistic understanding of the concept of engagement in social 

marketing programmes and practical insights into managing and measuring multi-actor 

engagement in social marketing programmes using social media, while filling in several 

gaps in the literature pertaining to this topic. The contributions for each of the three 

individual studies have been thoroughly detailed in their respective chapters. This section 

presents the overarching contributions to methodology, theory and practice made by the 

three studies involved in this thesis project (see Figure 7.1). 

 

7.4.1 Theoretical implications  

 

This thesis study has offered novel theoretical knowledge into fostering multi-

actor engagement in social marketing programmes using social media in a series of 

interrelated studies. Each of the three studies that were conducted in the thesis provided 

new knowledge into the topic. 

 

Synthesising existing knowledge  

 

Firstly, the systematic review employed in Study 1 collated and synthesised 

knowledge from previously recorded social marketing programmes that had employed 

social media to promote their programmes. This study provided new knowledge for social 

marketing research into fostering customer engagement in social marketing programmes 

using the interactive facilities of social media. The study emphasised the significance of 

establishing sustainable relationships with customers, which go beyond achieving basic 

connections, and transforming customers’ traditional role from simple recipients of 

information into active participants in the value-adding process. 

 

Secondly, by providing an overview of the previously recorded social marketing 

programmes which employed the use of social media, the study highlighted a limitation 

in the availability of social marketing programmes using social media in less developed 

countries (as the majority of the programmes were conducted in the US and other 

developed countries), as well as a scarcity of those focusing on social issues rather than 

the promotion of health-related issues. Therefore, the study depicted a need for social 
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marketers to foster the adoption of social media in developing countries, also for social 

marketers to focus on promoting solutions to social problems that affect all societies.   

 

Thirdly, Study 1 indicated a tendency to reuse content created for traditional 

media and embed it on social media despite their different natures, while reporting how 

poor communication impacts the effectiveness of social marketing programmes. This 

finding further highlighted the need for social marketers to harness the opportunities 

offered by social media in developing communication which establishes two-way 

communication and builds sustainable relationships with customers. It also pointed to the 

need for social marketers to go beyond awareness measures to assess their 

communications’ effectiveness, such as the numbers of views, likes, fans and website 

traffic, and adopt other measures that reflect customers’ engagement, which is critical for 

accurate evaluation of the performance and impact of social marketing programmes.  

 

Extending the conceptualisation of engagement by incorporating a multi-actor 

perspective  

 

Firstly, this thesis offered new knowledge about customer engagement in 

presenting a multi-actor engagement perspective which embraces the interplay between 

multiple groups within the social media networks and their mutual impacts on interactions 

and decisions. Building on the gaps which were identified from Study 1, Studies 2 and 3 

respectively emphasised establishing ongoing interactions beyond the network of the 

organisation and the significance of creating engagement that expands traditional and 

discrete interactions between the organisation and a focal customer. Thus, this thesis has 

responded to calls for research to embrace the new multi-actor and networked character 

of customer engagement on social media (Brodie et al., 2016), by providing an account 

of how different actors interact within a network to create value for all users.  

 

Secondly, this study emphasised the dynamic and iterative nature of engagement 

by offering new knowledge of each of the multi-actor engagement levels and how each 

level of engagement is crucial to the sustainability and success of social marketing 

programmes. Each of the four distinct levels demonstrates engagement that goes beyond 

the customer-organisation dyad by recognising the role of multiple actors’ contributions 

in influencing engagement in the highly networked social media environment. Therefore, 
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it further builds on other studies that focus on fostering a focal customer’s engagement 

with the organisation (e.g. Grover & Kar, 2020), and responds to recent calls for different 

theoretical perspectives to further investigate engagement properties (e.g. Brodie et al., 

2019). Also, in capturing the capabilities of social media in offering wide-scale 

engagement between multiple groups involved in organisational relationships, the 

framework developed in this thesis recognises the role of a focal customer (or a group of 

customers) in contributing to fostering engagement of other actors that exist within or 

beyond the organisation’s network. 

 

Thirdly, the dynamic multi-actor engagement framework identified four distinct 

levels of engagement; connection, interaction, loyalty and advocacy and their unique 

characteristics and measurement tools. The framework and its measurements are 

grounded in social media communication and can be practically applied across various 

social marketing programmes. It also recognised the role of social media in building 

communities and allowing multiple actors to conjointly engage, which is indispensable 

in fostering each level of engagement, and in establishing successful ongoing 

relationships.   

 

Fourthly, the framework offered measurement tools which are compatible with 

social media metrics and analytics, and thus, a means for assessing each distinct level of 

multi-actor engagement in social marketing on social media. This practical and 

measurable framework contributes to the academic literature by providing social 

marketers with new insights into managing the marketing activities on social media and 

opportunities for fostering engagement between the organisations and multiple actors.  

 

Fifthly, this thesis has extended the earlier work of Grover and Kar (2020) and Sashi 

(2012) which examined customer retention as a component and antecedent of customer 

engagement. Its demonstration of customer retention as a component of loyalty 

acknowledges the dynamic interactions between multiple groups of actors on social 

media that go beyond the customer-to-customer, customer-to-organisation, and customer-

to-machine interactions explored in these earlier studies.  
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Sixthly, the study demonstrated that customer satisfaction is indispensable for 

maintaining and advancing each level of engagement on social media. Prior customer 

satisfaction research has been inconsistent, with some studies considering it an antecedent 

(e.g. Bowden, 2009; Sashi, 2012; van Doorn et al., 2010), and others a consequence of 

customer engagement (e.g. Brodie et al., 2011). The findings of our study suggest that 

customer satisfaction is indispensable at every level of engagement on social media, 

indicating that it is both an antecedent and an outcome of customer engagement. 

 

Extending the social marketing focus beyond individuals to effect wider, societal-level 

impact 

 

Firstly, the thesis has responded to calls for a perspective shift in social marketing 

research to deliver frameworks that extend the focus beyond individuals to embrace the 

wider society (Moore et al., 2015; Rundle-Thiele et al., 2019) and beyond adding 

knowledge about social issues and changing individual attitudes (Szablewska & Kubacki, 

2019). It has shown that embracing the multi-actor engagement approach and utilising 

social media’s capacities for engagement not only contributes to building more 

sustainable social marketing programmes, but also supports the evaluation of programmes 

and individual and structural changes with practical measurement tools. Furthermore, the 

thesis responds to the scant availability of theories and frameworks that are social 

marketing-focused by developing a theoretical framework that makes a strong 

contribution to informing future studies of social media engagement.  

 

Secondly, this thesis has expanded the existing literature by exploring engagement 

between social marketing practitioners and multiple actors in a natural community setting 

on social media (Study 3). It offers new insights into the application of the multi-actor 

engagement framework to discern different levels of engagement between social 

marketers and multiple actors who engage together on social media communities. 

Practical ways of fostering multiple actors’ engagement behaviours that would assist the 

promotion and evaluation of sustainable social marketing programmes were also 

identified. 
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Emphasising the significance of fostering engagement to establish ongoing 

communication with multiple actors in social marketing programmes 

 

Firstly, this thesis has contributed to the theoretical knowledge of social marketing 

by emphasising the significance of fostering engagement to establish ongoing 

communication with multiple actors in social marketing programmes through the 

opportunities provided on social media. The study contributes to the evidence base 

showing limited use of social media in social marketing programmes, while emphasising 

the opportunities offered by social media to establish and maintain engagement through 

identifying key ingredients of social media engagement which are crucial to building 

sustainable social marketing program approaches aiming to achieve transformative 

impact at the societal level.   

 

Secondly, the thesis emphasised the significance of accomplishing active 

participation in social marketing programmes (McKenzie-Mohr, 2000; Shawky el at., 

2019) through fostering each of the four levels of the multi-actor engagement framework 

to create sustainable behaviour change programmes. Establishing ongoing engagement is 

crucial to meeting the scope of the contemporary complexities that hinder achieving 

behaviour change (Moore et al., 2015), and this study has highlighted the necessity of 

identifying the characteristics of social marketing messages which contribute to triggering 

each engagement level, through Study 3’s insights into the format, type and emotional 

appeal of social marketing messages.  

 

Implications beyond social marketing 

 

The contributions offered in this thesis are generalisable beyond the scope of 

social marketing. Interview participants in Study 2 all had commercial marketing 

experience in addition to their social marketing focus. Each of the informants was 

involved in at least one social media community focusing on promotion of commercial 

brands, services and social issues, such as women’s empowerment, personal 

development, adopting a healthy lifestyle and healthy eating habits. Although the sample 

was selected on the basis of pursuing behaviour change outcomes through promoting 

social or health behaviour change programmes, the purposively selected participants and 

social media community (Study 3) specifically focused on the use of marketing tools that 
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are the primary focus of this research (social media) to achieve behaviour change. This 

in turn has allowed the contributions to customer engagement knowledge, which has 

gained momentum as a significant research priority across different business disciplines, 

including marketing, services management and communication management, to be 

generalised beyond the social marketing scope.  

Our new multi-actor engagement framework adds to the existing literature by 

identifying varying levels of engagement with their unique characteristics which are all 

essential to social media engagement and to building an ongoing relationship with 

customers. It also offers measurement tools that are necessary for the monitoring and 

evaluating social media engagement to a more granular and nuanced understanding. Such 

an approach informs and contributes to the success of social media engagement strategies 

and activities between the organisation and multiple groups of actors. Consequently, the 

new framework extends the existing knowledge into redefining customer engagement by 

examining its antecedents and consequences in the service domain (e.g. Fehrer et al., 

2018; Gómez et al., 2019), as the multi-actor engagement framework depicts the role that 

social media play in developing and nurturing customer engagement in a multi-actor 

ecosystem. The framework and its measurements are grounded in social media 

communication, and can be practically applied across social media marketing, generally. 

It also recognises the role of social media in building communities and allowing multiple 

actors to conjointly engage, which is indispensable in fostering each level of engagement, 

and in establishing successful ongoing relationships.   
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7.4.2 Practical contributions 

 

This thesis contributes to the practical operationalisation of multi-actor 

engagement in social marketing programmes through using social media and recognises 

four distinct engagement levels that will assist practitioners to identify and implement 

appropriate social marketing strategies which aim to develop successful and sustainable 

programmes. This thesis, therefore, specifies several practical implications for social 

marketing managers and social media marketers in general. 

 

Emphasises the need to develop social marketing programmes in less developed 

countries and tackle social issues  

 

Study 1 of this thesis identified the scarcity of social media use in developing social 

marketing programmes in less developed countries, as well as those which seek to change 

behaviours related to social challenges, rather than to health-related issues. It highlights 

the significance of incorporating social media communication by shedding light on this 

matter in its review of social marketing programmes that have utilised social media 

opportunities to effectively communicate with their respective audiences.   

 

 Offers social marketers an empirically grounded framework for multi-actor 

engagement on social media 

 

Firstly, this thesis offers social marketers an empirically grounded framework for 

multi-actor engagement on social media. New light has been shed on the significance of 

harnessing the capabilities offered by social media to foster engagement in social 

marketing programmes. Social media’s capacity to offer engagement opportunities which 

support the development of different levels of engagement behaviours was highlighted, 

and the significance of each of these levels in the sustainability and success of the social 

marking programmes specified.   

 

Secondly, the multi-actor engagement framework contributes to supporting social 

marketing practitioners in their understanding of engagement and the criticality of each 

engagement level to fostering social media communication in social marketing 

programmes. This understanding was shown to be significant not only for developing 
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effective social media communication, but also for evaluating the efficacy of social media 

messages in engaging multiple actors in social marketing programmes. 

 

Third, this thesis offers social marketing practitioners the opportunity to enhance 

scaling up and out of their programmes to effectively engage with the wider society. The 

thesis has emphasised the dynamic and multi-actor nature of engagement and its 

implications for building ongoing relationships that supersede dyadic interactions 

between customers and organisations, instead incorporating a range of actors including 

potential customers and other stakeholders.  

 

Identifies measurement tools compatible with social media metrics 

 

First, this framework has offered practical measurements that will assist social 

marketing practitioners to analyse and assess engagement at each level of multi-actor 

engagement and identify the role and importance of each level in the success of social 

marketing communication. This thesis is the first of its kind to offer social marketers 

measurement tools for connecting, interacting, building loyalty and encouraging 

advocacy among their multiple actors through utilising social media’s practical and 

available analytics and insights. 

 

Second, Study 3 has provided social marketers practical insights through its 

applying the multi-actor engagement in a natural social marketing setting on social media. 

The application of the multi-actor engagement framework enables social marketers to 

better understand different levels of engagement that could be developed between social 

marketers and multiple actors who engage together in social media communities. The 

practical application of a variety of engagement behaviours related to each level of 

engagement, the application of level-specific measurements and identifying marketing 

strategies to maintain and further develop each engagement level will assist the 

development of social marketing programmes that are sustainable by virtue of 

understanding the different engagement levels and their benefits in the social media 

communication, and for programme evaluation.  

 

Third, Study 3 of this thesis identified the type of content that produces a specific 

engagement behaviour (i.e., connection, interaction, loyalty or advocacy) which can assist 

the development of programme messages along with providing the opportunity to 
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continuously assess and manage social media marketing activities. Accordingly, the 

framework supports understanding multiple actors’ constantly changing needs and wants 

with knowledge about social media data mining and assessment, thus affording social 

media marketing managers the ability to tailor, adjust and revise their social media 

marketing tactics in line with intended outcomes.  

 

Recognises the role of social media in building communities and allowing multiple 

actors to conjointly engage in practical and measurable terms  

 

Several recent studies have attempted to redefine customer engagement by 

examining its antecedents and consequences in the service domain (e.g. Fehrer et al., 

2018; Gómez et al., 2019). However, our multi-actor engagement framework depicts the 

role that social media play in developing and nurturing customer engagement in a multi-

actor ecosystem. The framework and its measurements, grounded in social media 

communication, can be practically applied across social media marketing in general. 

Accordingly, it recognises the role of social media in building communities and allowing 

multiple actors to conjointly engage in practical and measurable terms, which is 

indispensable to cultivating engagement at each of the identified levels and establishing 

successful ongoing relationships.   

 

Wider implications for social media practitioners in general  

 

The contributions offered in this thesis provide implications for social media 

practitioners in general. Practitioners in business, public health, service marketing, social 

work and others could benefit from the multi-actor engagement framework to manage 

their social media marketing communication and to establish connections, interactions, 

loyalty and advocacy for their organisations. The framework identifies unique 

characteristics of engagement that go beyond simple dyadic interactions to build an 

ongoing relationship with multiple actors for more efficient and effective social media 

presence. The measurement tools are necessary for the ongoing monitoring and 

evaluation of the process of social media engagement, and for consistent application of 

adjustments to the social media communication strategies. Therefore, multi-actor 

engagement framework depicts the role that social media play in developing and 

nurturing customer engagement in a multi-actor ecosystem. It also recognises the role of 



 

 

212 

social media in building communities and allowing multiple actors to conjointly engage, 

which is indispensable in fostering each level of engagement, and in establishing 

successful ongoing relationships.   
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7.4.3 Empirical contributions  

 

 

Empirical application of the customer engagement cycle framework  

 

Conducting a systematic literature review provided a rigorous and comprehensive 

assortment of previously recorded information (Hastings, 2007) about the use of social 

media in social marketing programmes and offered a scientific and systematic approach 

to organise, manage and communicate the data in a meaningful manner, while limiting 

potential errors and biases (Petticrew & Roberts, 2005). Therefore, the study provided an 

evidence-based understanding of the existing literature and highlighted potential avenues 

where future research is required to harness the opportunities offered by social media in 

promoting sustainable social marketing programmes. The study provided an empirical 

application of Sashi’s (2012) customer engagement cycle framework in the field of social 

marketing which shed light on practices on social media that could provide social 

marketers with better opportunities to engage with their customers. The application of 

Sashi’s (2012) framework further revealed unclear distinctions between some of its seven 

stages (e.g. retention and commitment) that require following and measuring for 

customers’ engagement with the organisation to be realised.    

 

Providing evidence-based knowledge by conducting interviews to explore multi-actor 

engagement  

 

This thesis adopted an in-depth interview method of research to to provide 

evidence-based understanding of engagement on social media in social marketing 

programmes. The study examines the perceptions of factors influencing engagement on 

social media from the perspectives of social marketing practitioners who incorporate the 

use of social media to promote their programmes as well as those of social media users 

who engage with them. Embracing the perspectives of both groups supported covering 

different aspects of the topic and building a holistic picture that captured various 

experiences and expectations of engagement leading to the construction of the 

comprehensive and dynamic multi-actor engagement framework. 
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Providing an empirically grounded framework of multi-actor engagement by 

conducing netnography on a social media community 

  

This thesis employed a netnographic method of research in Study 3 to provide 

evidence-based assessment of the multi-actor engagement framework in a natural social 

marketing setting on social media. The research responded to calls to foster sustainable 

behaviour change through providing knowledge into effective approaches aiming to 

achieve wide-ranging and transformative impact at societal levels (Rundle-Thiele et al., 

2019). The netnographic approach allowed the exploration of the four levels of 

engagement between multiple groups of actors in a natural and practical setting through 

observing and analysing the communication activities between social marketing 

practitioners and social media users. The study offers new insights into the application of 

the multi-actor engagement framework to understand different levels of engagement 

between social marketers and multiple actors who engage together in social media 

communities. 
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7.5 Limitations and future research 

 

Although this thesis has provided a thorough understanding of managing and 

measuring multi-actor engagement with social marketing programmes, it is not without 

limitations. The thesis primarily focused on understanding customer engagement and 

identifying varying levels of multi-actor engagement which are attainable by effective 

employment of social media interactive capacities. While this in-depth knowledge of 

multi-actor engagement provides benefits for the development of successful social 

marketing communication that aims to create sustainable, long-term relationships with 

actors, the question of whether or not there is a direct relationship between creating multi-

actor engagement and impacting multi-actors’ behaviours remains unanswered. 

Therefore, future social marketing research should consider broadening its focus to 

address the impact on behaviours that result from fostering multi-actor engagement, 

which is the ultimate objective of social marketing programmes.    

  

The thesis also focused on establishing and maintaining multi-actor engagement 

in social marketing through fostering the use of social media. However, there remains 

limited understanding of the utility of other interactive technologies, such as augmented 

and virtual reality, internet of things, gamification and digital wearables, in building 

multi-actor engagement in social marketing programmes. How fostering the use of newer 

technologies could contribute to achieving wide-scale behaviour change with collective 

societal impact provides an avenue for future social marketing research investigating 

engagement behaviours. 

 

Although the first study employed in the thesis was primarily focused on selecting 

programmes that were self-identified as social marketing ones, there is a limitation in the 

selected samples employed in the second and third study, in which the samples were 

selected on the basis of pursuing behaviour change outcomes in more general terms. This 

means that the samples selected in both studies were not necessarily identifying 

themselves as social marketers; however, promoting social or health behaviour change 

programme deemed crucial for their participation in the studies. Having behaviour change 

objectives for their marketing endeavours was sufficiently consistent with various social 

marketing definitions (e.g. Donovan & Henley, 2010; ISMA et al., 2013) which 

emphasise a consistent objective for social marketing as for changing behaviours to the 
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welfare of the society (Dann, 2010). Therefore, the purposively selected participants and 

social media community specifically focused on the use of marketing tools that are the 

primary focus of this research (social media) to achieve behaviour change. However, as 

the term social marketing remains relatively unknown in many non-Western countries, it 

is more common the participants self-identify as advocates for behaviour change.  

Opportunities for future research could benefit from employing the multi-actor 

engagement framework in a wider marketing scope such as behavioural science and 

transformative marketing.  
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7.6  Conclusion 

 

This thesis has expanded current knowledge about customer engagement in social 

marketing programmes using social media through offering a new multi-actor 

engagement framework. In this framework, engagement is recognised as a dynamic and 

iterative process between multiple actors on social media leading to the development of 

enduring and long-term relationships with social marketing programmes. The thesis 

demonstrated that the intensity and frequency of different actors’ engagement can 

increase or decrease over time, as the iterative nature of engagement suggests, and thus, 

their engagement behaviours on social media were represented in four distinct levels of 

engagement: connection, interaction, loyalty and advocacy. These four levels were shown 

to be equally important constituents of engagement, and each level to be crucial to 

effective social media communication, establishing sustainable social marketing 

programmes, and building long-term relationships with multiple actors. The 

indispensability of actors’ satisfaction for maintaining engagement and progressing 

through the levels of engagement was also emphasised. 

 

The multi-actor engagement framework further highlighted the significance of 

acknowledging that engagement on social media supersedes the simple, traditionally 

dyadic form of customer-organisation interactions  and consists in a complex network of 

simultaneous activities that involve multiple actors, including customers, organisations, 

and the wider community. Therefore, unlike other frameworks that describe customer 

engagement as a hierarchy of levels (Neiger et al., 2013; Haven et al., 2007) or as a series 

of sequential stages leading to engagement (Sashi, 2012), the multi-actor engagement 

levels presented in this thesis recognised that actors can engage in the same behaviours 

with different degrees of intensity and frequency, which are likely to increase or decrease 

over time. While new actors (e.g. prospective customers) are continuously being added 

to a network (connection), others are being encouraged to contribute to the conversation 

for the first time (interaction), participate in the conversation regularly (loyalty), and 

promote the conversation in their own networks (advocacy).  

 

The detailed multi-actor engagement framework has also provided measurement 

tools specific to each of these four distinct engagement levels, along with different social 

marketing strategies to foster engagement at each level, unlike other social media 
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engagement frameworks that group together an array of different measures to assess 

engagement (e.g. Lim et al., 2016; Sashi, 2012).  

 

By synthesising the existing literature to identify social marketing programmes that 

have adopted social media to promote their programmes, interviewing social marketers 

and social media users, and examining a social marking community on social media in a 

natural setting through netnography, this thesis study has filled several gaps in literature 

pertaining to fostering multi-actor engagement in social marketing programmes using 

social media, and made a number of theoretical and practical contributions. Finally, the 

thesis has provided scope to build on its contributions, suggesting avenues for future 

social marketing research aiming to expand the knowledge base of fostering multi-actor 

engagement to develop effective behaviour change programmes at societal level through 

utilising new technologies and a variety of digital media.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: Additional Figures 

 

Figure 1: Database Selection process used in Chapter Four- Systematic literature 

review study  
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Figure 2: Statista, Global digital population as of April 2020 (in billions) 
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Figure 3: Statista: Global social media penetration rate by region, January 2020 
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Figure 4: Most popular social networks worldwide as of April 2020, ranked by 

number of active users (in millions) 
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Appendix 2: Ethical Clearances for Study 2 and 3 

 

2.1 Information sheet for social marketing practitioners who participated in  

Study 2  

 

Chief Investigators 

 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

Griffith University is conducting this research to better understand the use of 

social media to create engagement in social marketing programs in Egypt. The aim of this 

study is to provide insights on effective ways to engage consumers with social marketing 

programs through the use of social media.  

 

What the researchers are asking for? 

Griffith University researchers are asking you to participate in a one-hour 

interview with Sara Shawky (one of the research team members). The interview will be 

conducted in a location of your choice or via Skype video calls. The aim of this interview 

is to understand strategies that you use to engage audiences with your social marketing 

program. The interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed for the accuracy of 

collecting information. These transcripts will be translated if necessary. The researcher 

will take notes during the interviews using a pencil and a notebook to recode any 

additional information.  

A/Prof Krzysztof Kubacki 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Nathan 

Email: k.kubacki@griffith.edu.au 

Ph: +61 7 3735 6498 

Mrs Sara Shawky Habashi 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Nathan 

Email: sara.shawky@griffithuni.edu.au 

Ph: +61 7 3735 3716  

 

Dr Timo Dietrich 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Nathan 

Email: t.dietrich@griffith.edu.au 

Ph: +61 7 3735 58447 

Prof Scott Weaven 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Gold Coast 

Email: s.weaven@griffith.edu.au 

Ph: ++61 7 5552 9216 
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The expected benefits of the research 

This research aims to provide new insights into creating consumer engagement in 

social marketing programs through the use of social media. 

 

Risks to you 

There are no foreseeable risks expected to you or your organisation. 

 

Your confidentiality 

Your identity will be kept confidential. If you are willing to be identified in the 

research with your name and the social marketing page/ account that you belong to, please 

indicate this in the consent form that is sent to you along with this sheet. The data 

collected will be analysed and digitally stored in the Department of Marketing at Griffith 

University in accordance with the university’s standards. 

All audio recordings will be erased after transcription. However, other research data 

(interview transcripts and analysis) will be retained in a locked cabinet and/or a password 

protected electronic file at Griffith University for a period of five years before being 

destroyed. 

 

This research has not received any funding grants. 

 

Your participation is voluntary 

Participation is completely voluntary.  You have the right to refuse to participate 

in this research in case you are not willing to cooperate. You also have the right to 

terminate the interview at any time in case you do not wish to resume for any reason.  

 

Questions / further information 

Please contact one of the research team members if you have any questions or if 

you require further information about the project. Their contact details are listed at the 

top of this page. 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement 

on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If you have any concerns or complaints about 

the ethical conduct of the research project, you should contact the Manager, Research 
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Ethics on +61 03735 54375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. For Arabic speakers only, 

kindly contact Sara Shawky on the contact derails provided on the top of the page.  

 

Feedback to you 

For the large volume of data that is expected to be collected, a copy of the overall 

results and findings will be sent to you only upon request. You can request a summary of 

the results from the research team members. Their contact details are listed at the top of 

this page. Otherwise, it is intended that the overall results and findings of the research be 

published as an academic thesis, and may also be disseminated via journal articles and/or 

conference presentations.  

 

Thank you for your time. Please keep this sheet for your information. 

 

Ethics Approval Number: GU ref no: 2018/400 
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2.2 Information sheet for social media users who participated in Study 2  

 

Chief Investigators 

 

 

 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

Griffith University is conducting this research to better understand the use of 

social media to create engagement in social marketing programs in Egypt. The aim of this 

study is to provide insights on effective ways to engage consumers with social marketing 

programs through the use of social media.  

 

What the researchers are asking for 

Griffith university researchers are asking you to participate in a one-hour 

interview with Sara Shawky (one of the research team members). The interview will be 

conducted in a location of your choice or via Skype video calls. The aim of this interview 

is to understand how far you are engaging with (SOCIAL MEDIA PAGE NAME 

INSERTED HERE). The interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed for the 

accuracy of collecting information. These transcripts will be translated if necessary. The 

researcher will take notes during the interviews using a pencil and a notebook to recode 

any additional information. 

 

The expected benefits of the research 

This research aims to provide new insights into creating consumer engagement in 

social marketing programs through the use of social media. 

A/Prof Krzysztof Kubacki 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Nathan 

Email: k.kubacki@griffith.edu.au 

Ph: +61 7 3735 6498 

Mrs Sara Shawky Habashi 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Nathan 

Email: sara.shawky@griffithuni.edu.au 

Ph: +61 7 3735 3716  

 

Dr Timo Dietrich 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Nathan 

Email: t.dietrich@griffith.edu.au 

Ph: +61 7 3735 58447 

Prof Scott Weaven 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Gold Coast 

Email: s.weaven@griffith.edu.au 

Ph: ++61 7 5552 9216 
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Risks to you 

There are no foreseeable risks expected to you or your organisation. 

 

Your confidentiality 

Your identity will be kept confidential. If you are willing to be identified in the 

research with your name and the social marketing page/ account that you belong to, please 

indicate this in the consent form that is sent to you along with this sheet. The data 

collected will be analysed and digitally stored in the Department of Marketing at Griffith 

University in accordance with the university’s standards. 

All audio recordings will be erased after transcription. However, other research data 

(interview transcripts and analysis) will be retained in a locked cabinet and/or a password 

protected electronic file at Griffith University for a period of five years before being 

destroyed. 

 

This research has not received any funding grants. 

 

Your participation is voluntary  

Participation is completely voluntary.  You have the right to refuse to participate 

in this research in case you are not willing to cooperate. You also have the right to 

terminate the interview at any time in case you do not wish to continue for any reason.  

 

Questions / further information 

Please contact one of the research team members if you have any questions or if 

you require further information about the project. Their contact details are listed at the 

top of this page. 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement 

on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If you have any concerns or complaints about 

the ethical conduct of the research project, you should contact the Manager, Research 

Ethics on +61 03735 54375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. For Arabic speakers only, 

kindly contact Sara Shawky on the contact derails provided on the top of the page.  

 

Feedback to you 
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For the large volume of data that is expected to be collected, a copy of the overall 

results and findings will be sent to you only upon request. You can request a summary of 

the results from the research team members. Their contact details are listed at the top of 

this page. Otherwise, it is intended that the overall results and findings of the research be 

published as an academic thesis, and may also be disseminated via journal articles and/or 

conference presentations.  

 

Thank you for your time. Please keep this sheet for your information. 

 

Ethics Approval Number: GU ref no: 2018/400 
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2.3 Consent form for social marketing practitioners and users who participated in 

Study 2  

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet and in 

particular have noted that: 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include my participation in 

an interview with one of the researchers concerning the use of social media to 

create consumer engagement in social marketing programs;  

• I understand that the session will involve audio recordings that will be used to 

collect information, along with the researchers’ handwritten notes; 

• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;  

• I understand the risks involved;  

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in 

this research;  

• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary;  

• I understand that if I have any additional questions, I can contact the researcher;  

• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty;  

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 

University Human Research Ethics Committee on +61 373 54375 or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 

project;  

• I agree to participate in the project; and, 

• I agree for my identity (name) to be disclosed in any outputs related to this 

research (Yes/No). 

Name: _______________________________________________ 

Date: ________________________________________________ 

Signature: ____________________________________________ 

 

Ethics Approval Number: GU ref no: 2018/400 
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2.4 Information sheet for the founder of Women of Egypt Facebook page to 

participate in Study 3:  

 

Chief Investigators 

 

 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

Griffith University is conducting this research to better understand the use of 

social media to create engagement in social marketing programs in Egypt. The aim of this 

study is to provide insights on effective ways to engage consumers with social marketing 

programs through the use of social media. 

 

What is the expected data collection period?  

Griffith University researchers are expecting to start data collection from July 

2018 to December 2018. 

 

What the researchers are asking for 

Griffith university researchers are asking your permission to view and download 

your social media (Facebook and Twitter) pages’ communication, along with any social 

media correspondences, such as users’ comments and other interactions on the social 

media sites. Although this information is publically displayed, your consent is required 

prior the commencement of data collection. This information will be used to understand 

how users are engaging with the communication that your organisation is providing on 

the social media platform.  

 

A/Prof Krzysztof Kubacki 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Nathan 

Email: k.kubacki@griffith.edu.au 

Ph: +61 7 3735 6498 

Mrs Sara Shawky Habashi 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Nathan 

Email: sara.shawky@griffithuni.edu.au 

Ph: +61 7 3735 3716  

 

Dr Timo Dietrich 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Nathan 

Email: t.dietrich@griffith.edu.au 

Ph: +61 7 3735 58447 

Prof Scott Weaven 

Department of Marketing 

Griffith Business School, Gold Coast 

Email: s.weaven@griffith.edu.au 

Ph: ++61 7 5552 9216 
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The expected benefits of the research 

This research aims to provide new insights into creating consumer engagement in 

social marketing programs through the use of social media. 

 

Risks to you 

There are no foreseeable risks expected to you or your organisation. 

 

Your confidentiality 

Any users’ comments will be kept confidential and their identities will be kept 

anonymous, unless permission has been granted by individual users to do so. The identity 

of your organisation (or your Facebook page name, and/or Twitter account name) will be 

mentioned in the research project along with its objective. If you wish otherwise, please 

indicate this in the consent form that is sent to you along with this sheet. The data 

collected will be analysed and digitally stored in the Department of Marketing at Griffith 

University in accordance with the university’s standards. 

 

All research data (social media data and analysis) will be retained in a password protected 

electronic file at Griffith University for a period of five years before being destroyed. 

 

This research has not received any funding grants. 

 

Your participation is voluntary 

Participation is completely voluntary.  You have the right to refuse to participate 

in this research in case you are not willing to cooperate.  

 

Questions / further information 

Please contact one of the research team members if you have any questions or if 

you require further information about the project. Their contact details are listed at the 

top of this page. 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement 

on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If you have any concerns or complaints about 

the ethical conduct of the research project, you should contact the Manager, Research 

Ethics on +61 03735 54375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. For Arabic speakers only, 
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kindly contact Sara Shawky on the contact derails provided on the top of the page.  

 

Feedback to you 

For the large volume of data that is expected to be collected, a copy of the overall 

results and findings will be sent to you only upon request. You can request a summary of 

the results from the research team members. Their contact details are listed at the top of 

this page. Otherwise, it is intended that the overall results and findings of the research be 

published as an academic thesis, and may also be disseminated via journal articles and/or 

conference presentations.  

 

Thank you for your time. Please keep this sheet for your information. 

 

Ethics Approval Number: GU ref no: 2018/400 

 

 

  



 

 

257 

2.5 Consent form for Women of Egypt page founder to participate in Study 3:  

 

 

▪ By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet 

and in particular have noted that: 

▪ I understand that my involvement in this research will permit the researchers to 

view, collect and download necessary information from the Women of Egypt 

Social media page for the use of research preposes;  

▪ I understand that users identities will be kept confidential, unless a permission has 

been granted by users; 

▪ I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;  

▪ I understand the risks involved;  

▪ I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in 

this research;  

▪ I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary;  

▪ I understand that if I have any additional questions, I can contact the researchers;  

▪ I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty;  

▪ I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 

University Human Research Ethics Committee on 373 54375 or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 

project;  

▪ I agree to participate in the project; and, 

▪ I permit the disclosure of my social media pages’ identity in the research, if 

needed (Yes/ No). 

 

Name: _______________________________________________ 

Date: ________________________________________________ 

Signature: ____________________________________________ 

Ethics Approval Number: GU ref no: 2018/400 
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Appendix 3: Study 2-Interviews: Semi-structured interview quides  

 

3.1 Semi-structured interview guide with social marketers 

 

Interview opening instructions and consent  

All information that you provide is confidential and will be used for research purposes 

only. The interview is estimated to last for only one hour (60 minutes). Please feel free to 

pull out at anytime in case you do not want to continue for any reason. None of the 

questions requires disclosure of any personal or private information; however, please 

notify me in case you do not want to answer any of the questions during the interview. I 

will need to record this session so that I don’t forget anything that has been said.  

 

Ethics Approval Number: GU ref no: 2018/400 

 

 

General Questions: 

− Can you please tell me a little bit about the organisation you work for and your 

role within that organisation? 

− Does your organisation aim to change a particular social behaviour? What do you 

do to achieve your goals? 

− Does your organisation measure in any way to what extent you achieve your 

goals? 

 

Questions about engagement: 

 

− In my research I’m trying to understand how and why people engage with 

different social issues via social media. Have you ever considered user 

engagement? How would you explain the term “user engagement”?  

− How about disengagement? Is it something you have considered in 

communication of your social media page/group? 

− What are the factors influencing consumers’ engagement in your social media 

program? 

− How do you encourage engagement on your page? 

− What are the factors that may decrease users’ engagement?  
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− Have you ever observed a decrease in engagement? if, yes, why? And how did 

you approach it? 

− Have you observed different levels of user engagement on your site? Do you think 

there are different types of users depending on their level and type of engagement? 

− What are the strategies used to monitor changes in users’ engagement (increase 

or decrease)? 

− Any offline work that contribute to consumer engagement online? 

− Any online work that contribute to offline engagement? 

 

 

Questions about communication strategies related to engagement: 

 

− What do you do to move users to a higher level of engagement? 

− What do you do to target/connect with new users/prospects?  

− What are the activities that you do to interact with users? How do you encourage 

them to comment or share your posts? Any specific content help in this stage?  

− Do you monitor/measure user satisfaction? If yes, how and how often? 

− What do you do to retain current users? How do you measure retention? 

− What do you do to build commitment? How do you measure it? 

− What do you do to build loyalty for users towards the program? How do you 

measure it? 

− What do you do to encourage users’ advocacy for your program? How do you 

monitor this? Do you recruit specific consumers to advocate? 

− Do you encourage co-creation (UGC) of the program/ communication? How? 

Why? 

− When do you consider any consumer as engaged? 

 

Effectiveness of social media: 

 

− Do you think social media engagement demonstrates a real-world engagement? 

(is it an indicator of real engagement that can lead to change?) 

− Why do you choose to communicate your program on social media? 

− Strategies used to understand their consumers and gain insights (demographics?/ 

what else?)  
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− Strategies that encourage more engagement (frequency /type of content) 

− Does social media help you achieve your goals? 

− What are other channels that you use for communication? How do you measure 

social media in comparison to those? 

− Anything else you want to add? 
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3.2 Semi-structured interview guide with social media users  

 

Interview opening instructions and consent  

All information that you provide is confidential and will be used for research purposes 

only. The interview is estimated to last for only one hour (60 minutes). Please feel free to 

pull out at anytime in case you do not want to continue for any reason. None of the 

questions requires disclosure of any personal or private information; however, please 

notify me in case you do not want to answer any of the questions during the interview. A 

reward of EGP 200 Carrefour voucher will be granted upon completion of the interview 

as to thank you for your time. I will need to record this session so that I don’t forget 

anything that has been said. 

 

Ethics Approval Number: GU ref no: 2018/400 

 

 

General Questions: 

 

- Why did you join the page (Facebook page name here)? 

- How often do you view their page? (to categorise him/her as heavy/medium/light 

user) 

- Are you following any other, similar pages? Do you see any difference in their 

communication/objectives? What are your preferences? 

- Have you contacted any of the team members of (Facebook page name here) 

before (other users or the creators of the page)? Why?  

- How do you identify the programs that you want to engaged with?   

 

Questions about engagement: 

 

− In my research I’m trying to understand how and why people engage with 

different social issues via social media. If you follow different sites/programs, 

what do you think determines your level of engagement? 

− What factors discourage you from following different sites and engaging with 

them?  

− What makes you connect with different programs? 
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− How often do you interact with the page? What are the factors that may increase 

your interaction with the page? 

− What factors may increase your satisfaction from the communication of/with the 

page? 

− What factors may encourage you to come back to the same program? 

− Factors increasing your commitment/loyalty towards the social marketing 

program? 

− Factors increasing your advocacy for the social marketing program? Did you ever 

(think of) create content for the page? If yes, how was that treated by the page 

creators and /or other users?  

 

Effectiveness of social media: 

- Did social media make it easier for you to connect with the social cause? 

- Do you think the page has helped you to change your 

behaviour/attitude/perceptions? How? What do you think have changed?  

− Any particular messages/ communication you found effective and had an impact 

on you? 

− Do you think social media engagement with social issues can be translated to real-

world engagement? 

− What are your objectives behind engaging with social issues through joining this 

page? 

 

Communication strategies: 

 

− What are the factors that this page should change to make you more engaged with 

the social issue. 

− Do you think the program’s social media communication is effective? Why/why 

not? 

− How would you evaluate the type of content offered? What are the types of 

content that you prefer? 
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Appendix 4: Study 4-Netnography: Codebook and Coding Scheme  

 

4.1 Codebook: 

 

Technical Data 

1. ID # 

2. Created date and time 

3. Source 

4. Reference 

Post Properties 

5. Post Content 

6. Post form 

a. Text 

b. Image  

c. Images and text  

d. Video 

e. Infographics 

f. Advert 

g. Games 

h. Link 

i. Other 

7. Post type 

a. Informative 

b. Entertainment 

c. Social events  

d. Call to action 

e. Other 

8. Emotional appeal 

a. Negative 

b. positive  

c. Natural 

d. N/A  

9. Post Topic 

a. Motherhood 

b. Education 

c. Sports 

d. Employment and/or 

Entrepreneurship 

e. Beauty stereotypes  

f. Violence and harassment 

g. Women in history 

h. Health awareness  

i. Art, music, and literature 

j. Discriminating laws and 

regulations 

k. Others  

 



 

 

264 

Engagement variables 

 

10. Comments 

11. Connection 

a. Reach 

b. Number of views 

c. Impressions 

d. Clicks 

e. Video plays 

f. Other  

12. Interaction 

a. Number of likes including emojis  

b. Number of comments including GIFs 

c. Number of replies to comments 

d. Number of likes to comments 

e. Other   

13. Loyalty 

a. Number of users who liked multiple posts 

 

14. Advocacy 

a. Number of shares 

b. Number of times a username was tagged  

c. Post co-created with users  

d. Comments reinforcing the content  

 

15. Additional notes
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4.2 Coding scheme  

 

Codes are defined based on definitions provided by Cambridge Dictionary (2020), 

Oxford Learners Dictionaries (2020), and VicHealth State Government (2020).

  

Technical Data 

Post 

1. ID #: ID numbers should serve as a reference to help identifying posts, as well as 

comments and replies to comments that are associated with each post.  

a. For posts indicate (n) 

b. For comments associated with each post indicate (n. n) (if available) 

c. For replies to comments associated with each post indicate (n. n. n) (if 

available).  

2. Created date and time: indicate the following 

a. Date: (dd/mm/yy) 

b. Time: (hour/minute) 

3. Source: indicate if the post is created by either one of the below options 

a. Created originally by the WoE (indicate 1);  

b. Created by any other party, and shared/adopted/edited by the WoE 

(indicate 2). 

4. Reference: include the reference hyperlink which opens the post on Facebook  

 

Post Properties 

This section provides a description about the type of the post through detailing the 

properties of each post.  

5. Post Content: everything that is contained in any piece of communication posted on 

the page as part of the page’s messages. Copy and paste the entire communication 

of each post in its original form. 
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6. Post form: this section should describe the general appearance of the format of 

the posts: for each of the following, indicate (0) if none is available, (9) if N/A, 

and (1) if there is at least one element available. 

a. Text: the written words in the posts  

b. Image: any photos, graphics or images posted 

c. Image and text: any photos, graphics or images posted accompanied by a 

descriptive written content   

d. Video: a recording of moving pictures and sound. 

e. Infographics: is a collection of imagery, charts, and minimal text that gives 

an easy-to-understand overview of a topic.  

f. Advertisement: a picture, short film or song that tries to persuade people 

to consumer a particular product or service.  

g. Games: any interactive, graphic or animated form of online organised 

competition. 

h. Link: a connection between documents on the internet (URLs)  

i. Other: indicate any other categories in case not mentioned in the above in 

words format (not numbers) 

7. Post type: This section provides a description of the messages of posts that share 

similar objectives. What is the post aiming to deliver? for each of the following, 

indicate (0) if none is available, (9) if N/A, and (1) if there is at least one element 

available. 

a. Informational: knowledge communicated or received concerning a 

particular fact or circumstance.  

b. Entertainment: something affording pleasure, diversion, or amusement, 

including a deviation from the main objective of the page 

c. Social events: relating to, devoted to, or characterised by friendly 

companionship events 

d. Call to action: commanding or requesting an act that one consciously wills 

to perform and that may be characterised by physical or mental activity. 

e. Other: indicate in writing any other objectives in case not mentioned in the 

above 

8. Emotional appeal: This section should convey the state of feeling that is provoked 

upon reading the post (adopted and modified from VicHealth State Government 

(2020)). Retrieved on July 2020 from  https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au). For each 
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of the following, indicate (0) if none is available, (9) if N/A, and (1) if there is at least 

one element available. 

a. Negative emotions: expressing or containing negation or denial, including 

hate, anger, jealousy and sadness  

b. Positive emotions: expressing or containing happiness, amusement, hope, 

interest, joy, love, compassion, gratitude, and pride 

c. Natural emotions: neither negative or positive emotions are expressed or 

contained in the messages 

d. Not applicable: indicate when the answer does not apply to any of the 

above choices.  

 

9. Post Topic: this section should indicate the main subject that the post is written about. 

For each of the following, indicate (0) if none is available, (9) if N/A, and (1) if there 

is at least one element available. 

a. Motherhood: the state of being a mother 

b. Education: a process of teaching, training and learning, especially in 

schools, colleges or universities, to improve knowledge and develop skills 

c. Sports: activity that are done for pleasure and that needs physical effort or 

skill, usually done in a special area and according to fixed rules 

d. Employment and/or Entrepreneurship: indicate if at least one of the 

following is available: 

• Employment: work, especially when it is done to earn money; the 

state of being employed 

• Entrepreneurship: the activity of making money by starting or 

running businesses, especially when this involves taking financial 

risks; the ability to do this 

e. Beauty stereotypes: a fixed idea or image that many people have of a 

particular beauty image of person  

f. Violence and/or harassment: indicate if at least one of the following is 

available: 

• Violence: violent behaviour that is intended to hurt or kill 

somebody 

• Harassment: the act of annoying or worrying somebody by putting 

pressure on them or saying or doing unpleasant things to them  
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g. Women in history: the stories, facts or events about women who lived in 

the past 

h. Health awareness: information about the condition of a person’s body or 

mind 

i. Art, music and literature: indicate if at least one of the following is 

available: 

Art: the use of the imagination to express ideas or feelings, particularly in 

painting, drawing or sculpture 

Music: sounds that are arranged in a way that is pleasant or exciting to 

listen to. People sing music or play it on instruments. 

Literature: pieces of writing that are valued as works of art, especially 

novels, plays and poems 

j. Discriminating laws and regulations: the practice of treating somebody or 

a particular group in society less fairly than others by laws and regulations 

k. Other: indicate any other categories in case not mentioned in the above in 

words format (not numbers) 

Engagement variables 

10. Comments: copy and past any comment or reply to comment as appeared on the 

page. 

11. Connection 

a. Reach: insert the reach number as received from Facebook insights for 

each of the posts  

b. Number of views: insert the number of views as received from Facebook 

insights 

c. Impressions: insert the number of impressions as received from Facebook 

insights 

d. Clicks: insert the number of clicks as received from Facebook insights 

e. Videos: insert the number of videos played after clicking as received from 

Facebook insights 

f. Other: indicate any other categories in case not mentioned in the above in 

words format 

12. Interaction 

a. Number of likes: indicate the number of likes that each post received 

including emojis 
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b. Number of comments: indicate the number of comments (including GIF 

comments) that each post received  

c. Number of replies to comments: indicate the number of replies that each 

comment received 

d. Number of likes to comments: indicate the number of likes that each 

comment received 

e. Other: indicate any other categories in case not mentioned in the above in 

words format 

 

13. Loyalty: identify the usernames that likes any post. Then sort the usernames to 

identify the users that liked multiple posts across the sample. 

 

14. Advocacy 

a. Number of shares: indicate the number of shares for each post as received 

by Facebook insights 

b. Users tagged other users: indicate the number of times any username is 

tagged in the comments of each post 

c. Post co-created with users: indicate if the post is about a real-life 

experience of one of the users 

d. UGC reinforcing WE: indicate if any comment or reply to comment 

include a user’s experience or additional information that reinforces the 

content.  

 

15. Notes: any other comments or notes that the coder need to add? 

 

 

 

 

 

   




