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ABSTRACT : This paper aims to create an
understanding of the journey from advertising to
customer engagement. It speaks about the importance of
advertising and its role in customer engagement.

Marketing and advertising have changed rapidly over
the past twenty years largely because of advances in
technology. In the previous century, messages were
mostly created by a brand and distributed through
traditional media channels such as broadcast, print and
outdoor, or through direct-to-consumer channels such as
mail or phone. As such, advertising was initiated by the
brand and consumers had little opportunity to participate
beyond word-of-mouth communication with their
immediate circle of friends. The technologies that
disrupted advertising include all forms of digital media
and other digital environments, starting with email, then
the World Wide Web, social media, mobile devices, and
the Internet of things (IoT).

INTRODUCTION

The real significance of all of these technologies has
been to enable consumers to participate more actively in
the marketing process rather than being the mostly
passive recipient of advertising messages. Digital
environments have been disruptive in many ways. First,
consumers can now create their own brand messages,
both positive and negative, and distribute them to global
audiences via email, customer reviews, social media,
etc. Consumers can thus participate in shaping brand
meaning and influencing others’ opinions. They, in
effect, can become co-creators and promoters of the
brand via their social networks. Second, consumers have
been empowered with better information, since they
have access to many more sources of information about
brands and their competitors than in the past. For
example, with mobile devices consumers can access
different types of reviews and information about
competitors even while they shop in physical stores.
Third, digitalization has enabled consumers to block ads.
Technologies such as digital video recorders (DVRs),
spam filters, ad blockers, that did not exist until fairly
recently, now allow consumers to avoid a large amount
of advertising. Even advertising messages that
consumers might be receptive to may now be blocked
much of the time. Marketers have sought to respond to
this disruption. Rather than broadcasting persuasive

advertising messages, brands increasingly seek new
ways to engage with customers. The idea of engagement
is to move beyond the traditional advertising paradigm
to motivate consumers through actual and virtual brand
experiences. As depicted in Figure 1, this emerging
paradigm contrasts sharply with the traditional one.
Advertising is predicated on persuasion; the goal is to
convince consumers that a product has a unique benefit
to them, compared to other products. It uses advertising
messages to do this. These messages are created to
attract attention, and may thus use a variety of media
techniques, but the essential purpose is to persuade. If
successful, the ad causes the consumer to evaluate the
benefit of the product favorably. So an ad execution may
be emotional or humorous or even seriously
informational, but always in the service of persuading
the consumer to make a positive evaluation. The
persuasive argument is the message.

DEFINITIONS OF ENGAGEMENT

The term engagement is commonly used to describe
many different things, and has therefore become
ambiguous. To some in industry it means the “time
spent with a branded experience” and could be taken as
something as mundane as the number of page views.
The logic is that such measures reflect how well a
brand’s website can retain a visitor. A site is deemed
engaging if visitors remain for a long time and view
many pages. An advantage of defining engagement as
time or page views is that these measures can be easily
computed from web logs. They have consequently
become key performance indicators (KPIs) that are
tracked by many brands. Engagement is also defined in
terms of user actions such as liking, sharing or
commenting on brand content (Muntinga et al., 2011). A
news article or Facebook post is engaging if, for
example, readers want to share it with their friends or
write comments about it. Engagement can also refer to
other consumer actions in which the consumer co-
creates the brand meaning by writing a review, creating
a video about the brand and posting it to a social media
site, or creating other usergenerated content (UCG). As
with time and page views, these measures can be easily
tracked and monitored. A common theme with the
measures discussed thus far is that they are overt
consumer behaviors that can be easily observed and
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recorded in the digital environments. Other scholars
(e.g., Malthouse & Calder, 2011) argue that many of the
behaviors identified above are, in fact, consequences or
reflections of engagement rather than engagement itself,
which is more fundamental. Consumers spend more
time and view more pages because they are engaged,
while not being engaged causes them to spend less time
(Calder et al., 2009). Understanding the fundamental
causes for spending time, viewing pages, etc. is essential
for creating engaging contact points and environments,
even if the causes cannot be directly observed as with
time, page views and shares. Calder et al. (2016) posit
that the fundamental cause is the consumer’s thoughts,
beliefs and feelings about how the brand contributes to a
personal goal important in the person’s life, which we
label the brand experience. It should be noted that the
term experience has similar issues with meaning
different things to different people. For example, some
might say that spending time with or using the brand is
experiencing it, but the above definition of experience is
focused on consumer thoughts and feelings about
specifically how the brand contributes to personal life
goals. With this view, understanding the consumer
experience is central to designing a brand strategy for an
engaging product or service. Much of our own earlier
work (e.g., Calder and Malthouse 2004, 2008; 2009;
Malthouse et al., 2007) identified many distinct ways in
which media brands contribute to personal goals
(experiences), and related them to usage and other
outcome measures such as advertising effectiveness. For
example, consumers have a personal goal to connect
with friends and family, and a news website that
facilitates connections by giving readers something to
talk about or share will be engaging. Alternatively,
consumers may have a personal goal to improve and
become more knowledgeable about some pastime, say
gardening, cooking, running, etc. A website that inspires
its readers by giving them ideas, telling them about how
others overcame obstacles, or providing concrete,
utilitarian advice will also be engaging. Yet another
personal goal could be to relax, unwind and forget about
the pressures of daily life. To this end, a media brand
will be engaging if it can make the consumer laugh,
absorb the consumers in a good story, or transport the
consumer to another time or place. The goal of this work
was to show that media engagement can contribute to
brand value above and beyond the effect of an ad itself.
The point made is that understanding the role that a
brand plays in relating to customers’ personal goals is
essential to managing the brand and creating experiential
contact points and not just ads. Thus, engagement has
been used to mean different things. A problem with this
ambiguity is that the term engagement must always be
clarified. The statement, “engagement has increased”
could refer to time, sharing behaviors, perceptions about
how the brand satisfies personal goals, etc. For this
reason, we recommend using specific terms such as time
instead of the catchall engagement. With this said,
engagement arguably means all of these things and is

inherently broad. Some attempts at an integrative
definition accept this inherent breadth.

THE COMPONENTS OF ENGAGEMENT

Based on the previous work summarized above, we
conclude that engagement should be construed as
composed of two main components, which mutually
reinforce each over time: the brand experience (thoughts
and feelings about relevance to personal life goals) and
brand behaviors out of which experiences arise.
Experience lives in the consumer’s mind while
behaviors concern what the consumer physically does,
such as spending time or writing a comment. Both parts
can be further subdivided. We have already discussed
how a brand can create many distinct experiences, e.g.,
utilitarian, inspirational, social, entertaining, etc. It is
also useful to subdivide behaviors. Of the measures
mentioned above, some involve the use or consumption
of the product or service. For instance the Internet of
Things (IoT) would enable a manufacturer to know the
“usage” of Internet connected devices such as cars and
washing machines. Calder and Malthouse (2003a)
discuss the measurement of usage in more detail and
focus on three indicators: time, frequency of use, and
completion of use (e.g., what fraction of a video does a
person watch in total).

ENGAGEMENT AS A PROCESS OR SYSTEM

Our paper has thus been that engagement is, in fact, an
inherently broad concept, one that should subsume both
the thoughts and feelings experienced by the consumer
as well as their behaviors around the brand. Our model
is shown in Figure 2. Engagement is an interactive
process. The experience of engagement arises out of
both brand usage and other brand interactions. The
experience of these behaviors, and importantly the brand
interactions, in turn motivate both brand usage and
further brand interactions. The process continues over
time. Brand contact marketing activities are inputs to the
process and serve as occasions for brand experiences
and interactive behaviors.

Robinson and Clore (2002) put it, people only have
direct access to beliefs about their experiences. The loop
depicted in Figure 2 represents this. Consumers engage
in brand interactions and usage which gives rise to
remembered subjective experiences that are constructed
brand stories. These psychological experiences then
affect subsequent behaviors and their resulting brand
experience. The relationships in Figure 2 are not merely
sequential iterations but links of mutual causation. Lack
of appreciation of this insight accounts in large part for
why the literature has to date treated the experience and
behavior accounts of engagement as separate
alternatives. The view articulated here is that experience
and behaviors should be considered separately but we
must also realize that they are part of the same process
of engagement. Pointing to either separately as the
answer to “What is engagement?” in incomplete and
misses the key insight. The brand’s role in the
engagement process just described may seem minimal,
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but the brand controls important levers in creating
engagement. These are sometimes neglected in the
engagement literature. Calder and Malthouse (2003b,
2005) discuss a process for creating brand engagement
that begins the brand story concept and designing
contact points as shown in Figure 2. We echo Deighton
(2008), who points that, “If you are not crystal clear
what the brand’s mission is, you cannot control what
happens when people amplify it “(p. 5). Malthouse et al.
(2015) discusses the engagement design perspective,
where the brand designs activities to help consumers
realize the connection between the brand and a life goal.
The organization creates a brand (and the marketing
mix) and offers it to consumers, but when consumers
engage and cocreate, e.g., through dialogue, the brand
meaning can evolve (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010).
Sometime the brand must respond to consumer dialogue
and participate in conversations that are taking place
around the brand, which is sometimes called webcare
(Van Noort and Willemsen 2012). From a marketing
point of view, engagement, of course, is not an end in
itself. When engagement works well it should create
value for both the brand and consumer (Larivière et al.,
2013). The brand benefits financially from having loyal
customers by having them make subsequent purchases
and purchasing a wider variety of products or services
from the brand. Loyal customers can also be less costly
to serve and market to. Loyalty is given meaning by the
engagement perspective. Loyalty comes from creating
value for the customer and helping the customer realize
personal goals. From a measurement perspective,
financial outcomes such as purchases and profitability
over time quantify the value to the brand. Value to the
consumer is ultimately whether the consumer perceives
the product or service contributing to personal goals.
Calder and Malthouse (2008) give survey questions for
measuring many experiences. Behavioral measures such
as usage are proxies for consumer value, but may not be
diagnostic. For example, a decrease in the time spent
using the brand suggests that there is something wrong
and consumers are becoming less engaged, which is
likely caused by the brand not contributing to certain
personal goals. Monitoring brand experiences can show
more specifically where the brand is failing.

LEVELS OF ENGAGEMENT THROUGH
DIALOGIC BEHAVIORS

An important question that arises with this process
model of engagement is whether certain types of
engagement interaction and dialogic behaviors are more
effective than others, and if so, why? For example,
clicking “like” for a brand requires far less effort that
writing a review. Should the two forms of engagement
be treated the same? When thinking about the
importance of different forms of engagement, the first
consideration is whether the effect is on the contributor
versus the audience (Malthouse et al., 2013)? The two
must be considered separately. Liking a brand may
affect the person clicking like button (contributor) as
well as those seeing the like. Writing a review may

affect the writer, as well as those who read the review.
The effects may be very different. A person may click
like without thinking about it, and may not even
remember liking the brand the next day. If, however,
this person has many friends (perhaps a celebrity) who
see the like as an endorsement for the brand, the
engagement behavior (liking the brand) could have a
large effect on sales for the brand, yet not affect the
contributor’s purchases. Conversely, someone could
write a lengthy, thoughtful review on a product.

CONCLUSION

Engagement represents more than just a loose term or
something you know when you see it. It is, or should be,
at the heart of thinking about a new paradigm of
marketing. As Calder et al. (2017) puts it, engagement is
a new way of creating brand value. Brand value comes
from a process of experiencing and interacting with the
brand, not from persuading consumers to evaluate a
product benefit more positively. Engagement shifts
marketing attention away from reaching the largest
number of target consumers with a convincing
advertising message, to creating contact opportunities
that are qualitatively rich. It is time to focus attention on
the process model of engagement.
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