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Abstract

The spread of social media platforms enhanced academic and professional debate on
social media engagement that attempted to better understand its theoretical founda-
tions and measurements. This paper aims to systematically contribute to this aca-
demic debate by analysing, discussing, and synthesising social media engagement
literature in the perspective of social media metrics. Adopting a systematic litera-
ture review, the research provides an overarching picture of what has already been
investigated and the existing gaps that need further research. The paper confirms
the polysemic and multidimensional nature of social media engagement. It identifies
the behavioural dimension as the most used proxy for users’ level of engagement
suggesting the COBRA model as a conceptual tool to classify and interpret the con-
struct. Four categories of metrics emerged: quantitative metrics, normalised indexes,
set of indexes, qualitative metrics. It also offers insights and guidance to practition-
ers on modelling and managing social media engagement.

Keywords Customer engagement - Social media engagement - Social media
platforms - Qualitative metrics - Quantitative metrics - Social media metrics -
COBRA model

1 Introduction

Over the last decade, customer engagement has received increasing attention in aca-
demic and professional debate (Hollebeek, 2019; Kumar et al., 2019; Marketing Sci-
ence Institute, 2020; Peltier et al., 2020; Rather et al., 2019; Rossmann et al., 2016).
It can be considered a “consumer’s positively brand-related cognitive, emotional and
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behavioural activity during, or related to, focal consumer/brand interactions” (Hol-
lebeek, 2014, p.149). Engaged customers display greater brand loyalty and satisfac-
tion (Bowden, 2009; Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014) and are more likely to contrib-
ute to new product development (Haumann et al., 2015), service innovation (Kumar
et al., 2010), and viral marketing activity spread by word of mouth (Wu et al., 2018).
Customer engagement can also be linked with important brand performance indica-
tors, including sales growth, feedback, and referrals (Van Doorn et al., 2010).

Acknowledging the potential of ICTs, scholars and practitioners are experiment-
ing with new ways to capitalise on customer engagement and adapt to the new chal-
lenges of digital platforms (Barger et al., 2016; Peltier et al., 2020). Social media
platforms reshaped the dyadic interaction between customers and organisations,
creating spaces for digital sharing and engagement. By enabling users to comment,
review, create, and share content across online networks, social media provide direct
access to brands and allow co-creation processes. As such, the pervasive character
of social media with its potential for engaging with customers and building relation-
ships generated much interest in the concept of social media engagement (Barger
et al., 2016; Hallock et al., 2019; Oviedo-Garcia et al., 2014; Peltier et al., 2020;
Schivinski et al., 2016). Engaging with customers in real-time and managing many
incoming customers’ big data interested academic investigation and opened oppor-
tunities for marketers to enhance social media marketing success (Liu et al., 2019).

Understanding, monitoring, and measuring social media engagement are key
aspects that interest scholars and practitioners who proposed diverse conceptualisa-
tions, several indicators and KPIs. With the spread of social media analytics, social
networking platforms, digital service providers, marketers, and freelancers devel-
oped their metrics to measure engagement with brand-related social media contents
and advertising campaigns. At the same time, scholars have pointed out various met-
rics and procedures that contribute to evaluating social media engagement in differ-
ent fields (Mariani et al., 2018; Mufioz-Expdsito et al., 2017; Trunfio & Della Lucia,
2019). Nevertheless, many of these studies offer a partial perspective of analysis that
does not allow the phenomenon to be represented in diverse aspects (Oviedo-Garcia
et al., 2014). As a result, social media engagement remains an enigma wrapped in
a riddle for many executives (McKinsey, 2012). How communities across an ever-
growing variety of platforms, new forms of customer-brand interactions, different
dimensions and cultural differences impact social media engagement measurement
represents one of the main challenges (Peltier et al., 2020).

Although social media engagement represented a key topic in marketing research
(Barger et al., 2016; Peltier et al., 2020), an overarching perspective of the existing
knowledge can drive the investigation of the state of the field, including the study
of the research streams, and the analysis of the measurement tools. This paper aims
to systematically contribute to the academic debate by analysing, discussing, and
synthesising social media engagement literature from the social media metrics per-
spective. A systematic literature review approach provides an overarching picture of
what has already been investigated and the existing gaps that need further research.
It contributes towards a systematic advancement of knowledge in the field and offers
insights and guidance to practitioners on modelling and managing social media
engagement (Tranfield et al., 2003).
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The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents the theo-
retical background of the study on customer engagement and social media engage-
ment. Section 3 describes the methodology used for conducting the systematic lit-
erature review (Pickering & Byrne, 2014; Tranfield et al., 2003). Section 4 presents
the bibliometric analysis results, including the year in which research began, the
journals that publish most research, and the most relevant authors with publications
on the topic. Then, Sect. 5 classifies these studies in terms of four macro-themes,
conceptualisations, platforms, measurement, and behaviours and describes the key
results available in the literature. Section 6 provides a critical discussion of the find-
ings from the literature review and highlights its key contributions. Lastly, Sect. 7
concludes the study by highlighting its limitations and proposing directions for
future research.

2 Theoretical background
2.1 Customer engagement

Although customer engagement research has increased theoretical and managerial
relevance (Brodie et al., 2011; Hollebeek et al., 2016, 2019; Kumar et al., 2019;
Vivek et al., 2012), to date, there is still no consensus on its definition due to its mul-
tidimensional, multidisciplinary and polysemic nature.

Several customer engagement conceptualisations have been proposed in the lit-
erature, drawing on various theoretical backgrounds, particularly service-dominant
logic, and relationship marketing. From a psychological perspective, one of the first
definitions of customer engagement is the one of Bowden (2009) that conceptualises
it as a psychological process that drives customer loyalty. Similarly, Brodie et al.
(2011) define customer engagement as a psychological state that occurs by interac-
tive, co-creative customer experiences with a focal object. Later, focusing on the
behavioural aspects, it has been described as the intensity of an individual’s par-
ticipation in an organisation’s offerings or organisational activities (Vivek et al.,
2012). More recently, from a value-based perspective, customer engagement has
been defined as the mechanics that customers use to add value to the firm (Kumar
et al., 2019).

Although the perspectives may vary, common elements can be identified in vari-
ous conceptualisations. Literature generally understands customer engagement as a
highly experiential, subjective, and context-dependent construct (Brodie et al., 2011)
based on customer-brand interactions (Hollebeek, 2018). Moreover, scholars agree
on its multidimensional nature (Brodie et al., 2013; Hollebeek et al., 2016; So et al.,
2016; Vivek et al., 2012) encompassing cognitive (customer focus and interest in a
brand), emotional (feelings of inspiration or pride caused by a brand), and behav-
ioural (customer effort and energy necessary for interaction with a brand) dimen-
sions. Also, researchers have proposed that customer engagement affects different
marketing constructs (Brodie et al., 2011; Van Doorn et al., 2010). For example,
in Bowden’s research (2009), there is evidence to support that customer engage-
ment is a predictor of loyalty. Brodie et al. (2011) explore its effects on customer
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satisfaction, empowerment, trust, and affective commitment towards the members
of a community. Van Doorn et al. (2010) propose customer-based drivers, including
attitudinal factors such as satisfaction, brand commitment and trust, as well as cus-
tomer goals, resources, and value perceptions.

2.2 Social media engagement: The academic perspective

Social media engagement has also been investigated as brand-user interaction
on social media platforms (Barger et al., 2016; De Vries & Carlson, 2014; Hal-
lock et al., 2019; Oviedo-Garcia et al., 2014; Peltier et al., 2020; Schivinski et al.,
2016). However, while conceptual discussions appear to dominate the existing cus-
tomer engagement literature, research results fragmented when moving to the online
context. Scholars agree that social media engagement is a context-specific occur-
rence of customer engagement (Brodie et al., 2013) that reflects customers’ indi-
vidual positive dispositions towards the community or a focal brand (Dessart, 2017).
Social media engagement can emerge with respect to different objects: the commu-
nity, representing other customers in the network, and the brand (Dessart, 2017).
Furthermore, antecedents and consequences of social media engagement have been
identified to understand why customers interact on social media and the possible
outcomes (Barger et al., 2016), such as loyalty, satisfaction, trust, and commitment
(Van Doorn et al., 2010).

In continuity with literature on customer engagement, also social media engage-
ment can be traced back to affective, cognitive, and behavioural dimensions (Van
Doorn et al., 2010). Most of the literature focuses on the behavioural dimension as it
can be expressed through actions such as liking, commenting, sharing, and viewing
contents from a brand (Barger et al., 2016; Muntinga et al., 2011; Oh et al., 2017,
Oviedo-Garcia et al., 2014; Peltier et al., 2020; Rietveld et al., 2020; Schivinski
et al., 2016). It is worth pointing out that not all these actions determine the same
level of engagement. Schivinski et al. (2016) in the COBRA (Consumer Online
Brand Related Activities) Model differentiate between three levels of social media
engagement: consumption, contribution, and creation. Consumption constitutes
the minimum level of engagement and is the most common brand-related activity
among customers (e.g., viewing brand-related audio, video, or pictures). Contribu-
tion denotes the response in peer-to-peer interactions related to brands (e.g., liking,
sharing, commenting on brand-related contents). Creation is the most substantial
level of the online brand-related activities that occur when customers spontaneously
participate in customising the brand experiences (e.g., publishing brand-related
content, uploading brand-related video, pictures, audio or writing brand-related
articles). Starting from these social media actions, scholars attempted to measure
social media engagement in several ways developing scales, indexes, and metrics
(Harrigan et al., 2017; Oviedo-Garcia et al., 2014; Schivinski et al., 2016; Trunfio
& Della Lucia, 2019). Nevertheless, many of these studies offer a partial perspec-
tive of analysis that does not allow the phenomenon to be represented in its diverse
aspects (Oviedo-Garcia et al., 2014). Researchers have also examined emotional
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and cognitive dimensions (Dessart, 2017) as essential components of social media
engagement that lead to positive brand outcomes (Loureiro et al., 2017).

2.3 Social media engagement: The practitioners’ perspective

In business practice, the concept of customer engagement appeared for the first time
in 2006 when the Advertising Research Foundation (ARF), in conjunction with the
American Association of Advertising Agencies and the Association of National
Adpvertisers, defined it as a turning on a prospect to a brand idea enhanced by the
surrounding context (ARF, 2006). Later, several consulting firms tried to give their
definition emphasising different aspects and perspectives. For example, in 2008,
Forrester Consulting, an American market research company, defined customer
engagement as a way to create ‘deep connections with customers that drive purchase
decisions, interaction, and participation over time’ (Forrester Consulting, 2008,
p-4). Gallup Consulting identified four levels of customer engagement and defined it
as an emotional connection between customers and companies (Gallup Consulting,
2009). Similarly, the famous American software provider Hubspot (2014) identified
social media engagement as ‘the ongoing interactions between company and cus-
tomer, offered by the company, chosen by the customer’ (Hubspot, 2014, p.1).

With the increasing spread of social networks and their exploitation as an impor-
tant marketing tool, practitioners recognised a clear linkage between customer
engagement and the metrics to assess digital strategy success. Over time, social net-
working platforms such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and YouTube, developed their met-
rics to measure engagement with brand-related social media contents and advertis-
ing campaigns (Table 1).

With the spread of social media analytics, platforms and digital service provid-
ers developed dashboards and analytical indicators to assess, measure and monitor
the engagement generated by social media marketing activities (Table 2). At the
same time, many bloggers, marketers, and freelancers have weighed in on the topic,
enriching the debate with new contributions.

As a result, while scholars still have to agree upon a shared definition of social
media engagement, marketers have recognised it as one of the most important online
outcome companies need to deliver with social media and a key metric to assess
social media strategy success. Despite the growing interest in business practice and
its solid traditional theoretical roots, most of the existing literature on social media

Table 1 Social media engagement metrics by social networking platforms (2020)

Construct Metric Social Network
Engagement The no. of people a post reached who then liked, com- Facebook
mented, shared or clicked on the post

Engagemem Rate Totalno.oftimesauserinteractedwithatweet Twitter
No.oflmpressions

Engagement Rate No.ofinteractions+no.ofclicksandfollowers LinkedIn
No.oflmpressions

Engagement Rate No.ofclicksoninteractiveelements YouTube

No.oftimesanadisshown
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Table 2 Social media

. . Construct Metric Platform
engagement metrics by social
medla.management and Engagement Rate Postlnteractions .1 ) Socialbakers
analytics platforms (2020) NumberofFans
Engagement Postlnteractions Fanpage Karma
NumberofFans
Engagement Rate Postlnteractions 1 Talkwalker
TotalReach
Engagement Rate __Postlnteractions Hootsuite
Numberoflmpressions
Engagement Rate __Postlnteractions Dashthis
Numberoflmpressions
Engagement Rate Postlnteractions 1 Keyhole

NumberofFans

engagement offers only conceptual guidelines (Barger et al., 2016; Peltier et al.,
2020). The measurement of engagement in social media and its financial impact
remains an enigma wrapped in a riddle for many executives (McKinsey, 2012) and
requires further investigations. Mainly, how new and emerging platforms, new forms
of customer-brand interactions, different dimensions, and cultural differences impact
social media engagement measurement remains an understudied phenomenon (Pel-
tier et al., 2020).

3 Methodology

The literature review is one of the most appropriate research methods, which aims
to map the relevant literature identifying the potential research gaps that need fur-
ther research to contribute towards a systematic advancement of new knowledge in
the field (Tranfield et al., 2003). This research is built upon the rigorous, transpar-
ent, and reproducible protocol of the systematic literature review as a scientific and
transparent process that reduces the selection bias through an exhaustive literature
search (Pencarelli & Mele, 2019; Pickering & Byrne, 2014; Tranfield et al., 2003).
Building on recent studies (Inamdar et al., 2020; Linnenluecke et al., 2020; Phul-
wani et al., 2020), in addition to the systematic literature review, a bibliometric anal-
ysis (Li et al., 2017) was also performed to provide greater comprehensions into the
field’s current state and highlight the future research directions.

3.1 Database, keywords, inclusion, and exclusion criteria

To conduct a literature review, quality journals are considered the basis for selecting
quality publications (Wallace & Wray, 2016). Therefore, the database Scopus, run
by Elsevier Publishing, was considered to search for relevant literature, being the
most significant abstract and citation source database used in recent reviews.

When conducting a literature review, a fundamental issue is determining the key-
words that allow identifying the papers (Aveyard, 2007). To address it, the most fre-
quently used keywords in peer-reviewed literature have been under investigation. As
such, the following research chain was used: “Social media” “Engagement” AND
“metric*”, searching under title, abstract, and keywords.
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The systematic literature review protocol (Fig. 1) has been conducted on the
26" of March 2020. The study considers an open starting time to trace back to the
origin of social media engagement metrics research up to late March 2020. The
initial search attempts identified 259 documents.

After the articles’ identification, criteria for inclusion and exclusion were
adopted. First, the 259 articles were screened, considering English-language arti-
cles published in peer-reviewed academic journals to safeguard the quality and
effectiveness of the review. Due to variability in the peer-review process and their
limited availability, book reviews, editorials, and papers from conference pro-
ceedings were excluded from this research. After the screening, a sample of 157
papers was obtained.

Afterwards, the full text of these papers was reviewed to assess eligible arti-
cles. As a result, 116 articles were excluded because their subject matter was not
closely related to the topic of social media engagement metrics. In detail, papers
were excluded when: 1) they mainly focused on social media engagement but
superficially touched the metrics or 2) they mainly focused on metrics but super-
ficially touched on social media engagement. In the end, 41 eligible articles were
identified.

3.2 Analysis tools

The relevant data of the 41 documents in the final sample were saved and organ-
ised in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to include all the essential paper informa-
tion such as paper title, authors’ names, and affiliations, abstract, keywords and
references. Then, adopting the bibliometrics analysis method (Aria & Cuccurullo,
2017), the R-Tool ‘Biblioshiny for Bibliometrix” was used to perform a compre-
hensive bibliometric analysis. Bibliometrix is a recent R-package that facilitates
a more complete bibliometric analysis, employing specific tools for both biblio-
metric and scientometric quantitative research (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017; Dervis,
2019; Jalal, 2019).

 Records Identified through SCOPUS of Elsevier database searching with:
«“Social media” “Engagement” AND “metric*”

* 1960 - 2020

* (n=259)

IDENTIFICATION

Records screened (n=259)

*Records excluded with criteria of:

« Filter by document type: limit to article;

« Filter by source type: limit to journals;

« Filter by language: limit to English.
*(n=157)

SCREENING

« Full text articles assessed for eligibility (n = 41)

ELIGIBILITY « Full Text articles excluded from the research with motivation (n = 116)

Fig. 1 The systematic literature review protocol
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4 An overview of social media engagement metrics research.

The bibliometric analysis provided information on the 41 articles, allowing to high-
light the significance of the topic.

4.1 Publication trend

The number of annual publications shows a rollercoaster trend (Fig. 2). Although
the first relevant paper was published in 2013, only since 2016 publications begun
to increase significantly with a slight decrease in 2018. This renders social media
engagement metrics a relatively young research field.

It is worth pointing out that the articles extraction was done in March 2020: this
explains the low number of articles published in 2020.

4.2 Most relevant sources

When looking at the Journal sources overview, the analysis revealed 34 journals
covering different fields, including marketing, management, economics, tourism and
hospitality, engineering, communication, and technology. As shown in Fig. 3, only
four journals have more than two publications: Internet Research, Journal of Engi-
neering and Applied Sciences, International Journal of Sports Marketing and Spon-
sorship. and Online Information Review.

4.3 Seminal papers

Interesting findings emerged considering the most global cited documents that allow
identifying the seminal articles in according to the timeliness, utility and quality,
expressed by the scientific community (Okubo, 1997). The number of citations an
article receives, and the studies cited in an article are two of the most popular biblio-
metric indicators used to determine the popularity of a publication.

Figure 4 shows the number of author citations for each article, identifying as
seminal works: Malthouse’s (2013) paper ‘Managing Customer Relationships in

10

8

2 [ II

o -

2013 2014 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Year of publication

N

Number of articles
(=)}

Fig.2 Timeline of the studies (January 2013- March 2020)
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INTERNET RESEARCH
JOURNAL OF ENGINEERING AND APPLIED SCIENCES
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORTS MARKETING AND SPON
ONLINE INFORMATION REVIEW

ASLIB JOURNAL OF INFORMATION MANAGEMENT

AUSTRALASIAN MARKETING JOURNAL

EUROPEAN MANAGEMENT JOURNAL

GEOGRAPHICA PANNONICA
INFORMATION AND MANAGEMENT
INFORMATION DISCOVERY AND DELIVERY

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF APPLIED BUSINESS AND ECON
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INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF APPLIED ENGINEERING RESEA
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BUSINESS INNOVATION AND R
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HOSPITALITY MANAGEMENT

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INTERNET MARKETING AND AD
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION IN
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF WINE BUSINESS RESEARCH

JOURNAL OF ADVERTISING

JOURNAL OF DESTINATION MARKETING AND MANAGEMENT
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-
~
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N. of Documents

Fig.3 Most relevant sources

Malthouse et al. (2013)
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Oh etal. (2016)

Colicev et al. (2018)
Rossmann et al. (2018)
Oviedo-Gardia et al. (2014)
Mariani et al. (2018)

Dolan et al. (2017)

Khan et al. (2016)

Guidry et al. (2014)

Aswani et al. (2017)

Yoon etal. (2018)
Mufioz-Expésito et al. (2017)
sitta et al. (2018)

Wang and Kubickova (2017)
Rogers (2018)

Michopoulou and Moisa (2019)

Popp etal. (2017)

Gruner and Power (2018)
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Fig.4 Most cited articles
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the Social Media Era: Introducing the Social CRM House’ with 278 global cita-
tions; Sabate’s (2014) paper ‘Factors influencing popularity of branded content in
Facebook fan pages’ with 145 global citations; Mariani’s (2016) paper ‘Facebook
as a destination marketing tool: Evidence from Italian regional Destination Man-
agement Organizations’ with 104 global citations; Oh’s (2017) paper ‘Beyond likes
and tweets: Consumer engagement behavior and movie box office in social media’
with 54 global citations; Colicev’s (2018)’ Improving consumer mindset metrics and
shareholder value through social media: The different roles of owned and earned
media’ with 39 global citations; Rossmann’s (2016) ‘Drivers of user engagement
in eWoM communication’ with 35 global citations; Oviedo-Garcia’s (2014) ‘Metric
proposal for customer engagement in Facebook’ with 33 global citations.

The analysis of the papers reviewed revealed that the theme of social media
engagement metrics turns out to be a hot topic and a newly emerging stream of
research.

5 Social media engagement: areas of investigation

In recent years social media engagement has gained relevance in academic research,
and many scholars have questioned its measurement, intensifying the academic
debate with ever new contributions. Following previous studies, a comprehensive

Behaviours

“

Platforms

@

Measurement

©)

Conceptualisation

M

Social media engagement

Fig.5 Areas of investigation
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analysis allows framing the following categories of broad research subjects, used to
conduct the subsequent systematic literature review (Fig. 5): (1) conceptualisation,
(2) platforms, (3) measurement and (4) behaviours. All 41 articles were analysed
according to the proposed scheme.

5.1 Investigating social media engagement

What emerges from the analysis of the 41 papers is that scholars used different
approaches and methodologies to conceptualise and measure engagement in the dig-
ital context of social media.

As shown in Fig. 6, most studies (66%) employ quantitative methodologies. For
instance, Yoon et al. (2018) explored the relationship between digital engagement
metrics and financial performance in terms of company revenue, confirming that
customer engagement on a company’s Facebook fan page can influence revenue.
Colicev et al. (2018) developed three social media metrics, including engagement, to
study the effects of earned social media and owned social media on brand awareness,
purchase intention, and customer satisfaction. In comparison, Wang and Kubickova
(2017) examined factors affecting the engagement metrics of Facebook fan pages in
the Northeast America hotel industry, factors such as time-of-day, day-of-week, age,
gender and distance between the hotel and users’ origin of residence. They also ana-
lysed the impact of Facebook engagement on electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), to
better understand the importance of the engagement metrics within the hospitality
context.

From a qualitative point of view (17% of the papers), Hallock et al. (2019) used a
case study approach to understand the firm perspective on social media engagement
metrics, shedding light on how companies view engagement with social media as
measurable metrics of customer interactions with the platform. Conversely, Micho-
poulou and Moisa (2019) used the same approach to investigate the use of social
media marketing metrics and practices in the U.K. hotel industry.

Only a small part of the studies analysed (10% of the papers) explores social
media engagement from a purely conceptual perspective. In this sense, Oviedo-
Garcia et al. (2014) and Mufioz-Expésito et al. (2017) directly identified social

= Quantitative papers
= Qualitative papers
Conceptual papers

Mixed-methodology paper

Fig. 6 Classification of the 41 articles based on the methodology applied
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media engagement metrics for Facebook and Twitter, providing fascinating insights
for scholars and practitioners.

Finally, among the papers analysed, only three studies (7% of the papers) use
mixed methodologies to explore the phenomenon from qualitative and quantitative
perspectives.

5.2 Defining social media engagement

Researchers identified 30 unique definitions of engagement applied to the social
media context. Multiple definitions used several terms when defining engage-
ment on social media. They were not singular and straightforward but were inter-
spersed with various key terms and overlapping concepts, as presented in Table 3.

The presence of synonymous terms directly addresses the lack of a standard
definition and the challenges that this presents to researchers and practitioners in
the field (Table 4).

As a relevant result, most authors focus on its behavioural manifestation (22%
of the studies) resulting from motivational drivers when defining social media
engagement. It is considered as the active behavioural efforts that both existing
and potential customers exert toward online brand-related content (Yoon et al.,
2018). It involves various activities that range from consuming content, partici-
pating in discussions, and interacting with other customers to digital buying (Oh
et al., 2017; Yoon et al., 2018). Similarly, in addition to the behavioural mani-
festations, other scholars (12%) focus on the emotional connection expressed
through the intensity of interactions and their implications, toward the offers and
activities of a brand, product, or firm, regardless of whether it is initiated by the
individual or by the firm (Muifioz-Expdsito et al., 2017).

Shifting the observation lens from the customers to the firms, another group
of scholars (10% of the studies) define social media engagement as the non-mon-
etary return that derives from the online marketing strategies of brands (Khan,
2017; Medjani et al., 2019; Michopoulou & Moisa, 2019). In this case, engage-
ment is viewed exclusively as a non-financial metric and as a measure of the per-
formance of social media marketing activities.

Table 3 Frequency of the terms

used to define engagement in Terms Frequency %

social media Social media engagement 19 46%
User engagement 9 22%
Customer engagement in social media 6 15%
Online engagement 3 7%
Virtual brand community engagement 1 2.5%
Audience engagement 1 2.5%
Viewer engagement 1 2.5%
Digital engagement 1 2.5%
Total 41 100%
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Table 5 Platforms mentioned

in the 41 articles and related Platform Frequency %

frequencies Facebook 28 52%
Twitter 12 22%
YouTube 6 11%
Instagram 1 2%
LinkedIn 1 2%
Multiple Platforms 6 11%
Total 54 100%

Lastly, a small percentage of studies (10% of the studies) considers engage-
ment as the number of people who acknowledge agreement or preference for con-
tent, who participate in creating, sharing and using content (Colicev et al., 2018;
Liet al., 2019; Rahman et al., 2017).

5.3 Social Media Platforms

In a total of 41 articles reviewed, 85% of studies mention the platforms analysed,
as shown in Table 5. Facebook is the most popular platform analysed, followed by
Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn, and Instagram. These results were rather expected,
given the fact that Facebook, with 2.6 billion monthly active users (Facebook, May
2020), is the most popular social media platform worldwide.

An interesting finding is that there are several articles (15% of the studies) which
do not refer to a specific platform or that consider all the platforms together, when
measuring social media engagement (e.g., Hallock et al., 2019; Medjani et al.,
2019). This is interesting, given that each social network has different features that
make the engagement measurement unique and not replicable.

5.4 Measuring social media engagement

The systematic literature review confirms that there is no theoretical certainty or
solid consensus among scholars about measuring engagement on social media.

As can be seen from Table 6, studies on social media engagement metrics can
be grouped and classified into four macro-categories. The first group of studies,
namely ‘quantitative metrics’, which is also the most numerous (66% of the studies),
attempts to propose a simplistic assessment of the impact of social media engage-
ment, based on the number of comments, likes, shares, followers etc. (Khan et al.,
2019; Medjani et al., 2019; Yoon et al., 2018).

The second group of studies (17% of the studies), namely ‘normalised indexes’,
provide a quantitative evaluation of the engagement a content generates in relation
to the number of people to whom that content has been displayed. In this way, it is
possible to obtain an average measure of the users’ engagement, dividing the total
actions of interest by the total number of posts (Osokin, 2019; Zanini et al., 2019),

@ Springer



281

Italian Journal of Marketing (2021) 2021:267-292

payroads 10N
3 00gaoe]
}00qaoe

yooqaoe]
oNIM],
aqmInox

AqMINO X
TONIM],
00qadeq

yooqaoe,]

peyads 10N
poyadg 10N
pay1adg JoN

yooqaoe,]

}00qaoe
payroads 10N
INIM],

IONIM],
jooqaoe,]
}00qaoe g

JuowuIy ‘SUIIONISOd “JUSUWITWWO)) ‘UIUO)) “QIT0A JUBUIUO]
SJUDWWOY) JO "ON
sty Jnoqe unyre], 9[dood ‘Yimoln) A[YIUOA ‘IOMO[[0] JO "ON

K)1Anoe s19sn 10j Juowade3uy 19s() ‘A)AnOe S19sn 10J Juswage3uy puelq ‘ANALOR
.$19sN 10§ Juawage3uy JLIQUAN) ‘JuawaFesuy Jos) ‘yuswadeIuy puelg ‘quowadeIuy JLIQUD)

SIOMO[[0} ATepuodas pue Arewtid Jo ‘ON

AYI[SI(T JO "ON ‘SOIBYS JO "ON ‘SIUSWIWOD JO "ON ‘JUN0d YI] JO "ON

juowade3uy 19s() duruQ ‘ANen ‘quauniwwo)) ‘Ayrerndod
UONBATIOY ‘UONOIYY ‘uonmuso))

ysod 1od sayI[ Jo “ou [€10} ;931 asne[ddy
3sod 19d sareys pue $)o9m3al Jo ‘ou dFeIoAr :9jer uoneoyrduy
3s0d 10d sjueWIIOD JO "OU 9FBIGAR :9)el UONJESISAUOD)

SOIBYS JO "ON ‘SIUSWIWOD JO "ON ‘O] JO 'ON
V\N

SQTBYS ATRIOAY
‘SJUSWIWOD AFLIJAY ‘SUOTIORIUI 9FLIOAY $SAIBYS JO "ON ‘SIUSUIWIOD JO "ON ‘SUOTIRIIUI [BIO],

SI9MO[[0] JO ‘ON ‘s1sod ()6 1od sareys Jo "ou 93eI1oAY ‘s3sod ()G Jod sjuawwiod Jo *ou AFeIAY
tsysod (G 1od SaYI] JO "Ou 9FeIAY

urtopyerd 9y wo suonoeIANUI 1Y) Jo Ayrrengar oY) pue wiropie[d [BI00S B UO SIOSN JO "ON
S199M], JO "ON

suorjorIAU]

T8I0, ‘OYI'T @3LIOAY 10oM]ay 9SBIOAY 10am], 95LI0AY ‘SANITT JO 'ON 1e0MIY JO "ON ‘199M], JO "ON

SPHD JO "ON “MIT JO 'ON
91e1-y3noay)-po1o anbrupn

SOLIIIA 2ADRIeN)
SOLIRIA dATIeINUEN()

SOLIIRIA 2ATIEIIUERNY)

S9XapU] JO 19§
SOLIRIA 2ATIEINUEN()

SOLNQIAl dATRINUEN()

saxapuJ Jo 19§

SOLIIQIA] QATIEI[ENY)

saxapuy Jo 19§
SOLIRIA dATIEIUERN)

SOLIIA 2ADR)I[eN)

SOLNIIN dAnRIIUEN()

SOLNIIN dAnRIIUEN()
SOLIRIA dAnBINUEN()

SOLIRIA dATIEIIUERNY)

SOLIPIA dAnEINUERN()
SOLIIA dAnRIURN()

Xopu]J pazZijewION

(8107) s1030y
(8100) 'T& 32 U0OX
(8100) 'Te 10 enIS

(8107) ‘Te 10 TUBLIR]A
(8107) 'Te 32 K0DO

(6107) 101y PUE [eMEISTY

(6107) ‘S0SNOD) pue SONAIA
(6100) ‘eH pue [repelinqy

(6107) TR I
(6102) Te 30 Tuelps]y

(6102) BSIOIN pue no[nodoydrjn

(6100) 1A pue drurey

(6107) uRjosQ
(6102) T 32 Yoo[[eH
(6107) 'Te 10 ufidog

(6107) 'Te 30 1urueZ
(6107) 'Te 10 ueyy

(0207) eaesedeq pue preyng

urope[d

JUAWRINSBIN

UONBIYISSE[D)

oyny

SO[OTIIE 4 AU} UI PIsn SOLIOW JuowaSeSus eIpow [e100S 9 3|qel

pringer

As



Italian Journal of Marketing (2021) 2021:267-292

282

STSMO[[0, JO TOqUINN

Jooqadeq SAIRYSFSIUSWWO)+aNr T Xopuy pazI[ewlioN  (L10¢) StsstredA3| pue AYoe[A
00qade] SIYL, Inoqy Sunyre], 9[dosq ‘s1osn) page3uyg swnoyIg ‘s1esn pageduyg Areq XOpUJ POZI[eWION (L107) eAoxOIqNy] pue Suepy
001
JNIM], « (yoeal age1aAy) \[(suorssarduur 95eIoAy) \ (S199Mm) JO "ON\SUONIRINU])] JoNIM], U0 Juswagesug XopuJ pazifewloN  (L107) ‘Te 10 ‘onsodxg-zounj
INIM],
j00qade SIOMO[[O] JONIM], JO ON ‘SIOMO[[O] JO0qade] JO 'ON SOLIIA dAneINURN) (L107) 'Te 10 ddog
j00qade SQIBYS JO "ON ‘SIUAWIWIOD JO "ON ‘I JO "ON SOLIRJA dAneINUEN() (L102) ‘Te 1° ‘uewyey
j00qaoeq SAIBYS JO "ON ‘SIUAWIIOD JO "ON ‘I JO "ON SOLIJJA dAneINUENn() (L107) ‘T 10 ‘uewiyey
n
J00Qaoe{  UO PIJUIUILIOI IO PAYII[d ‘pareys ‘payI| pue (yoeal 3sod) 1sod & mes oym ojdoad jo o3ejusorad oy, XOpUJ PIZI[eWLION (L107) ‘T 12 uejoq
SHUAWIWOY) qNNOX JO ‘ON
SMIIA AqNINOX JO "ON
aqnInox J99M], JO 'ON
_NIM], SIOMO[[0] J00qade] JO "ON
j00qade siy L, Inoqe Sunye], ojdood SOLNIIA AnEINUEN() (L102) TR 4O
SATBYS JO "ON ‘SIUAUWILIOD JO "ON
j00qade] ‘1] JO "ON  SOLIQAl 2AnEIIURNQ) (L107) B 12 uewyey
_NIM], [9A9[ ssaunsing ‘pred UONUANY ‘OSBAIOUI JOYINY ‘SUOISSNISIP PAJLIO JO JqUINN $9xapu] JO 19§ (L102) T8 10 1ueMSy
j00qade SQIBYS JO "ON ‘SIUAWIIOD JO "ON ‘I JO "ON SOLIRIA 2AneINUEN() (8107) @1
SIOMO[[0] 9N NOX JO "ON
aqnInox SIOMO[[O] U[PAUIT JO 'ON
uypayury SIOMO[[O] JNIM], JO "ON
oNIM], sy, ynoqe Sunyrer, ojdooq
300qaoeq SJUAUWIWOD JO'ON ‘OYI[ JO'ON SILIRIA dAnRINUEN() (8107) 1omod pue Jounio
2qmInox
IONIM],
j00qade SMIIA OJPIA JO "ON ‘S19om]aI JO'ON SIY ], Jnoqe Suny[e], 9[doaqd SOLIRIA dAneInuEen() (8107) "IB 12 A221[0D
wIope[d JUSWIAINSBIA uoneoyIsse[) Joyiny

(ponunuoo) 9 s|qey

pringer

As



283

Italian Journal of Marketing (2021) 2021:267-292

SAIRYS JO "ON ‘MIIAJY JO "ON
Juowase3ua JOWo0ISnd IYSIH

21D JO 'ON
SMIIA JO "ON
‘SJUAUILIOD JO "ON
‘M1 Jo "ON

pay1oads 10N JUOWOSEIUD JOWI0ISND JOMO]  SOLIRIAl dAnRINUEN) (€£107) 'Te 32 asnoyIeIN
UOTJESIOAUOD UT PAJ[NSAI Joom) "ON “UIIodAY uo JOI[0 JO "ON ‘199MIaI JO "ON

onimL “OYI[ JO 'ON SR dATEINUENQ) (#100) 'Te 12 A1pmo

yoear a3eroAe

yooqaoe \ [suorssardw] a3e1oAy\ (350d JO JOqUINU \QIBYS + JUSWO)) + OYI']) | =300qae,] U0 Juowade3uyg  XOpuJ PIZI[EWION #107) 'Te 19 B1oIRD-0pPAIAQ
SJUQWIIOD JO "ON

yooqaoe ‘Y11 JO "ON  SOINQIA dAnEIURN() (#107) 'Te 12 areqes
SOIRYS JO "ON ‘SJUSUWILOD JO "ON

yooqaoe ‘Y11 JO "ON  SOINQIA dAnEIURN) (9107) 'Te 10 uewyey
SOIRYS JO "ON ‘SJUSUIIOD JO "ON

yooqaoe ‘Y11 JO "ON  SOINQIA dAnEIURN) (9107) 'Te 10 uewyey
SOIRYS JO "ON ‘SJUSUITIOD JO "ON

Jooqade] “ONI[ JO 'ON  SOMIQN dATEINUENQ) (9100) 'Te 10 ueyy
SOIRYS JO "ON ‘SJUSUIIOD JO "ON

yooqaoe] ‘OYI] JO "ON  SOINQIA dAnEIURN() (9107) 'Te 10 uewyey

K)1Anoe s19sn 10J Juowade3uy 19s() ‘A)IAnOe S19sn 10J Juswade3uy puelq ‘ANANOR
j00qade .$19sn 10§ Juawage3uy JLIQUAN) ‘JuawaFesuy Jos) ‘yuswageIuy puelg ‘JuowadeSuy JLIouUD) Saxpu[ JO 1S (9102) 'I® 10 TUBLIB]A]
yoeay
yoogqaoeJ Swwmootar]  XOPUJ PIZI[BULION (9107) 'Te 30 uueWSSOY
uope[d JUQWIDINSBIA uonedyIsse[) oy

(ponunuoo) 9 s|qey

pringer

As



284 Italian Journal of Marketing (2021) 2021:267-292

the number of followers (Vlachvei & Kyparissi, 2017) or the number of people
reached by a post (Mufioz-Exp6sito et al., 2017; Rossmann et al., 2016).

In a more complex and detailed way, studies from the third group (10% of the
studies) identify social media engagement metrics developing ‘set of indexes’. For
example, Li et al. (2019) use three social media metrics to measure engagement
in the casual-dining restaurant setting: rates of conversation, amplification, and
applause. In detail, conversation rate measures the number of comments or reviews
in response to a post, amplification rate measures how much online content is
shared, and applause rate measures the number of positive reactions on posts. Simi-
larly, drawing from previous literature, Mariani et al. (2018) develop three social
media metrics, namely generic engagement, brand engagement, and user engage-
ment. Authors calculated these metrics by assessing different weights to different
interaction actions, to emphasise the degree of users’ involvement implied by the
underlying activities of respectively liking, sharing, or commenting.

Despite their great diffusion among academics and practitioners, some scholars
(7% of the studies) argue that quantitative metrics are not enough to appreciate the
real value of customer engagement on social media, and a qualitative approach is
more suitable. For example, Abuljadail and Ha (2019) conducted an online sur-
vey of 576 Facebook users in Saudi Arabia to examine customer engagement on
Facebook. Rogers (2018) critiques contemporary social media metrics considered
‘vanity metrics’ and repurpose alt metrics scores and other engagement measures
for social research—namely dominant voice, concern, commitment, positioning, and
alignment—to measure the ‘otherwise engaged’.

5.5 Social media engagement brand-related activities

When measuring social media engagement, scholars dealt with different social
media actions that can be classified (Table 7) according to the three dimensions of
the COBRA model (Consumer Online Brand Related Activities): consumption, con-
tribution, or creation (Schivinski et al., 2016).

In a total of 41 articles reviewed, the most investigated dimension by researchers
is contribution, i.e. when a customer comments, shares, likes a form of pre-existing
brand content (e.g., Buffard et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2019). Its popularity among the
studies may be due to its interactive nature of “liking” and “commenting”, which can
be said to be the most common behaviour exhibited across social media platforms
and often one of the most manageable interactions to obtain data. Additionally,

Table 7 Dimensions of the

COBRA model and related giorg:ilsions of the COBRA Frequency %
frequencies
Consumption 7 14%
Contribution 35 68%
Creation 9 18%
Total 51 100%
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studies that include creation in the measurement of social media engagement con-
sider posting/publishing brand-related content, uploading brand-related video, pic-
tures, audio or writing brand-related articles (e.g., Zanini et al., 2019). Among the
sampled papers, the least investigated dimension of the COBRA model is consump-
tion, considered by only seven studies (e.g., Colicev et al., 2018; Oh et al., 2017).
It considers viewing brand-related audio, video, and pictures, following threads on
online brand community forums or downloading branded widgets.

Dimensions have been investigated individually, for example, just considering the
number of likes or comments (Khan et al., 2019; Yoon et al., 2018), or jointly using
composite indicators, as in the case of Oviedo-Oviedo-Garcia et al., 2014).

6 Discussion

This research presents fresh knowledge in the academic debate by providing an
overarching picture of social media engagement, framing the phenomenon con-
ceptually and offering a lens to interpret platforms and measuring tools. Concep-
tual and empirical studies tried to define, conceptualise, and measure social media
engagement in diverse ways from different fields of research. They increased the
gap between academia and managerial practice, where the topic of social media
engagement metrics seems to be much more consolidated. The paper contributes to
the academic debate on social media engagement, presenting continuity and discon-
tinuity elements between different fields of enquiry. It also offers avenues for future
research that both academics and marketers should explore. It also provides insights
and guidance to practitioners on modelling and managing social media engagement.

6.1 Theoretical contribution

The article offers some theoretical contributions to this relatively young research
field through the systematic literature review approach.

Firstly, the paper confirms the multidimensional and polysemic nature of engage-
ment, even in the specific context of social media platforms, in continuity with
the academic customer engagement research (Brodie et al., 2013; Hollebeek et al.,
2016; So et al., 2016; Vivek et al., 2012). The concept of social media engagement
can be traced back to three dimensions of analysis (Van Doorn, 2010)—affective,
cognitive, and behavioural—and some empirical studies measure it as such (Dessart,
2017; Vivek et al., 2014). However, the behavioural dimension is still the most used
proxy to measure users’ level of engagement. Similarly, marketers and social media
platforms have focused on behavioural interactions associated with likes, comments
and sharing when reporting engagement metric (Peltier et al., 2020). What is worth
pointing out is that emotional and cognitive dimensions are also essential compo-
nents of social media engagement and should be adequately addressed by future
research.

Secondly, strictly related to the first point, the paper suggests the COBRA
model (Schivinski, 2016) as a conceptual tool to classify and interpret social media
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engagement from the behavioural perspective. Social media engagement can be
manifested symbolically through actions (Barger et al., 2016; Oh et al., 2017; Van
Doorn et al., 2010) that can be traced back to the three dimensions of consumption,
contribution and creation (Schivinski et al., 2016). However, it is worth pointing out
that not all these actions determine the same level of engagement. When measuring
social media engagement, researchers should pay attention not only to ‘contribution’
but also to ‘consumption’ and ‘creation’, which are important indicators of the atten-
tion a post receives (Oviedo-Garcia, 2014; Schivinski et al., 2016), giving them a
different weight. It becomes even more important if considering that the same social
networks provide different weights to users’ actions. For example, in several coun-
tries, Instagram has tested removing the like feature on content posted by others,
although users can still see the number of likes on their posts. YouTube has also
decided to stop showing precise subscriber counts and Facebook is experimenting
with hiding like counts, similar to Instagram.

Thirdly, the paper presents some of the key metrics used to evaluate social media
engagement identifying quantitative metrics, normalised indexes, set of indexes and
qualitative metrics. Although all indicators are based on the interaction between the
user and the brand, as the literature suggests (Barger et al., 2016; Oviedo-Garcia,
2014; Vivek et al., 2014), the paper argues that different metrics measure diverse
aspects of social media engagement and should be used carefully by researchers.
Despite the conceptual and qualitative research on the topic, even the most recent
metrics offer measurements that do not allow engagement to be widely represented
in its multidimensional and polysemic nature (Oviedo-Garcia et al., 2014; Peltier
et al., 2020). To get a deeper understanding of the construct, researchers should also
consider some of the most recent advances in business practice. As an example,
more and more practitioners have the chance to measure engagement by tracking the
time spent on content and web pages to blend the different types of material, such as
pictures, text, or even videos. Also, cursor movements, which are known to correlate
with visual attention, and eye-tracking, can provide insights into the within-content
engagement.

6.2 Managerial implications

Even if the topic of social media engagement seems to be more consolidated in busi-
ness practice, this study also provides valuable implications for practitioners. Par-
ticularly, the findings shed light on the nature of social media engagement construct
and on how metrics can be an extremely useful tool to evaluate, monitor, and inter-
pret the effectiveness of social media strategies and campaigns.

This research offers a strategic-operational guide to the measurement of social
media engagement, helping marketers understand what engagement is and choose
the most effective and suitable KPIs to assess the performance and success of their
marketing efforts. In this sense, marketers should accompany traditional metrics,
such as likes, comments and shares, with new metrics capable of better capturing
user behaviours.
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Marketers also need to realise that engagement is a complex construct that goes
beyond the simple behavioural dimension, encompassing cognitive and emotional
traits. As a result, in some cases, the so-called “vanity metrics” could fail in fully
representing all the aspects of social media engagement. In these cases, it should be
accompanied by qualitative insights to analyse what users like to share or talk about
and not merely look at likes, comments, and shares counts.

7 Limitations and future research

This research is not without limitations. First, the systematic literature review
only includes English articles published in Journals. As social media engagement
and engagement metrics are emerging research topics, conference proceedings
and book chapters could also be included to deepen the understanding of the sub-
ject. Second, this research was conducted on the database Scopus of Elsevier for
the keywords “social media engagement metrics”. Researchers could use a com-
bination of different databases and keywords to search for new contributions and
insights. Third, although the paper is based on a systematic literature review, this
methodology reveals the subjectivity in the social sciences.

As this is a relatively young field of research, a further academic investigation
is needed to overcome the limitations of the study and outline new scenarios and
directions for future research. In addition, considering the growing importance of
social media, there is value in broadening the analysis through additional stud-
ies. Future marketing research could use mixed approaches to integrate the three
dimensions of social media engagement, linking qualitative and quantitative data.
Advanced sentiment web mining techniques could be applied to allow research-
ers to analyse what users like to share or talk about and not merely look at likes,
comments, and shares as the only metrics (Peltier et al., 2020).

Although Facebook and Twitter are the most used social network by brands,
and the most significant part of the literature focuses on these two platforms,
researchers should not forget that there are new and emerging social media in dif-
ferent countries (e.g., TikTok, Clubhouse). They already represent a hot topic for
practitioners and are calling scholars to define new metrics to measure engage-
ment. Additionally, as the use of social media increased during the COVID-19
pandemic, future research should take this into account to better understand
social media engagement across different social media platforms.

Funding Open access funding provided by Universita Parthenope di Napoli within the CRUI-CARE
Agreement.
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