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Abstract: In the digital marketing era, businesses and customers widely use 
online brand communities (OBC). Customers use OBC to obtain information 
about products and others’ shared experiences to make better purchase 
decisions. Businesses use OBC to communicate with, connect with, and 
develop closer ties with their customers. However, increasing customer 
engagement (CE) in these communities is a challenge for businesses. While 
many models regarding engagement have been proposed by researchers in 
various geographic contexts, a gap in the literature remains regarding this topic 
for emerging Balkan countries. This study aims to propose a model that 
identifies factors that are positively and significantly related to CE, and by 
analysing CE’s effect on value co-creation as a consequence. We focus on four 
countries of the Balkan region, using a sample of 764 survey respondents. We 
document a positive and significant impact of three independent variables in 
determining CE – ease of use, rewards and recognition, and brand commitment,  
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as well as a strong effect of CE on value co-creation. Our results can be used by 
businesses in transition economies to increase customer engagement through 
co-creation with their respective customers. 

Keywords: customer engagement; CE; online brand communities; OBC;  
co-creation; Balkan countries. 
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1 Introduction 

Rapidly expanding worldwide internet penetration has led to significant economic shifts. 
It is changing the way businesses interact with one another, and with their customers as 
well. In this changing business environment, the new economy, also known as internet 
economy or digital economy has emerged. One of the main characteristics of this 
economy is the connectivity of its actors (Carlsson, 2004), leading to new ways of 
business–customer interaction (Petrescu and Krishen, 2023). 

A digital engagement ecosystem is defined as a group of virtual platforms where 
businesses can interact and co-create value with their customers (Breidbach et al., 2014). 
Within this ecosystem, social media is considered a powerful tool for creating and 
maintaining customer relationships with brands (Itani et al., 2020). Social networks (SN) 
are a type of social media, used to track and influence customer behaviour toward brands 
and products (Sundararaj and Rejeesh, 2021). Social network visitors can connect, 
communicate and cooperate with one another, as well as exchange information and 
resources. This makes SN an ideal tool for creating online brand communities (OBC). 
OBCs foster customer relationships and enable customers and businesses to share and 
exchange brand information and products (Chavadi et al., 2023). Businesses aim to 
engage customers in their brand discussions in these communities, which is considered 
vital for brand community success (Kumar and Kumar, 2020). So, studies show  
that OBCs have a positive impact on fostering customer engagement (CE) and  
customer-brand relationship (Martinez-Lopez et al., 2021). OBCs are considered a great 
tool to study CE in SN, because of: 

1 customer-customer and customer-brand relationship creation (Xi and Hamari, 2020) 

2 user-generated content which leads to higher purchase intentions (Mayrhofer et al., 
2020) 

3 brand-focused communities (Cheng et al., 2020). 

Due to its positive impact on customers’ attitudes toward brands and their purchase 
intentions (Kaur et al., 2020), CE in OBCs attracted the attention of many researchers. 

Despite the studies focused in developed countries, when it comes to Western Balkan 
countries, a lack of studies related to factors affecting CE in brand communities, is noted. 
There are few studies focused on the impact of social media usage on customer behaviour 
in general (Rrustemi and Jusufi, 2021) or specifically on customer purchase intentions 
and loyalty (Gubatova, 2020). Other studies are mainly related to the impact of  
e-marketing on brand loyalty (Ukaj and Mullatahiri, 2019), the impact of eWOM on 
purchase intentions (Kajtazi and Zeqiri, 2020), the impact of online reviews on online 
bookings (Jashari and Rrustemi, 2018), etc. Recently, the study of Jashari-Mani and 
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Zeqiri (2023) investigated factors that drive CE in OBC in Western Balkan countries and 
the consequences that come from CE in OBC. Our paper aims to respond to this study’s 
call for future research, by expanding this study through providing a new CE model that 
includes other factors that also drive CE in OBCs and by evaluating the effect of CE on 
value co-creation. Therefore, this study aims to shed light on this topic, contributing to 
digital marketing literature and practice. 

2 Literature review 

2.1 Customer engagement 

Different authors defined the concept of CE. In general, it is described as interaction and 
cooperation with brand communities (Brodie, et al., 2013) and other community members 
(Algesheimer et al., 2005). It has been studied in the context of existing theories, and 
sometimes it has been treated as an extension of some of them. Some authors define it as 
a new perspective of customer management (Van Doorn et al., 2010; Verhoef et al., 
2010). Others relate it to customer relationship marketing (Hollebeek, 2011; Islam and 
Rahman, 2016; Brodie, et al., 2013; Breidbach et al., 2014), S-D logic (Vargo and Lusch, 
2004; 2008; Vargo, 2009), social identity theory (Algesheimer et al., 2005; Casalo et al., 
2010) and social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Hollebeek, 2011). 

Most of the studies in marketing literature define CE as a multi-dimensional concept, 
with only a few of them treating it as a uni-dimensional concept (Algesheimer et al., 
2005; Gummerus et al., 2012; Sprott et al., 2009). The vast majority of authors are 
supporters of the thought that CE has three main dimensions, namely cognitive, affective, 
and behavioural (Brodie et al., 2013; Chan et al., 2014; Hollebeek, 2011; Hollebeek et al., 
2014; Hollebeek and Chen, 2014). CE in social media is manifested in different activities 
like writing comments, sharing content, spreading electronic word of mouth, looking for 
information, user-generated content, etc. (Van Doorn et al., 2010). 

2.2 Online brand communities and customer engagement 

OBC are virtual, non-physical groups of members with similar or the same brand 
preferences and interests, who share brand information and experiences (De Valck et al., 
2009; Stokbürger-Sauer, 2010). In general, brand communities’ members have different 
benefits like social, economic (Gwinner et al., 1998) and entertainment as well 
(Mathwick and Rigdon, 2001), features which apply also for OBC (Nadeem et al., 2020). 
While CE may have different engagement subjects like brands, communities, media, etc. 
(Dessart et al., 2015), there are different reasons why people get engaged in OBCs. Many 
authors developed different conceptual models explaining factors affecting CE in OBCs 
(antecedents) and the consequences of CE. 

Hollebeek and Chen’s model (2014) explains that perceived brand actions, 
performance, value, innovativeness, responsiveness, and delivery of brand promise are 
factors affecting CE. Another model, one of Van Doorn et al. (2010), lists three 
antecedents of CE, namely: customer-based, firm-based, and context-based. Whereas 
Barger et al. (2016) model specifies five factors affecting CE, related to a brand, product, 
customer, content, and social media. In addition to these models, Chan et al. (2014) 
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added some other factors, namely: system support, community value, freedom of 
expression, and rewards and recognition. 

2.3 Factors impacting customer engagement in online brand communities 

2.3.1 Ease of use 
According to Kim et al. (2008), ease of using social media means that its users are 
provided with the necessary infrastructure and tools to easily communicate and interact 
with each other. This includes navigation (Reibstein, 2002) and information access 
without much effort (Pavlou and Fygenson, 2006). Studies show that if social media is 
perceived as easy to use, customers are more likely to get engaged by its content (Chan  
et al., 2014; Kwon and Wen, 2010; Ribbink et al., 2004). Casalo et al. (2010) find that 
brand communities that are easily used have higher CE, while Lin (2006) finds that the 
ease of using an OBC has a positive effect on the intention to get engaged in that OBC. 
Also, McLean and Wilson’s (2019) research indicates that perceived ease of use (EU)was 
found to positively influence brand engagement in retailers’ mobile applications. Islam  
et al. (2020) study in the banking sector also finds that EU is an important website 
attribute that positively affects CE. Other studies are mainly focused on mobile apps 
(Fang et al., 2017; McLean, 2018), and their results show that the EU is an important 
driver of CE. Similarly, Marino and Lo Presti’s research (2019) based on mobile instant 
messaging applications used as engaging platforms by businesses, reveals that the 
perceived ease of using these apps is one of the main variables enhancing CE in these 
platforms. The same results can also be found in other sectors, like tourism (Ye et al., 
2019). Bazi et al. (2020) investigated CE with luxury brands on social media. The results 
indicate that EU and convenience (grouped in the technology dimension) are among the 
factors that influence customers to engage with luxury brands. 

H1 Ease of OBC usage has a positive impact on CE. 

2.3.2 Rewards and recognition 
These refer to the utilitarian and hedonic benefits (Baldus et al., 2015) that customers can 
get as a result of their engagement in OBCs. Rewards may include coupons, games, free 
product samples (Dessart et al., 2015), fun, and satisfaction (Baldus et al., 2015). 
Recognition, on the other hand, is the perception of a member that his/her contribution in 
the community is recognised by other members (Kim et al., 2008). Chan et al. (2014) find 
that websites and social media accounts that have any kind of reward and recognition 
system (Gruen et al., 2000) for their active members, have a higher rate of CE. These 
findings are also supported by the studies of Enginkaya and Yilmaz (2014), Gummerus  
et al. (2012), and Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004). Xu and Wang (2019), in their research on 
the hotel industry, recommend that financial and non-financial reward systems can be 
used to improve CE. A recent study (Jang and Kim, 2022) regarding CE in restaurants’ 
brand communities investigated the moderating effect of social rewards and found that 
the moderator positively affects CE in these communities. Guo et al. (2020), studied the 
degree of the uncertain reward – DUR’s effect (like a lottery) on CE. They found that 
uncertain rewards combined with other marketing strategies can enhance CE. Likewise, 
Busalim et al. (2021) show that hedonic and utilitarian motivations drive CE in social 
commerce platforms. 
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H2 Rewards and recognition have a positive impact on CE. 

2.3.3 Brand commitment 
Many studies (Barger et al., 2016; Cheung et al., 2011; De Vries and Carlson, 2014; Jahn 
and Kunz, 2012) show that brand commitment (BC) has a significant positive impact on 
community engagement. This means that customers who are more committed to a 
specific brand are more active in online communities, searching and providing 
information about that brand. Dessart et al. (2015) argue that this is due to the same 
interests and preferences they share with other community members. These findings are 
also supported by the studies of Enginkaya and Yilmaz (2008), Baldus et al. (2015), and 
Huang et al. (2013), who show that the stronger the commitment of customers with a 
brand, the higher their engagement in the communities of that brand. Vohra and 
Bhardwaj (2019), in their study of emerging countries, also state that commitment is a 
factor impacting CE in social media communities. Findings are also supported by Van 
Tonder and Petzer (2018), Parihar and Dawra (2020) and Gligor et al. (2019) who 
emphasise that BC is one of the main factors that leads to high levels of CE. Another 
research is conducted in the B2B industry and proved the same results as those found in 
the B2C industry (Youssef et al., 2018). Harrigan et al. (2018) find that BC is a strong 
predictor of CE even in tourism social media sites. Other researchers (Naumann et al., 
2020) conducted a study in the services sector, and the results revealed that customers 
who are more committed to a brand are more engaged in brand communities. Another 
study, focused on Facebook brand communities of hotels, shows that customer 
commitment is one of the main factors influencing CE in the community (Touni et al., 
2020). 

H3 BC has a positive impact on CE. 

2.4 Value co-creation and customer engagement in online brand communities 

Digital communication platforms enable brands to co-create their values with their 
customers (Sawhney et al., 2005). In the digital environment, co-creation means the 
integration of customers’ thoughts, ideas, feedback, and experiences in the creation of 
certain business offers and brands (Hatch and Schultz, 2010; Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 
2004; Saha et al., 2022). This means that customers have to engage in OBCs to 
participate in the co-creation process, so CE is a preceding of value co-creation (Potts  
et al., 2008). Therefore, many earlier studies show that co-creation is an effect of CE 
(Kim et al., 2008; Kumar et al., 2010; Verhoef et al., 2010). Likewise, Muniz and Schau 
(2007) find that engaged customers in OBCs are more involved in the creation of brand 
advertising. Additionally, more recent studies reveal similar results. Yen et al. (2020) find 
that CE is positively related to customer value co-creation behaviours. The study of 
Nadeem et al. (2021) also shows that CE has a positive impact on value co-creation, and 
the impact is mediated by brand satisfaction and loyalty. Molinillo et al. (2020) 
conducted a study with users of Facebook commerce sites and found that CE is a 
predictor of customers’ willingness to co-create. Another research, focused on customers’ 
engagement in coffee shops, investigated the role of CE in value co-creation, and found a 
positive impact in the mentioned relationship (Yen et al., 2020). Nangpiire et al. (2022) 
examined positive and negative CE in hotels and restaurant customers. The results 
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showed that positive CE drove customer value co-creation. Rather (2021) conducted a 
study on the relationship between CE and value co-creation during the pandemic 
COVID-19. He found that CE in social media had a positive impact on co-creation and 
revisit intention. 

H4 CE has a positive impact on co-creation 

Figure 1 Conceptual research model 

 

2.5 Conceptual model 

Based on the literature review, a conceptual model is proposed. The hypothesised 
relationship between variables is illustrated in Figure 1. The relationship between CE and 
value co-creation is moderated by country, to examine the differences in that relationship 
among countries that are part of the study. 

3 Research methodology 

The purpose of this study is to test the theory of CE through the testing of the relationship 
between factors affecting the CE and the impact of CE on value co-creation, in Balkan 
countries. Factors affecting CE are the independent variables of our study, which are: EU, 
rewards and recognition, and BC. The dependent variable is CE, and the outcome of CE 
is value co-creation. We have also tested the impact of the country as a moderator. 
Relationship between the research model will be statistically tested in this study. The 
research sample includes participants from Kosovo, North Macedonia, Albania, and 
Montenegro, and a smaller percentage from Croatia, Serbia, and Slovenia. It consists of 
764 randomly selected respondents, a size that complies with previous similar studies 
(Table 1). The research focus is on OBC, specifically on Facebook and Instagram, as they 
are considered important tools for brands to create relationships with their customers 
(Casalo et al., 2010). The first reason why Facebook and Instagram are chosen is that 
they enable the creation of online communities where members can interact with one 
another, and with brands as well. Second, according to Statista (2022), Facebook is the 
most popular network in the world, with the largest number of active users. Also, Stat 
Counter (2022) shows that Facebook and Instagram have the highest rate of usage in 
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Balkan countries. Details of used research methods are discussed in the following 
sections. 
Table 1 The sample size of similar studies 

Authors Sample – n 
Casalo et al. (2010) 456 
Bagozzi and Dholakia (2002) 160 
Chan et al. (2014)  276 
De Vries and Carlson (2014) 404 
Emini and Zeqiri (2021) 334 
Gummerus et al. (2012) 276 
Kwon and Wen (2010) 229 
Mortazavi et al. (2014) 167 
Wiertz and de Ruyter (2007) 216 

3.1 Instrument and items’ construction 

Data were collected from October to December 2022, using an electronic questionnaire, 
which consisted of 22 Likert scale questions, with five degrees. It was pre-tested for 
clarity and understanding, by being delivered to 10 respondents, whose feedback was 
considered before sharing the questionnaire with other participants. In total, 782 
questionnaires were gathered. First, 12 of them were removed because of not fully 
completed. Further, 6 questionnaires were also removed, because of the low variance  
(σ < 0.25). In total, there were 762 questionnaires left for analysis. 
Table 2 Resources of items used to measure research variables 

Variable Item Source 
Customer 
engagement 

I answer their questions Dessart et al. (2015) 
I share my thoughts with them 
I share my experiences with the brand 
Ask for ideas and information from them 
I read and react (e.g., like) to the content they share 
in the group 

Ease of 
using social 
networks 

Are easy to use Kwon and Wen (2010) 
Have clear and understandable content 
Are easy to navigate (browse) Ribbink et al. (2004), 

Casalo et al. (2010) 
 There you can easily find every information you 

need about the products 
Casalo et al. (2010) 

 They offer opportunities for communication and 
interaction, such as through message boxes (chat 
box), e-mail, etc. 

Kim et al. (2008) 
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Table 2 Resources of items used to measure research variables (continued) 

Variable Item Source 
Rewards 
and 
recognition 

Offer rewards to active group members Chan et al. (2014), Kim 
et al. (2008) 

It is possible to win money or bonus Baldus et al. (2015) 
The community shows gratitude for active 
participants 

Kim et al. (2008) 

Promotional offers and discounts are available Enginkaya and Yilmaz 
(2014), Dessart et al. 

(2015) 
I can get better services Gummerus et al. (2012) 

 I can get faster answers from other members Gummerus et al. (2012) 
Brand 
commitment 

More engaged in communities of brands I'm most 
involved and connected to 

Baldus et al. (2015) 

Of the brands I think are very good Jahn and Kunz (2012) 
Of the brands that are very important for me De Vries and Carlson 

(2014) 
Co-creation I would like to suggest my ideas for new products 

or services of this brand 
Kim et al. (2008) 

 I would like to provide my opinion on product-
related improvement methods 

 

 I would like to participate in customer research to 
provide my opinion 

 

The items were constructed consulting previous similar studies. They were derived from 
other measurement tools and were adopted for this study, to measure the research 
variables. Resources for each item are shown in Table 2. 

3.2 Sample description 

As shown in Table 3, respondents are mainly young, with 64.4% being 20-35 years old. 
The vast majority is female, 74.3%. Most of the respondents are from Kosovo (41%) and 
North Macedonia (25.7%). The majority of them (71.5%) use both Facebook and 
Instagram. 
Table 3 Sample description 

Age Frequency Percentage 
Up to 20  130 17% 
20–35  492 64% 
Over 35  142 19% 
Total 764 100.0% 
Gender Frequency Percentage 
Male 196 26% 
Female 568 74% 
Total 764 100.0% 
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Table 3 Sample description 

Country Frequency Percentage 
Kosovo 314 41% 
North Macedonia 196 26% 
Albania 128 17% 
Montenegro 116 15% 
Other 10 1% 
Total 764 100.0% 
Social networks Frequency Percentage 
Facebook and Instagram 546 72% 
Instagram 102 13% 
Facebook 56 7% 
Other  60 8% 
Total 764 100.0% 

4 Results 

For data analyses, we used IBM AMOS 26 and IBM SPSS Statistics 26. First, to test the 
measurement validity and reliability we conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). 
Then, we used structural equation model (SEM) to test the proposed research model and 
the research hypotheses. Finally, a multigroup analysis was performed to test the 
differences in variable relationships between the participating countries. 

4.1 Testing normal distribution of data 

According to Hair et al. (2010) and Byrne (2010), data have normal distribution if the 
Skewness values are between –2 and +2, and the Kurtosis values are between –7 and +7. 
As shown in Table 4, all variables have values between the above-mentioned ranges, 
indicating a normal data distribution. 
Table 4 Normal distribution of data 

Variable Skewness Kurtosis 
CE –0.330 –1.169 
EU –1.101 0.902 
RR –0.307 –1.101 
BC –1.144 0.574 
Cc –0.672 –0.350 

Notes: *CE – customer engagement. EU – ease of use. RR – rewards and recognition.  
BC – brand commitment. Cc – co-creation. 
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4.2 Estimation of scale’s reliability and validity 

For the scale’s reliability and validity estimation, CFA analysis was carried out. To test 
the internal consistency of items used to measure a variable, the reliability estimator – 
Cronbach’s alpha – α test was used. According to Hair et al. (1998) and Kline (1994), 
alpha values higher than 0.7 show an accepted and satisfactory internal consistency of the 
instrument. As Table 5 shows, all the α values of the research variables are greater than 
0.7, indicating a high internal consistency, so there is no reason to drop any of the 
variables. 

To further support the reliability, the items’ correlation was also analysed. A 
correlation above 0.3 (> 0.3) indicates that the questions add to the explanatory value of 
the questionnaire (Ferketich 1991; Kline 1993). As Table 5 shows, all values are above 
0.3, meaning that no item should be removed from the questionnaire. 
Table 5 Standardised regression weights, item-total correlation, Cronbach’s alpha, and AVE 

Items 
Standardised 

regression 
weights 

Item total 
correlation 

Cronbach’s 
alpha AVE 

EU5 They offer opportunities for 
communication and interaction, 
such as through message boxes 

0.726 0.677   

EU4 There you can easily find every 
information you need about the 
products 

0.782 0.741   

EU3 Are easy to navigate (browse) 0.841 0.785   
EU2 Have clear and understandable 

content 
0.789 0.725   

EU1 Are easy to use 0.805 0.745 0.891 0.623 
RR6 I can get faster answers from 

other members 
0.812 0.756   

RR5 I can get better services 0.887 0.838   
RR4 Promotional offers and 

discounts are available 
0.834 0.804   

RR3 The community shows 
gratitude for active participants  

0.908 0.873   

RR2 It is possible to win money or a 
bonus 

0.786 0.788   

RR1 Offer rewards to active group 
members 

0.804 0.801 0.935 0.705 

BC3 Of the brands that are very 
important to me 

0.871 0.819   

BC2 Of the brands I think are very 
good 

0.905 0.841   

BC1 More engaged in communities 
of brands I’m most involved 
and connected to 

0.862 0.796 0.908 0.773 
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Table 5 Standardised regression weights, item-total correlation, Cronbach’s alpha, and AVE 
(continued) 

Items 
Standardised 

regression 
weights 

Item total 
correlation 

Cronbach’s 
alpha AVE 

CC1 I would like to suggest my 
ideas for new products or 
services of this brand 

0.897 0.817   

CC2 I would like to provide my 
opinion on product-related 
improvement methods 

0.906 0.828   

CC3 I would like to participate in 
customer research to provide 
my opinion 

0.789 0.744 0.896 0.749 

CE5 I read and react (e.g., like) to 
the content they share in the 
group 

0.685 0.604   

CE4 Ask for ideas and information 
from them 

0.812 0.771   

CE3 I share my experiences with the 
brand 

0.795 0.846   

CE2 I share my thoughts with them 0.808 0.866   
CE1 I answer their questions 0.811 0.834 0.915 0.614 

4.3 Convergent and discriminant validity 

To test if the questionnaire measures the concepts it was designed to measure, we 
conducted convergent and discriminant validity. One of the main conditions for reaching 
convergent validity is that the factor or estimate loadings (beta coefficients) of all items 
should be higher than 0.7 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). From the results shown in Table 5, 
we can see that the estimates or beta coefficients are all above 0.7, except the value of 
item EU5 (highlighted value) which is slightly lower than the requested value, but as 
discussed later, it does not make a problem in model fit or hypotheses testing, so it was 
not removed. 
Table 6 Discriminant validity 

 Brand_comm. Reward_recogn. Ease_use Custo. 
_engage Co_creat 

Brand_comm 0.879     
Reward_recogn 0.526 0.839    
Ease_use 0.388 0.379 0.789   
Custo._engage 0.559 0.683 0.383 0.783  
Co_creat 0.531 0.649 0.364 0.747 1.133 

Convergent validity shows if the questions used to measure one variable are correlated 
with each other. It is reached if the average variance extracted – AVE is higher than 0.5, 
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> 0.5 (Becker et al., 2013). As indicated in Table 5, the AVE results of all variables are 
greater than 0.5, meaning that convergent validity is reached, so items are not correlated. 

On the other hand, the discriminant validity shows how much the questions of one 
variable differ from the questions of the other variable. It is reached if the square root of 
AVE for one variable (bold values in the diagonal of the table), is greater than the 
correlation of that variable with other variables (values below the value in bold). As 
illustrated in Table 6, discriminant validity is also reached for all variables, so each 
variable measures different research constructs. 

4.4 Estimation of the research model 

Model fit was measured and estimated using some indicators like chi-square per  
degrees of freedom (CMIN/DF), relative fit index (RFI), incremental fit index (IFI), 
Tucker-Lewis coefficient (TLI), comparative fit index (CFI) and root mean square error 
of approximation (RMSEA). 

The model estimation results show a good model fit. The chi-square value CMIN/DF 
is below 5.0 (≤ 5), indicating an acceptable model (Marsh and Hocevar, 1985). Also, RFI, 
IFI, TLI, and CFI values are greater than 0.9 (> 0.9), showing a good model fit. Another 
used indicator for model fit is RMSEA. For the model to be accepted, the RMSEA value 
should be between 0.05 and 0.08 (MacCallum et al., 1996). As Table 7 shows, the 
RMSEA of this model is 0.07, in the accepted range for a good model fit. 
Table 7 Model fit estimates 

Model NPAR CMIN DF P CMIN/DF RFI 
rho1 

IFI 
Delta2 

TLI 
rho2 CFI RMSEA 

Default 
model 

56 890.035 197 0.000 4.518 0.927 0.951 0.942 0.951 0.068 

4.5 Common method bias (CMB) 

Common method bias (CMB) is related to the portion of variance that is caused by a 
method used in that study (Campbell and Fiske, 1959). According to Podsakoff and 
Organ (1986), CMB happens when estimates of relationships between two or more 
constructs are biased since they are measured using the same technique. Thus, CMB may 
also happen as a result of the similarity in the design of survey items that causes 
respondents to reply similarly. Moreover, the problem with CMB may emerge because of 
the single measurement used by a researcher to administrate a survey where a similar 
format is used for collecting all variables simultaneously (independent variables and 
dependent variables), for example using the same Likert-type scales format for collecting 
responses for dependent and independent variables. In this study, in order to check CMB, 
Harman’s one-factor test is used. This test denotes that CMB exists if exploratory factor 
analysis (EFA) items are loaded into one single construct and explains a variance that 
exceeds 0.50 of AVE due to the method used (Fuller et al., 2016). In order to check 
whether there is an issue with CMB, we used Harman’s one-factor test. The results 
showed that the variance explained by a single factor is 45.2%. that indicates that there is 
not any issue regarding CMB, because it’s under the recommended threshold of 0.50 of 
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AVE. Therefore, CMB could exist if the newly discovered common latent factor accounts 
for more than 50% of the variation (Eichhorn, 2014). 

4.6 SEM and hypotheses testing 

To test the relationship between research variables, SEM analysis was used. As shown in 
Figure 2, the adjusted R-squared of CE R² = 0.68, which shows that 68 % of CE variance 
is explained by the variance of independent variables (EU, RR, and Cc). While  
co-creation adjusted R–squared R² = 0.63, shows that 63 % of Cc variance is explained 
by the variance of CE. 

Figure 2 Structural equation model – SEM (see online version for colours) 

 

Table 8 Hypothesis testing 

Hypotheses Estimate S.E. C.R. P Conclusion 
H1 Custo._engage <-- Ease_use 0.239 0.05 4.812 0.001 Supported 
H2 Custo._engage <-- Reward._recogn 0.425 0.035 12.957 0.001 Supported 
H3 Custo._engage <-- Brand_comm. 0.274 0.038 7.197 0.001 Supported 
H4 Co_creat. <-- Custo._engage. 0.95 0.053 17.83 0.001 Supported 

Note: p < 0.001. 

To test the hypotheses, we analysed the regression coefficients (β), critical ratio (t-value), 
and significance level. If regression estimates are higher than 0.10 in 0.05 significance 
level, they are considered to have an impact on the model (Huber et al., 2007). Referring 
to the results in Table 8, all three independent variables are positively related to CE, and 
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CE is positively related to Cc. Rewards and recognition is the variable that mostly 
explains CE in OBC. Results lead to hypothesis testing. EU has a positive impact on CE, 
with a regression coefficient = 0.239, p = 0.001, and t-value = 4.812. So, H1 is accepted. 
According to the results, rewards and recognition have a positive effect on CE, thus the 
second hypothesis is also supported (β = 0.425, p = 0.001, t = 12.057). Regarding H3, it 
can be indicated that it is supported, as results show that BC has a positive effect on CE 
(β = 0.274, p = 0.001, t = 7.197). The last hypothesis is about the consequence of CE. 
Values in the table show that CE has a positive impact on co-creation (β = 0.95,  
p = 0.001, t = 17.83). Thus, H4 is also supported. 

4.7 Moderating effect of country 

Since the study included several Balkan countries, we wanted to see if there is any 
difference between the effect of CE in Cc among the participating countries. To test the 
moderation effect of the country, we conducted a multigroup moderation analysis. The 
sample was divided into four groups, Kosovo (N = 314), North Macedonia (N = 196), 
Albania (N = 128), and Montenegro (N = 116). There were only 10 participants from 
other Balkan countries, so they were not included in the analysis. Regression weights 
(estimates, Table 9) show that the CE->Cc relationship is significant in all countries  
(p = 0.001). 
Table 9 Regression weights of CE => CC among countries 

Relationship Parameter Estimate C.R. P 
CE => CC KS 1.026 8.112 0.001 

NM 0.703 9.956 0.001 
AL 1.022 7.697 0.001 
MN 0.932 10.076 0.001 

Notes: KS – Kosovo; NM – North Macedonia; AL – Albania; MN – Montenegro; p < 
0.001. 

Table 10 Critical ratios for differences between countries 

 KS NM AL MN 
KS 0    
NM –2.232 0   
AL –0.023 2.122 0  
MN –0.603 1.968 –0.558 0 

Notes: KS – Kosovo; NM – North Macedonia; AL – Albania; MN – Montenegro; p < 
0.001. 

To examine the between-countries differences in the CE => CC path coefficient  
(z-score), we used the critical ratios matrix. If the z-score is less than -1.96 or greater than 
1.96, the path is considered significantly different from the other respective group 
(Gujarati, 2004). From the results (Table 10), it can be concluded that there is no 
significantly different CE => CC relationship between Kosovo – Albania, Kosovo – 
Montenegro, and Albania – Montenegro (bold values). Whereas results show a 
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significant difference in CE => CC relationship between Kosovo – North Macedonia, 
North Macedonia – Albania, and North Macedonia – Montenegro. 

5 Discussion and conclusions 

This paper examined CE in OBC in Balkan countries. Research is specifically focused on 
factors impacting positively CE and its effect on value co-creation. In the research model, 
variables EU, rewards and recognition, and BC represent factors impacting CE, while  
co-creation is studied as a consequence of CE. 

Results indicate a significant positive impact of EU in CE. This means that CE in 
OBC is higher if OBC are easier to use. This is in line with the findings of McLean and 
Wilson (2019), Islam et al. (2020), Ye et al. (2019), Bazi et al. (2020), and McLean 
(2018), whose focus was mainly on mobile apps, websites, and social media. They found 
that online engagement platforms that are easy to be used, positively impact CE in these 
platforms. These findings are also supported by the results of our research in OBCs, used 
as engagement platforms. 

The study also found a positive correlation between rewards and recognition and CE. 
In other words, brands that offer more rewards and recognition for active members of 
their communities have higher rates of engagement. Results supported the previous work 
of Jang and Kim (2022), Guo et al. (2020), and Busalim et al. (2021). Despite financial 
rewards, our study treated recognition as well. Results support Xu and Wang’s (2019) 
study, which found that non-financial reward systems can drive higher CE. 

Moreover, results reveal a positive impact of BC in CE. This can be explained that 
customers are more engaged in OBCs if they are more committed to their respective 
brands. This is conforming to the findings of Vohra and Bhardwaj’s (2019) study which 
is focused on emerging countries and the study of Touni et al. (2020) focused on 
Facebook brand communities. 

Furthermore, our study investigated the effect of CE on customer value co-creation. 
Different studies examined the customer co-creation process in different subjects like 
advertising (Muniz and Schau, 2007) or brand offers (Nadeem et al., 2021; Molinillo  
et al., 2020; Nangpiire et al., 2022). They found that co-creation is driven by CE. These 
findings are also supported by our research results that show a significant positive impact 
of CE in co-creation, meaning that the more customers are engaged in OBC, the higher 
their participation in developing and creating brands’ products and offers. 

In our study, we also found that the country is not quite a strong moderator of CE and 
value co-creation relationships. Results indicated that there are some differences in the 
CE->CC relationship between some countries, but there are also countries with no 
significant difference with other countries regarding the CE => CC relationship. 

5.1 Theoretical implications 

The theoretical contribution of our paper lies in expanding the existing literature 
regarding CE study in OBCs for the Balkan region, in light of CRM, S-D, SIT and SET 
theories. Our results are in compliance with the customer relationship marketing theory 
(Hollebeek, 2011; Islam and Rahman, 2016; Brodie, et al., 2013; Breidbach et al., 2014), 
proving that through CE customers develop co-creative interactions and relationships 
with brands, thus co-generating value. Our findings also support the S-D logic theory 
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(Vargo and Lusch, 2004; 2008; Vargo, 2009), which lies in the co-creation value between 
collaborative stakeholders (customers and brands). Further, findings that prove that 
brand-committed customers are more likely to engage in brand communities as they feel 
that they are part of those groups, support the theory of social identity theory 
(Algesheimer et al., 2005; Casalo et al. 2010). At last, our findings contribute to the 
social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Hollebeek, 2011) which implies that parties engage 
in a cost-reward relationship, supported by our findings that customers get more engaged 
if they get more rewards and recognition. Regarding the CE theory of Balkan countries, 
our study adds new variables in the model of CE in OBCs, compared to Jashari-Mani and 
Zeqiri’s (2023) model. Finally, our model proves that the finding that value co-creation is 
a consequence of CE is valid also for developing countries like those of Balkans, which is 
in line with findings of studies conducted in more developed countries (Molinillo et al., 
2020; Yen et al., 2020 and Nadeem et al., 2021). 

5.2 Practical implications 

Findings also reveal many practical and managerial implications. This study can serve as 
a model for managers and businesses of Balkan countries to understand how to boost CE 
in their social media accounts and brand communities and improve their digital marketing 
strategies. First, based on research results, businesses are recommended to facilitate 
OBCs usage and provide the necessary tools for easier use. This will encourage 
customers to get more engaged in brand communities. Second, according to the results, 
businesses should invest more in reward systems, to distinguish between active and 
passive members of the brand community, and reward active ones, because this appears 
to drive CE. Third, managers are suggested to apply more attractive strategies to have 
higher customer-BC, so that committed customers are more likely to share brand 
information with other community members, thus promoting the brand. Finally, 
businesses can use CE to have higher participation in value co-creation, knowing the 
importance of involving customers in brand value creation. 

5.3 Limitations and scope for future research 

Despite the contribution, this paper has its limitations as well. Its biggest limitation is the 
number of countries that are part of the study. As it was stated before, the sample 
consisted mainly of four Balkan countries, and only a small number of participants were 
from other countries of the region. So, future researchers are strongly encouraged to 
expand the number of countries in their studies regarding the Balkans region. Another 
limitation is the focus of the study is on Facebook and Instagram only, leaving other SN 
out of the research. New social platforms that are widely used by businesses and 
customers today, like TikTok, can be used in future research. Additionally, our research 
investigated only three factors that drive CE and one consequence of CE. Future 
researchers can expand the model and add more variables that affect and derive from CE. 
These limitations can be used as topics for future researchers focused on Balkan 
countries. 
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