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Abstract: In today’s highly competitive situation of brands, marketers have 
acknowledged and embraced the use of brand communities as an effective 
instrument to attract, engage and retain customers. Regardless of extensive 
work on customer engagement in the milieu of social media brand communities 
(SMBC), the nitty-gritty of its factors and their relationships lacks robust 
understanding. In this regard, this study aims to explore factors of customer 
engagement in SMBC and construct hierarchical relationships among these 
factors in the fashion and apparel sector. The study employed a qualitative 
research design through focus group discussions and interviews with industry 
and academic experts. The result thereof is analysed using the interpretive 
structural modelling (ISM) approach. The findings revealed that purchase 
intention and customer-brand co-creation behaviour led to hierarchical order 
followed by customer-brand relationships and brand loyalty. The study is 
limited to the SMBCs of the fashion and apparel sector. Further studies may be 
carried out for different sectors or product categories. This research work has 
significant inferences for academicians and brand practitioners involved in the 
management and promotions of online fashion brand pages to strategise their 
moves towards engaging customers. 

Keywords: social media brand communities; SMBC; customer engagement; 
fashion and apparel; F&A; focus group discussions; FGDs; interpretive 
structural modelling; ISM; purchase intention; customer brand co-creation 
behaviour. 
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This paper is a revised and expanded version of a paper entitled ‘Drivers of 
customer co creation in online brand communities: an Indian perspective’ 
presented at 3rd Annual Conference of Aston India Centre for Applied 
Research organized by Aston India Centre for Applied Research (AICAR), 
Aston Business School, Aston University, Birmingham, B4 7ET, UK, 30–31 
August 2019. 

 

1 Introduction 

Global businesses have become boundary-less with the online age, which has led to the 
digital marketing landscape. The number of internet users worldwide has crossed  
4.5 billion in 2019 (Hootsuite, 2019, 2020). This internet boom has evolved virtual 
businesses and crafted space for social media (viz. Facebook, Instagram, YouTube) and 
its utilisation for building online brand communities (OBCs) worldwide. With the 
advancement of digital tools and technologies, a shift in consumers’ interest is observed, 
and their inclination towards web-based platforms is infallible. Mass penetration of 
digital devices is influencing consumer buying behaviour. Availability and affordability 
of internet services have enabled customers to make purchasing decisions more rationally 
(Chang and Fan, 2017). Consumers’ changing profile (growing disposable income, 
dynamic needs, specific preferences, and advancing lifestyle) has challenged marketers to 
meet ever-rising expectations. The social media presence of various brands makes it more 
imperative for brands to secure and engage customers. Companies establish their 
presence through brand pages and other interactive platforms like blogs, forums on social 
media and the web to achieve this. The fashion and apparels (F&As) sector is no 
exception. Brands like Louis Vuitton’s ‘Nowness’, Burberry’s ‘Art of the Trench’ have 
ensured digital presence through their Facebook and Instagram brand communities. 

Creating a unique brand is a mammoth challenge in today’s competitive F&A market 
due to media clutter (Sung et al., 2010). It has made fashion brands design, implement, 
and manage social media-based communities (SMBC) strategies to capitalise on 
customer engagement (Munnukka et al., 2015). Despite its popularity and wide array of 
scope, scarce studies have explored this domain, especially in apparels. In this regard, 
this study seeks to understand the drivers and outcomes of customer engagement in social 
media-based F&A brand communities and model the interrelationships among these 
factors using focus group discussions (FGDs) and interpretive structural modelling (ISM) 
approach. 

2 Literature review 

Engagement is the participation in beings’ behavioural or emotional actions towards 
something (Vivek et al., 2012). This construct has been studied in subjects like marketing 
(Brodie et al., 2011), sociology (Morimoto and Friedland, 2013), psychology (Garczynski 
et al., 2013), organisational behaviour (Kataria et al., 2012) in the form of conceptual and 
empirical research. Customer engagement refers to a process of reinforcing a person’s  
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interest in organisational activities and apprehending his/her behavioural arrangements 
towards the brand. As brick-and-mortar business shifts to ‘click’ ones, the companies pay 
heed to customer engagement in promising OBCs (Brogi, 2014). Muniz and O’Guinn 
(2001) proposed the brand community concept. They defined it as “a specialised,  
non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social relations among 
admirers of a brand”. OBCs are defined as “a brand community that takes place in a 
virtual setting in which the members’ interaction is primarily internet-mediated” (Füller 
et al., 2007). A thorough investigation of literature (refer to Table 1) in this area indicates 
that studies have been carried out on engaging customers in SMBC. Many studies are 
available relating to antecedents and outcomes of engagement (Gummerus et al., 2012). 
Few have discussed the issues in creating communities (McAlexander et al., 2002b; 
McWilliam, 2000; Bailey et al., 2021). Other research studies deal with customers’ 
relationship with the respective brands and other members of the same brand community 
(Thompson and Sinha, 2008). Table 1 exhibits a detailed summary of select studies on 
customer engagement in SMBC. 

2.1 Customer engagement in social media brand communities (SMBC): drivers 
and outcomes 

Many studies are available relating to drivers and outcomes of engagement. A company’s 
OBCs’ employment can largely help gather data regarding customers’ needs, actual 
preferences, and potential desires. Over 40 million people worldwide are believed to be 
participating and engaging in one or the other form of virtual community (Zaglia, 2013). 
Irastorza and Vega (2017) examined the motivations behind customer engagement in 
SMBC. In a study on online social media gaming by Harrigan et al. (2017), cognitive and 
social benefits are thought to have the maximum encouragement value. In their study, 
Wirtz et al. (2013a) categorised various background factors for customer engagement 
with OBCs in three sets of antecedents. In another study, Dessart et al. (2015) opined that 
loyalty to the brand was one of the drivers in deciding engagement level. Blasco-Arcas  
et al. (2016) contended that customer engagement with the firm influences brands image 
during interactions on the online platforms. Belonging to an OBC may augment 
satisfaction, emotional commitment, and tittle-tattle advertising towards the brand at hand 
(Royo-Vela and Casamassima, 2011). Park and Cho (2012) asserted that commitment to 
SMBC and information-seeking behaviour at the community level are positively related. 
With favourite brands helping to develop the relationship’s quality and increasing 
customer brand loyalty using online communities in Iran, social interactions can be 
enhanced (Hajli et al., 2017). Wirtz et al. (2013b) identified that an engaged customer’s 
shared experiences help in the value creation process, product innovations, spreading the 
good word about the brand and inspiring others to join the brand pages, resulting in 
increased brand equity. In their research of online communities, Armstrong and Hagel 
(1996) also account for increased brand loyalty, better market dispersion, encouraging 
word of mouth spread of brand and developed desire of product. Table 2 represents the 
exhaustive list of factors (drivers and outcomes) gathered from the available literary 
sources in the context of online formed ‘boundary less’ communities. 
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Table 1 Literature review on customer engagement in OBCs 
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Table 1 Literature review on customer engagement in OBCs (continued) 
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Table 1 Literature review on customer engagement in OBCs (continued) 

 S.
 n

o.
 

A
ut

ho
r 

(y
ea

r)
 

P
ro

du
ct

 c
at

eg
or

y 
C

ou
nt

ry
 

Ty
pe

 
C

on
st

ru
ct

s 
us

ed
 

P
ur

po
se

 
F

in
di

ng
s 

10
 

Sa
nt

os
 e

t a
l. 

(2
01

8)
 

Sp
or

ts
 

C
hi

le
 

E
m

pi
ri

ca
l-

qu
an

tit
at

iv
e 

A
tt

it
ud

e 
to

w
ar

ds
 th

e 
sp

on
so

r,
 

co
ng

ru
en

ce
, i

nv
ol

ve
m

en
t, 

re
la

ti
on

sh
ip

 q
ua

lit
y,

 s
ub

je
ct

iv
e 

no
rm

. 

T
o 

ex
am

in
e 

th
e 

im
pa

ct
 o

f 
sp

or
ts

 
sp

on
so

rs
hi

p 
in

 v
ir

tu
al

 b
ra

nd
 

co
m

m
un

iti
es

 (
V

B
C

s)
 o

n 
co

ns
um

er
s’

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t w

it
hi

n 
th

es
e 

co
m

m
un

it
ie

s.
 

T
he

 m
os

t n
ot

ew
or

th
y 

va
ri

ab
le

s 
w

hi
ch

 im
pa

ct
 e

ng
ag

em
en

t 
ar

e 
at

tit
ud

e 
to

w
ar

ds
 th

e 
sp

on
so

r,
 c

on
gr

ue
nc

e,
 a

nd
 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
p 

qu
al

ity
 o

f 
th

e 
V

B
C

. 

11
 

Is
la

m
 a

nd
 

R
ah

m
an

 (
20

17
) 

R
es

po
nd

en
t 

S
pe

ci
fi

c 
In

di
a 

E
m

pi
ri

ca
l-

qu
an

tit
at

iv
e 

Sy
st

em
 q

ua
li

ty
, i

nf
or

m
at

io
n 

qu
al

ity
, v

ir
tu

al
 in

te
ra

ct
iv

ity
, 

re
w

ar
d,

 c
us

to
m

er
 e

ng
ag

em
en

t, 
br

an
d 

lo
ya

lty
. 

T
o 

in
ve

st
ig

at
e 

m
ot

iv
at

io
na

l d
ri

ve
rs

 
of

 c
us

to
m

er
s’

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t w

it
h 

on
li

ne
 c

om
m

un
it

ie
s 

an
d 

al
so

 to
 

ex
pl

or
e 

w
he

th
er

 a
nd

 h
ow

 
co

m
m

un
ity

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
s 

lik
e 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

qu
al

ity
, s

ys
te

m
 q

ua
lit

y,
 

vi
rt

ua
l i

nt
er

ac
tiv

ity
, a

nd
 r

ew
ar

ds
 

af
fe

ct
 c

us
to

m
er

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t. 

E
ac

h 
of

 th
e 

sa
id

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
s 

po
si

ti
ve

ly
 in

fl
ue

nc
es

 
cu

st
om

er
 e

ng
ag

em
en

t, 
w

it
h 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

qu
al

ity
 a

nd
 v

ir
tu

al
 

in
te

ra
ct

iv
ity

 ta
ki

ng
 th

e 
le

ad
. C

us
to

m
er

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t e

xh
ib

it
s 

a 
st

ro
ng

 p
os

iti
ve

 im
pa

ct
 o

n 
br

an
d 

lo
ya

lty
. I

m
pa

ct
 o

f 
fo

ur
 

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s 

of
 o

nl
in

e 
br

an
d 

co
m

m
un

it
ie

s 
on

 c
us

to
m

er
 

en
ga

ge
m

en
t w

as
 in

va
ri

ab
le

 a
cr

os
s 

m
al

es
 a

nd
 f

em
al

es
. 

12
 

M
ar

tí
ne

z-
L

óp
ez

 
et

 a
l. 

(2
01

7)
 

R
es

po
nd

en
t 

S
pe

ci
fi

c 
- 

E
m

pi
ri

ca
l-

qu
an

tit
at

iv
e 

Sp
on

so
r’

s 
co

nt
ro

l, 
sp

on
so

r’
s 

op
po

rt
un

is
m

, O
B

C
 e

xp
er

ie
nc

e,
 

O
B

C
 tr

us
t, 

O
B

C
 id

en
ti

fi
ca

tio
n,

 
O

B
C

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t, 

sa
ti

sf
ac

ti
on

, 
O

B
C

 p
ar

ti
ci

pa
tio

n.
 

T
o 

ex
pl

ic
at

e 
O

B
C

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t o

f 
m

em
be

rs
 a

nd
 e

xp
la

in
 th

ei
r 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
ps

 w
ith

 o
th

er
 m

em
be

rs
 

an
d 

w
ith

 th
e 

co
m

m
un

it
y 

sp
on

so
r 

by
 p

ro
po

si
ng

 a
 c

on
ce

pt
ua

l m
od

el
 

in
co

rp
or

at
in

g 
fa

ct
or

s 
lik

e 
br

an
d 

tr
us

t, 
O

B
C

 id
en

tif
ic

at
io

n,
 a

nd
 s

o 
on

 
w

it
h 

O
B

C
 e

ng
ag

em
en

t p
la

yi
ng

 a
 

ke
y 

ro
le

. 

U
si

ng
 th

e 
co

m
m

un
ity

 f
or

 m
ai

nl
y 

co
m

m
er

ci
al

 p
ur

po
se

s 
ha

s 
a 

ne
ga

ti
ve

 e
ff

ec
t. 

13
 

C
hi

an
g 

et
 a

l. 
(2

01
7)

 
E

le
ct

ro
ni

cs
 

(M
ob

il
e 

Ph
on

es
) 

T
ai

w
an

 
E

m
pi

ri
ca

l-
qu

an
tit

at
iv

e 
C

us
to

m
er

 le
ar

ni
ng

, l
ea

rn
in

g 
m

ot
iv

at
io

ns
, s

at
is

fa
ct

io
n,

 
lo

ya
lty

, c
us

to
m

er
 e

ng
ag

em
en

t 
be

ha
vi

ou
r.

 

T
o 

bu
ild

 u
p 

a 
cu

st
om

er
-l

ea
rn

in
g 

m
od

el
 in

 c
on

te
xt

 o
f 

on
lin

e 
br

an
d 

co
m

m
un

iti
es

. 

L
ea

rn
in

g 
m

ot
iv

at
io

n 
an

d 
co

lla
bo

ra
ti

ve
 le

ar
ni

ng
 a

re
 tw

o 
co

re
 c

om
po

ne
nt

s 
of

 c
us

to
m

er
 le

ar
ni

ng
 th

at
 p

os
iti

ve
ly

 
in

fl
ue

nc
e 

sa
ti

sf
ac

ti
on

, w
hi

ch
 in

 tu
rn

 h
as

 a
 p

os
iti

ve
 in

fl
ue

nc
e 

on
 c

us
to

m
er

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t b

eh
av

io
ur

s 
(C

E
B

s)
 a

nd
 lo

ya
lty

. 

14
 

P
on

gp
ae

w
 e

t a
l. 

(2
01

7)
 

IT
 

T
ha

il
an

d 
E

m
pi

ri
ca

l-
qu

al
it

at
iv

e 
C

us
to

m
er

 b
ra

nd
 e

ng
ag

em
en

t, 
pe

rc
ei

ve
d 

so
ci

al
 p

re
se

nc
e,

 b
ra

nd
 

pe
rc

ep
ti

on
, p

ro
du

ct
 k

no
w

le
dg

e,
 

re
tu

rn
 p

ag
e 

vi
si

ts
, b

ra
nd

 tr
us

t, 
br

an
d 

lo
ya

lty
. 

T
o 

kn
ow

 th
e 

vi
ew

s 
of

 m
an

ag
er

s 
an

d 
us

er
s 

to
w

ar
ds

 c
us

to
m

er
 b

ra
nd

 
en

ga
ge

m
en

t (
C

B
E

).
 A

ls
o,

 to
 

ex
am

in
e 

th
e 

ef
fe

ct
s 

of
 p

er
ce

iv
ed

 
so

ci
al

 p
re

se
nc

e 
on

 C
B

E
 in

 a
 

co
rp

or
at

e 
F

ac
eb

oo
k 

w
or

ld
. 

C
or

po
ra

te
 F

ac
eb

oo
k 

si
te

s 
w

ith
 h

ig
h 

SP
 f

un
ct

io
ns

 f
os

te
r 

en
ga

ge
m

en
t o

n 
em

ot
io

na
l, 

co
gn

iti
ve

 a
nd

 b
eh

av
io

ur
al

 le
ve

ls
. 

PS
P 

en
ha

nc
es

 p
ro

du
ct

 k
no

w
le

dg
e 

an
d 

en
co

ur
ag

es
 r

et
ur

n 
pa

ge
 v

is
it

s.
 C

B
E

 a
nd

 P
SP

 b
ui

ld
 b

ra
nd

 tr
us

t a
nd

 lo
ya

lt
y.

 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   66 P. Rajpal et al.    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

Table 1 Literature review on customer engagement in OBCs (continued) 
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Table 1 Literature review on customer engagement in OBCs (continued) 
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Table 1 Literature review on customer engagement in OBCs (continued) 
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Table 2 Customer engagement factors recognised through research literature 
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2.2 Customer engagement in ‘F&A’ SMBC 

Studies advocate that fashion is allied to self-concept, which incorporates the realisation 
of self (McNeill, 2018; Titton, 2015). Kim and Jin (2006) contended that apparel retailers 
selling an assortment of textiles merchandise to young teens in the market had the 
maximum representation of the OBCs. Hollebeek et al. (2017) pointed that the Louis 
Vuitton OBC developed eight-component engagement community practice components 
such as greeting, regulating, assisting, celebrating, appreciating, empathising, mingling, 
and ranking the OBC consciousness. Pihl (2014) emphasised that Sweden’s fashion 
bloggers who, along with their readers, create a kind of community aligned on chic. An 
elevated level of commitment with affective orientation with a fashion brand leads to 
greater motivation towards the brand-customer relationship (Choi et al., 2010). 

Luxury fashion brand communities are being differentiated from non-luxury fashion 
brand communities in the context of motivation for engagement with them. In this 
direction, Irastorza and Perez-Vega (2017) have proved that participants learn more 
towards online Luxury fashion brand communities because of emotional, brand-related, 
and utilitarian drivers. Chang and Fan (2017) examined the Taiwanese Facebook fashion 
brand user’s context, the determinants of the uninterrupted customer-brand relationships 
via company-hosted social networking sites were examined. In their view, the comfort of 
linking to a Facebook fan page and its basic usage has increased the attractiveness of fast 
fashion brands on social network platforms demonstrated by ‘likes’ and ‘shares’. 

2.3 Research gaps 

Although the studies on engagement are enough developed, there is a need to understand 
this construct in OBCs better (Bitter and Grabner-Kräuter, 2016). A thorough 
investigation of literature indicates few gaps in the light of which the recent research 
piece is attempted. Many researchers have developed CE frameworks in brand 
communities where numerous antecedents and consequences were conceptually 
proposed, but their causal relationship needs to be investigated empirically (O’Brien  
et al., 2015). For this purpose, the qualitative preposition of antecedents and 
consequences of CE in SMBC identified, which sets the premises of this study. Also, 
there is a lack of focus on this concept in developing economies like India, where social 
media marketing’s potential is quite high (Hollebeek, 2018). Regardless of the 
progressing research on CE in SMBC, the results fail to extend specificity to brand or 
industry, especially in the high involvement categories like the fashion industry needs to 
be explored (Islam and Rahman, 2016b). Based on these gaps, researchers propose to 
look at the interrelationships among the drivers and outcomes of consumer engagement 
(CE) in online fashion brand communities with the use of ISM in the context. 

3 Methodology 

The methodology for this research work has been adapted from Maheshwari et al. (2018). 
Three methodological steps are employed to probe into engagement factors and explore 
the hierarchical relationships among the factors as discussed below. 
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3.1 Research design 

Step one extensively probed into the existing literature to gather information about the 
factors (drivers and outcomes) of customer engagement in SMBC. Step two employed 
focus group1 discussions (FGDs) to get insights into real-time consumer participation in 
SMBC to explore more specific factors to achieve study objectives. Step three used these 
responses for experts structured interviews, which helped to refine the study for further 
analysis using ISM2. The application of ISM can help identify and understand a complex 
pattern of conceptual relations and hierarchical influence between the components of a 
system (Sage, 1977). Apart from marketing, ISM has been used in many research areas 
like education (Sahney et al., 2010); cross-cultural communication (Jedlicka and Meyer, 
1980); energy conservation (Saxena et al., 1990); vendor selection (Mandal and 
Deshmukh, 1994; Haq and Kannan, 2007); waste management (Sharma et al., 1995); 
relationship marketing (Gupta and Sahu, 2013); knowledge management (Singh et al., 
2003); tourism (Lin and Yeh, 2013); logistics outsourcing (Qureshi et al., 2007); and 
manufacturing (Faisal et al., 2006). 

3.1.1 Why literature review? 

This research needs to investigate human behaviour, which cannot be abstracted, so a 
deductive process is followed based on exploring the conceptualisations of customer 
engagement from the review of the literature. 

3.1.2 Why FGDs? 

Researchers adopted this exploratory qualitative approach to get the answers to questions 
like ‘what is happening, ‘what is the new dimension to the existing one’, etc. (Robson, 
2002) by encouraging participants to reveal their views and share their experiences by 
interacting in a natural way. Face-to-face FGDs are less time consuming and more 
popular than other qualitative techniques like ethnography (Calder, 1977). Thus, the 
current research employed focus groups with the intent to get consumer responses about 
their participation in SMBC in the new light. 

3.1.3 Why ISM? 

ISM is conducted to obtain the apprised opinions of specialists. Also, it seems to be 
suitable while understanding and identifying certain phenomenal relationships, probably 
in the specific sector (Saunders et al., 2009; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). 

3.2 Sampling and process: FGD 

FGDs were conducted with higher secondary school students, college students and young 
office goers as they are considered to have experience of participating in communities on 
social media. Three FGDs [using Dominick and Wimmer’s (2003) guidelines; Lindlof 
and Taylor, 2002; Denzin and Lincoln, 1998] were conducted with a purposive 
convenience sample of different age groups and varied educational levels to get the 
benefit of comprehensive, diverse, unbiased, non-skewed ideas and opinions. 
Respondents’ profiles were kept different based on the need mentioned in various studies 
that different individuals have different CECE-related needs that should be traced 
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separately testing on the demographical basis or even psycho-graphical basis (Rather  
et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2017). Additionally, many authors have mentioned interactivity, 
brand knowledge, membership duration, propensity and experience of interaction, etc., 
may also moderate the variables (Wirtz et al., 2013a; Dessart et al., 2015). Researchers 
followed the ideal size for a focus group 6–12 as less than six may exclude varied 
opinions. With more than 12, each member’s participation might become a challenge 
(Lindlof and Taylor, 2002). With the help of challenging FGDs, researchers have 
attempted to effectively handle the group dynamism striking a required equilibrium amid 
a free-form conversation and organised session (Krueger, 2002). Demographics of group 
participants are presented in Table 3. 

Session durations were limited to one hour, which allowed researchers to build 
confidence and understanding with the FG participants, a fundamental thing to capture 
data successfully (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998). To ascertain participants’ interest in the 
study, chocolates and other refreshments were given during each FGDs and discussions 
were conducted in an informal space setting which stimulated the free flow of ideas (Lunt 
and Livingstone, 1996). Additionally, to record the comments, discussions were video 
recorded unobtrusively (Fielding, 1993). Two colleagues of the researcher were 
appointed as observers who noted down all the participant points for future reference. 
Significant CE factors were identified from the literature review, which was used to 
formulate relevant question statements for FGDs. All the participants had a decent 
knowledge of the subject at hand as they were members of different brand communities 
online. The discussion was started with an introduction of participants, researcher then 
initiated the discussion to get their opinions on statements like: ‘active participation or 
passive participation depends on some motivational drivers’, ‘type of community 
members play an important role for others to engage themselves’. Also, views of 
participants were sought about possible deterrents and outcomes of customer engagement 
in SMBC. Their opinions and experience were obtained about their motivations for 
participating and engaging in social media brand pages. Spontaneous follow-up was 
probed in between for any clarifications and elaborations to drive these discussions in the 
right direction. Saturation in findings was achieved during the third discussion round, and 
hence further rounds were ceased. The goal was to attain detailed factors (drivers and 
outcomes) of customer engagement in SMBus. With the findings, various factors of 
customer engagement substantiated by existing literature got narrowed down. 

Table 3 Demographics of Focus group participants. 

Demographics Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

Number of participants 10 12 9 

Gender Female-5 Female-2 Female-4 

 Male-5 Male-10 Male-5 

Occupation Graduate students Industry executives School students 

Age 21–25 27–38 16–20 

3.3 Sampling and process: ISM 

To organise the obtained factors in the context of customer engagement in F&A SMBC 
and to develop the hierarchical relationship between them more meticulously, a data 
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collection interview form was made and sent to the experts for their opinions. Interviews 
sessions were conducted with academicians (five experts in the marketing area) and 
industry personnel (three experts from the fashion sector) who were asked to mention the 
recognised variables’ associations. Further analysis was done using ISM, which in 
general is driven by seven steps (Faisal et al., 2006) followed in subsequent parts of this 
research, and the procedural research design is presented in Figure 1. Such contextual 
relationships laid the foundation for developing the structural self-interaction matrix 
(SSIM) by providing the link showing which variable leads to another, as discussed in the 
subsequent sections (Barve et al., 2008; Ishizaka and Labib, 2013). 

Figure 1 Detailed research methodology process for the current study 

   

 

Source: Adapted from Gupta and Sahu (2013), Maheshwari et al. (2018) and 
Khan and Rahman (2015) 
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4 Interpretation and analysis 

4.1 Identifying research variables from FGD 

Analysis of respondents’ views was done by transcribing the notes and video recordings 
of the sessions. The prevalent feeling in the group was that information is a vital, 
engaging driver. One of the participating members (female, 32) said: “Information about 
new product launch is what matters to her. It is the rational discretion to engage”. 
Another Female, 24, also engages herself through reading reviews to know about the 
brand’s quality before purchasing. “Many a times brand pages help in getting customers 
introduced to a product”, she added. Another female, 23, talked about something extra 
beyond the basic product and social networking like emotional experience, which can be 
considered a driver. For many others, entertainment and relaxation are the reasons for 
getting engaged in brands online. It was found that students were more interested in 
connecting with like-minded community members. 

In contrast, for office goer (male, 35), socialisation is not a motivational factor, but 
the brand value in a peer group is, for the sake of self-image enhancement. If a brand is 
popular and active, he will like to be associated. Another factor that was nominated by 
most of the people is the interactivity of brands. Male, 25, is a member of the marvel 
community on social media. The interacting feature is the driver, where a person can 
communicate directly and hassle-free with the brand. Here is a female, 23, who has never 
been a part of any brand community but thinks of monetary benefits as a strong driver of 
customer engagement with brands. Two males, 24 and 26 respectively, are also interested 
in getting incentives and discounts with community participation. The popularity of the 
brand in a positive way is yet another driver. According to a few participants like this 
male, 24 said that even if he does not use Louis Philippe, he may still join the page 
because of its positive brand image. Sometimes, customers identify themselves with the 
brand, which supports the belief the person also stands for. Most participants agreed that 
loyalty, feedback, brand recall, word of mouth, increased loyalty, aspiration towards 
brands are important outcomes of customer engagement in SMBus. Another male, 19, 
considered word of mouth as the driver to join a community and the outcome of positive 
engagement. This male, 21, believes that customers may be committed to the brand but 
not to the other community members. 18 is a part of the Zara online review community 
and relies heavily on reviews. 

4.1.1 Finalisation of CE Variables for analysis 

Through transcription, responses were then marked as they expressively related to 
different categories (Lindlof and Taylor, 2002). This process is known as coding, a tool 
for managing the data that ‘labelled, separated, compiled, and organised the data’ 
(Charmaz, 1983). Table 4 demonstrates the list of factors, thus, derived, which have been 
used as stepping prerequisites for input data for subsequent interviews to build a model 
through ISM (Reagan, 2006). 
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Table 4 Finalised 14 variables (factors of customer engagement in brand communities on 
social media) 
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5 Application of ISM for model validation 

The variables, thus, finalised, have been analysed using the ISM approach, which 
represents the interrelationships amongst them. The rationale behind the classification of 
variables is to examine the driving power and dependence power between them (Gupta 
and Sahu, 2013). 

5.1 Contextual relationships among CE factors in the context of F&A sector 

A data collection form was sent to the experts to derive the interrelations of the final 14 
variables of customer engagement with F&A SMBC. These close relationships signify 
the associations representing if one variable leads to another. This arrangement provides 
the basis for SSIM as conferred in the subsequent step (Ishizaka and Labib, 2013). 

5.2 Developing a SSIM 

The relative direction of the linkages between any two variables (say x and y) is found 
out using contextual relationships (Thakkar et al., 2005) as recommended by experts. 
This following code pattern was used: 

 ‘V’ = x leads to y (but y does not lead to x) 

 ‘A’ = y leads to x (but x does not lead to y) 

 ‘X’ = x and y help to attain each other 

 ‘O’ = x and y are not related to each other. 

SSIM is constructed based on the contextual relationships obtained from the  
above-mentioned coding approach, as illustrated in Table 5. 

Table 5 Structural self-interaction matrix 

Variables 14 13 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 

V1 A V O V V O V A O A V V V 

V2 O A V V O V A A V O A O  

V3 A X V O V V V A V A V   

V4 O A V V O V V A O A    

V5 A V O O V O V V V     

V6 A A V A V X A A      

V7 A V O V O V V       

V8 O A V V V O        

V9 A A V O V         

V10 A O A A          

V11 A A V           

V12 O A            

V13 A             

V14              
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5.3 Developing a reachability matrix 

Following doctrines (Barve et al., 2008) is used to replace the codes’ V’, ‘A’, ‘X’ and ‘O’ 
with binary numbers 1 and 0 to transform SSIM into initial reachability matrix: 

 If the (x, y) value in the SSIM is ‘V’, it makes the (x, y) value of the reachability 
matrix 1 while (y, x) value cracks into 0. 

 If the (x, y) value in the SSIM is ‘A’, it makes the (x, y) value of the reachability 
matrix 0 while (y, x) value becomes 1. 

 If the (x, y) value in the SSIM is ‘X’, it makes the (x, y) value of the reachability 
matrix 1 while (y, x) value also befits 1. 

 If the (x, y) value in the SSIM is ‘0’, it makes the (x, y) value of the reachability 
matrix 0 while (y, x) value to be transformed into 0. 

The reachability matrix for the 14 dimensions of customer engagement in F&A SMBC is 
established with these principles, as shown in Table 6. 

Table 6 Reachability matrix 

Variables 
Variables Driving 

power V1 V2 V3 V4 V5 V6 V7 V8 V9 V10 V11 V12 V13 V14 

V1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 8 

V2 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 5 

V3 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 8 

V4 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 6 

V5 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 9 

V6 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 4 

V7 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 10 

V8 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 6 

V9 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 4 

V10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

V11 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 4 

V12 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 2 

V13 0 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 9 

V14 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 10 

Dependence 4 6 6 6 2 10 3 7 8 10 8 9 6 1  

5.4 Partitioning the reachability matrix into levels 

After developing SSIM and its transformation to the reachability matrix, each variable 
was defined to develop reachability and antecedent set. Eventually, such a process is 
done to identify each point of intersection of these two sets for all the variables. In this 
step, partitioning is done by recognising the variable for which both the sets (reachability 
and intersection) comes alike. Thus, such a variable is positioned at the top of the 
hierarchy and omitted from the base list. Table 7 manifests that variable 10, i.e., purchase 
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intention, is partitioned at level I in the F&A industry. So, it is kept at the top of the ISM 
hierarchical model. Collective level partitioning is shown in Table 8, which illustrates the 
result of all the iterations carried out. 

Table 7 Iteration i of level partition 

Variables Reachability set Antecedent set Intersection set Level 

V1 1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 10, 11, 13 1, 5, 7, 14 1  

V2 2, 6, 9, 11, 12 1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 13 2  

V3 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13 1, 3, 5, 7, 13, 14 3, 13  

V4 2, 4, 8, 9, 11, 12 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 13 4  

V5 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10, 13 5, 14 5  

V6 6, 9, 10, 12 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 13, 
14 

6, 9  

V7 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 13 5, 7, 14 7  

V8 2, 6, 8, 10, 11, 12 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 13 8  

V9 6, 9, 10, 12 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 13, 14 6, 9  

V10 10 1, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 
14 

10 I 

V11 6, 10, 11, 12 1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 11, 13, 14 11  

V12 10, 12 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13 12  

V13 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13 1, 3, 5, 7, 13, 14 3, 13  

V14 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11, 13, 
14 

14 14  

Table 8 Combined result of level partitions table 

Variables Reachability set Antecedent set Intersection set Level 

V1 1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 10, 11, 13 1, 5, 7, 14 1 IX 

V2 2, 6, 9, 11, 12 1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 13 2 V 

V3 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13 1, 3, 5, 7, 13, 14 3, 13 VIII 

V4 2, 4, 8, 9, 11, 12 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 13 4 VII 

V5 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10, 13 5, 14 5 XI 

V6 6, 9, 10, 12 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 
13, 14 

6, 9 III 

V7 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 13 5, 7, 14 7 X 

V8 2, 6, 8, 10, 11, 12 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 13 8 VI 

V9 6, 9, 10, 12 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 13, 14 6, 9 III 

V10 10 1, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 
12, 14 

10 I 

V11 6, 10, 11, 12 1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 11, 13, 14 11 IV 

V12 10, 12 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 
13 

12 II 

V13 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13 1, 3, 5, 7, 13, 14 3,13 VIII 

V14 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11, 13, 
14 

14 14 XII 
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5.5 Constructing the ISM model of customer engagement in F&A SMBC 

Repeated iterations resulted in the identification of the level of each factor responsible for 
customers’ engagement in F&A SMBC through partitioning of the reachability matrix. 
Removal of transitivities is followed next by the ISM methodology as enlightened by 
Thakkar et al. (2005). As adapted from Maheshwari et al.’s (2018) research works, the 
ISM approach included the steps mentioned in Figure 1. the reachability matrix 
development resulted in driving power and dependence of each of the 14 variables (refer 
Table 6), which facilitated the level partitioning through multiple iterations (refer Tables 
7 and 8). The concluding hierarchy was developed with level portioning based on driving 
power and dependence (refer to Figure 2). The variables with strong DP and weak D (i.e., 
Independent variable) should form the ISM hierarchy base. The same is reflected in the 
developed ISM diagraph of the present research work to attain this study’s final 
objective; interrelationships among these factors are figured out. Variable nodes are 
replaced with statements that transform the digraph into an ISM. 

Figure 2 Hierarchical relationship among variables of customer engagement in F&A 
communities on social media 
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5.6 MICMAC analysis 

MICMAC stands for ‘matrix impact cross-reference multiplication applied to a 
classification’ (Maheshwari et al., 2018). Multiplication properties of matrices allowed 
categorisation of variables (as ‘driving’ and ‘dependent’ variables) based on their powers 
achieved in the reachability matrix (see Table 6). After establishing the dependence and 
driving power for these factors in the hierarchical model (see Figure 2), the factors were 
divided into four groups through MICMAC analysis (Barve et al., 2008). This facilitated 
categorisation of customer engagement factors in the F&A sector into four sets, i.e., 
autonomous, dependent, linkage and independent (Barve et al., 2008). Figure 3 illustrates 
the holistic identification and analysis of dependence and driving power for customer 
engagement factors with specific reference to customer engagement in F&A SMBC done 
through MICMAC analysis. From the figure, it is apparent that none of the factors falls 
under the category of linkage variables which makes it evident that there is no instability 
amongst the factors. 

Figure 3 MICMAC analysis (see online version for colours) 

 

Further, V2 (brand likeability) and V4 (perceived brand image) are counted as 
autonomous variables (with moderate dependence and moderate driving power), which is 
linked with other strong variables that can have an impact on the value of customer 
engagement. Otherwise, they are relatively disconnected. Independent factors with strong 
driving power and weak dependence are found at the base of hierarchy as V1 
(entertainment), V3 (social benefits), V5 (information search), V7 (brand interactivity), 
V13 (reward seeking) and V14 (brand self-congruity). These are the most influential 
factors in determining customer engagement in a SMBC in the said sector and thus 
require due consideration. In contrast, V6 (customer-brand relationship), V8 (self-image 
enhancement), V9 (brand loyalty), V10 (purchase intention), V11 (brand love), V12  
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(co-creation behaviour) are found to be the dependent variables, and they need  
well-planned execution. 

6 Findings and discussion 

Based on the contextual relationships, variables with high driving power are found out to 
be brand self-congruity, information, brand interactivity, and entertainment. All of these 
have a high level of influential power and demonstrate a low degree of dependence. 
Combined effects of all these factors may lead to perceived brand image, self-image 
enhancement, brand likeability, and brand love, which may act both as drivers and 
outcomes, further leading to customer-brand relationship and brand loyalty again at the 
same level. On the other hand, purchase intention has become the most dependent factor, 
followed by customer brand co-creation behaviour signifying their high dependence. 
These bottom level variables have strong driving powers, thus called ‘drivers’ of the said 
phenomena, leading to one another. The obtained findings are in line with the previous 
studies (France et al., 2018), which advocate brand-self-congruity and interactivity 
provides room for co-creation of the brand. Literature suggests that entertaining content, 
rewards, and social interactions drive users to get motivated to engage with brands on 
social media, which positively influences purchase intention (Thakkar et al., 2005; 
Dessart et al., 2015). Also, customers’ engagement is highly dependent on their interest 
in how they identify themselves with the fashion brand. Self-brand congruity is said to 
positively impact customer engagement, which in turn influences brand loyalty positively 
(Islam et al., 2018). As this study witnessed, Irastorzaa and Perez-Vegab (2017) also 
support that customers are more inclined towards online luxury fashion brand 
communities due to love for the brand, functional and brand-related motives. 

7 Implications 

Understanding customers’ underlying motivations towards their participation in F&A 
SMBC is the key for marketers to develop better strategies for customer engagement. The 
ISM model developed in this paper acts as a top management tool to understand/identify 
the key factors. Fashion brands may indulge in entertaining and worthwhile experiences 
to get users engaged with them in this quest. As indicated by findings, co-creation 
behaviour in customers can be facilitated by recognising, categorising, and 
comprehending the factors that motivate them to engage in OBCs of F&A brands. The 
study also serves to apprise brand community practitioners of the degree of influence of 
various motivational drivers that lead to purchase intention amongst online users of F&A 
brands. 

8 Conclusions, limitations, and future research directions 

Brand community is the imperative building block in the overall management of the 
brand. To create a thriving community, marketers need to focus on customer engagement 
(Munjal et al., 2019). However, it is not the outcome rather a process; if it is 
constructively managed will lead to word of mouth, customer loyalty, purchase intention, 
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co-creation behaviour. The current study has attempted to gather the crucial factors 
determining the driving forces behind customers’ engagement towards F&A online 
communities. A multiple method approach is employed to cater to the objectives like 
thoroughly-explored literature, FGDs, and expert interviews and put the results in an 
analysis using ISM. The model so formed represents the structure of a complex issue of 
concern in a carefully calculated arrangement inferring graphics and words (Attri et al., 
2013). Many studies have adopted ISM as an initial method for model development for 
validation of results and proposed the employment of quantitative methods further 
(Alawamleh and Popplewell, 2011; Lin and Yeh, 2013; Thakkar et al., 2008). Hence, this 
study also could be taken ahead for hypothesis development tested quantitatively using 
other multivariate analysis techniques like structural equation modelling for a robust 
conceptual framework. 
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Notes 

1 Focus groups are considered a “group interviewing technique used to understand consumer 
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2 ISM is a used to convert and solve vague, inadequate or complex pattern of variables or 
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