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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-García 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; Muñoz-Expósito 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-García 
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-García 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-García 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-García 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-García 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 
Advertisers, 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-
mented, shared or clicked on the post

Facebook

Engagement Rate Totalno.oftimesauserinteractedwithatweet

No.ofImpressions
Twitter

Engagement Rate No.ofinteractions+no.ofclicksandfollowers

No.ofImpressions
LinkedIn

Engagement Rate No.ofclicksoninteractiveelements

No.oftimesanadisshown
YouTube
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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.

Table 2   Social media 
engagement metrics by social 
media management and 
analytics platforms (2020)

Construct Metric Platform

Engagement Rate PostInteractions

NumberofFans
x100 Socialbakers

Engagement PostInteractions

NumberofFans
Fanpage Karma

Engagement Rate PostInteractions

TotalReach
x100 Talkwalker

Engagement Rate PostInteractions

NumberofImpressions
Hootsuite

Engagement Rate PostInteractions

NumberofImpressions
Dashthis

Engagement Rate PostInteractions

NumberofFans
x100 Keyhole



273

1 3

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

The systematic literature review protocol (Fig. 1) has been conducted on the 
26th 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)
• Full Text articles excluded from the research with motivation (n = 116)ELIGIBILITY

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 
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Fig. 3   Most relevant sources

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
(4)

Conceptualisation
(1)

Platforms
(2)

Measurement
(3)

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-
Garcìa et  al. (2014) and Muñoz-Expósito et  al. (2017) directly identified social 

66%

17%

10%

7%

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 (Muñoz-Expósito 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 
social media

Terms Frequency %

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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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; 
Li et 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), 

Table 5   Platforms mentioned 
in the 41 articles and related 
frequencies

Platform Frequency %

Facebook 28 52%
Twitter 12 22%
YouTube 6 11%
Instagram 1 2%
LinkedIn 1 2%
Multiple Platforms 6 11%
Total 54 100%
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the number of followers (Vlachvei & Kyparissi, 2017) or the number of people 
reached by a post (Muñoz-Expósito 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 
frequencies

Dimensions of the COBRA 
model

Frequency %

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-García 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-Garcìa, 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-Garcìa, 
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-García 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.



287

1 3

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

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.
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