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Abstract 
 
While the importance of customer engagement has been widely acknowledged a gap remains 

in terms of our understanding of how customers engage with products and services delivered 

online. Addressing this gap is important given the increasing proportion of time spent 

interacting with companies online and the key role of customer engagement in delivering an 

effective customer experience. This paper seeks to address this gap through developing a 

theoretical framework of online customer engagement anchored in twenty-eight semi-

structured interviews with members of social media brand communities. This study’s 

contribution to the customer engagement literature is twofold. Firstly, the study will bring 

new insights regarding personality traits as an antecedent of online customer engagement 

(OCE) and, secondly, customer-perceived value emerges as a novel consequence of OCE. 

Understanding what personality traits drive customers to engage online and what value they 

perceive to receive in this digital age can help managers to better segment and evaluate their 

customers’ online engagement. Online brand communities can be improved accordingly. 

 

Keywords: customer engagement; personality traits; customer-perceived value; online brand 

communities; social media 
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Introduction 

Managers are increasingly concerned with how to best engage customers in order to develop 

favourable customer experiences. These experiences are essential in building sustainable 

differentiation (Vivek, Beatty, & Morgan, 2012) and create a long-term relationship between 

the brand and the customers (Rose, Hair, & Clark, 2010). Customer engagement goes further 

than satisfaction and loyalty and therefore provides a real competitive advantage that drives 

successful businesses (Kumar, Petersen, & Leone, 2010; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). In 

response to this changing environment, customer engagement has been explored extensively 

in the academic literature in recent years (Brodie, Hollebeek, Juric, & Ilic, 2011; Brodie, Ilic, 

Juric, & Hollebeek, 2013; Hollebeek, Glynn, & Brodie, 2014). However, less attention has 

been given to online customer engagement (OCE) in brand communities and, in particular, 

the antecedents and consequences of online customer engagement (Brodie et al., 2013). Given 

that increasing numbers of customers raise their voices online and OCE remains an under-

researched field in the academic literature to date (Brodie et al., 2013), the purpose of this 

study is to address this gap in the customer engagement literature. 

The contributions of this paper are twofold. Based on the semi-structured exploratory 

interviews: (i) seven personality traits emerged as antecedents of online customer 

engagement, three of which are novel antecedents, and (ii) customer-perceived value emerged 

as a novel consequence. For managers, this study helps companies aiming to improve their 

online brand communities’ customer engagement by suggesting which type of customers (in 

terms of personality traits) are more likely to engage online and by exploring the customer-

perceived value of engaging online. This paper is structured as follows. We begin by 

reviewing the literature on customer engagement. Secondly, an empirical study of 28 semi-

structured exploratory interviews is presented and a conceptual framework developed. 

Finally, managerial implications, limitations and directions for future research are discussed. 
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Customer engagement – a theoretical framework 

Customer engagement may be defined as a multidimensional concept, reflecting a 

psychological state occurring by virtue of interactive customer experiences with focal objects 

within service relationships (Brodie et al., 2011). The customer engagement literature has its 

foundations within relationship marketing theory and draws on the theory of interactive 

experiences (Brodie et al., 2011). These theories were first explored by the Nordic school 

(Grönroos, 2000; Gummesson, 1994) and, more recently, as part of service dominant logic 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2008). Very few articles used the terms ‘customer engagement’, 

‘consumer engagement’ or ‘brand engagement’ prior to 2005, indicating both that the concept 

is a relatively new research topic and that the terms are closely related (Brodie et al., 2011). In 

this paper, we will use the concept of customer engagement because the participants of the 

study have been identified as actual customers of the brands they engage with on Facebook. 

While there is still no consensus about the elements that constitute customer engagement, 

several authors acknowledge that the engagement concept consists of three dimensions, 

namely: cognitive, emotional and behavioural (Algesheimer, Dholakia, & Hermann, 2005; 

Brodie et al., 2011; Brodie et al., 2013; Hollebeek, 2011; Macy & Schneider, 2008; Mollen & 

Wilson, 2010; Patterson, Yu, & De Ruyter, 2006; Vivek et al., 2012). Many other authors 

across all academic disciplines directly or, in most cases, indirectly confirm the existence of 

one or more of these dimensions in their research on engagement (Bejerholm & Eklund, 

2007; Matthews et al., 2010; Norris, Pignal, & Lipps, 2003). 

 

In addition to these three dimensions, customer engagement might also have a motivational 

basis (Hollebeek, 2011). Nevertheless, the dominant stance in the literature regards 

engagement as a behavioural manifestation, on the basis that taking action is what really 

differentiates individuals who engage from those who do not (Kumar, Petersen, et al., 2010; 

Sawhney, Verona, & Prandelli, 2005; Verhoef, Frances, & Hoekstra, 2002). However, some 
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studies see the concept as emotional (Catteeuw, Flynn, & Vonderhorst, 2007; Roberts & 

Davenport, 2002) or cognitive in nature (Guthrie & Cox, 2001), whereas others justify all 

three dimensions (Brodie et al., 2013; Calder, Malthouse, & Schaedel, 2009; Mollen & 

Wilson, 2010). This three-dimensional conceptualisation has also been adopted by other 

engagement research areas, namely employee engagement (Macy & Schneider, 2008; May, 

Gilson, & Harter, 2004), job and organisation engagement (Koyuncu, Burke, & Fiksenbaum, 

2006; Saks, 2006; Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002; Seppälä et al., 

2009).  

 

To understand the concept of customer engagement it is also necessary to distinguish between 

the concept of participation and the concept of involvement. While involvement is defined as 

an individual’s level of interest and personal relevance in relation to an object in terms of his 

or her own values, self-concept or goals (Mittal, 1995; Zaichkowsky, 1985), participation is 

the degree to which customers produce as well as deliver services (Bolton & Saxena-Iyer, 

2009). The main difference between customer engagement and these two concepts is that 

involvement and participation do not reflect interactive, co-creative experiences. Mollen and 

Wilson (2010) highlight that customer engagement goes beyond mere involvement. Firstly, 

engagement encompasses an interactive relationship with the engaged object; secondly, the 

emergence of an individual's perceived experiential value is required, in addition to the 

instrumental value obtained from specific brand interactions (Mollen & Wilson, 2010) usually 

associated with involvement. Moreover, customer engagement refers to voluntary and 

discretionary customer behaviours towards a company (Verleye, Gemmel, & Rangarajan, 

2013) and these customers are driven by their own unique purposes or intentions that can 

either be beneficial or unbeneficial for a company (Brodie et al., 2013; Jaakkola & Alexander, 

2014). Accordingly, in line with Brodie et al. (2013) this study defines online customer 
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engagement as a psychological state comprised of cognitive, emotional and behavioural 

dimensions. 

 

While numerous antecedents and consequences of customer engagement have been 

theoretically investigated in the literature, most of them have not been empirically tested. In 

particular, the nature of the concept of OCE and its specific drivers and outcomes remains 

nebulous. As suggested by a literature review of customer engagement in online brand 

communities, the relationships between OCE and personality traits, as well as customer-

perceived value, have been overlooked. Next, this paper discusses the limited literature 

covering these two concepts’ relationship with OCE. 

 

The roles of personality traits and customer-perceived value 

Personality traits have been mentioned as research areas of relevance when studying online 

customer engagement (Wirtz et al., 2013). Previous research has recognised that customer 

engagement might be related to value creation in general (Higgins & Scholar, 2009; 

Hollebeek, 2013; Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014; Kumar, Aksoy, et al., 2010; McAlexander, 

Schouten, & Koenig, 2002) while others hypothesised a relationship between online brand 

community practices and customer value (Misra, Mukherjee, & Peterson, 2008; Porter, 

Devaraj, & Sun, 2013; Schau, Muñiz, & Arnould, 2009; Seraj, 2012). Before conducting the 

exploratory study, we will now explore these two concepts.  

 

Personality traits  

Personality traits often reflect what people value, prefer and are motivated by (Harris & Lee, 

2004). Traits are usually stable over time and, although these can vary from occasion to 

occasion, there is a core of consistency defining the true nature of an individual (Ajzen, 

2005). The Big Five is one of the most widely applied personality instruments in psychology 
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and is considered by many authors to be the best paradigm for personality structure because it 

is replicable (Costa & McCrae, 1992a; Digman, 1990). Moreover, the Big Five have provided 

the framework for numerous studies to show the validity of the traits as predictors of different 

human behaviours (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Digman & Takemoto-Chock, 1981; Hirschfeld, 

Jordan, Thomas, & Feild, 2008; Tett, Jackson, & Rothstein, 1991). The Big Five factors are: 

extroversion/introversion, agreeableness/disagreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism 

(also referred to as emotional stability) and openness to experience (also referred to as culture, 

intellect or imagination). While research has shown that the Big Five are a key framework of 

personality traits, debate exists regarding whether these five dimensions are enough to 

describe human behaviour (Paunonen & Ashton, 2001). This study follows the contention that 

the five factors only provide a limited account of an individual’s personality (Block, 1995). 

Hence, other studies that investigated additional personality traits combined with the Big Five 

have been considered, namely: the need for activity (Licata, Mowen, Harris, & Brown, 2003), 

the need for arousal  (Mowen & Spears, 1999), the need for learning, and altruism (Mowen & 

Sujan, 2005). These additional traits have been chosen in this study because they have been 

investigated together with the Big Five and thus they provide a more comprehensive and 

detailed amount of personality traits. Moreover, this comprehensive set of personality traits 

will shed more light on personality traits’ role as an antecedent of online customer 

engagement. The Big Five personality traits have been investigated in relation to Facebook 

use (Hughes, Rowe, & Lee, 2012; Ross et al., 2009; Ryan & Xenos, 2011; Seidman, 2013) 

and Facebook engagement (Gosling & Augustine, 2011), but no research thus far has 

investigated the Big Five together with the proposed four additional traits in relation to online 

customer engagement. 
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Customer-perceived value: social value, play, excellence, efficiency, aesthetic value, altruistic 

value 

Recognising that the customer value construct is one of the cornerstones of the marketing 

discipline (Mustak, 2014), this paper focuses on customer-perceived value. Value may be 

broadly defined as the ratio of perceived benefits to perceived sacrifices (Monroe, 1979). 

Customer-perceived value, in particular is defined as ‘a cognitive trade-off of sacrifices and 

benefits which are associated with consumption practices’ (Zeithaml, 1988, p. 14). In this 

definition the concept is seen as unidimensional in nature whereas a more recent definition 

describes it as an ‘interactive, relativistic preference experience’ (Holbrook, 1999, p. 5) and 

thus multidimensional. There is no consensus in terms of its measurement: while some 

authors regard it as a unidimensional construct (Dodds, Monroe, & Grewal, 1991; Monroe, 

1979; Zeithaml, 1988), others consider it a multidimensional construct (Holbrook, 1999; 

Ruiz, Gremler, Washburn, & Carrión, 2008; Sheth, Newman, & Gross, 1991). The latter is in 

line with service-dominant logic (Vargo & Lusch, 2004), which argues that customers are 

always co-creators of value. Moreover, as the multidimensional approach is the most 

comprehensive (Leroi-Werelds, Streukens, Brady, & Swinnen, 2014), this study builds on the 

definition of Holbrook (1999) and the operationalisation of six value types namely social 

value, play, excellence, efficiency, aesthetic value and altruistic value (Leroi-Werelds et al., 

2014; Sánchez-Fernández, Iniesta-Bonillo, & Holbrook, 2009). 

 

Research approach 

Given the scarcity of research on these relationships, this exploratory study allows the 

development of specific research propositions and a conceptual framework for online 

customer engagement. Twenty-eight semi-structured, in-depth, face-to-face interviews were 

conducted, by one interviewer, with members and non-members of a Facebook brand 

community. Twenty-three different Facebook brand communities were mentioned by 
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participants and four participants stated that they do not interact with any brand on Facebook. 

Fifteen interviewees were female and thirteen male, with an age range between 19 and 40 

years old. Interviews were conducted over a period of five weeks and each interview lasted 

between 40 to 60 minutes. Respondents were asked to name a Facebook brand page they are a 

member of and answer a number of questions relating to that page. The aim of the interviews 

was to gain insights into the nature of online customer engagement as well as its drivers and 

outcomes. Accordingly, respondents explained in their own words what engagement with a 

brand on Facebook means to them by answering questions such as ‘How do you 

engage/interact with the brand?’ and ‘What are the main reasons you engage/interact with this 

brand or other customers on Facebook?’. Following these questions, each interviewee was 

shown the definition of online customer engagement (Brodie et al., 2013) in order to ensure a 

shared understanding of the concept. Respondents were then asked to think about the nine 

different personality traits and their underlying definitions and measurement items. 

Interviewees were requested to indicate whether, as far as they saw themselves, the 

description of each trait fitted their personality or not. The definitions and measurement items 

of personality traits have been derived from the existing literature (e.g. Costa & McCrae, 

1992a; Eysenck, 1991; Licata et al., 2003; Mowen & Spears, 1999; Mowen & Sujan, 2005). 

After expressing some opinions about their personality, respondents were asked if they 

thought specific personality traits influenced their online engagement with a brand or other 

individuals on Facebook. If they indicated an influence, they were asked to illustrate with an 

example. Participants were also asked to describe why they engage online and whether they 

perceive value in engaging with the brand and other members on the Facebook brand page. 

 

Data analysis 

This study followed the six recommended steps to analyse qualitative data (Miles & 

Huberman, 2013), namely: (1) categorisation; (2) unitising data; (3) recognising relationships 
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and developing categories; (4) creating data displays for examining the data; (5) developing 

propositions; and (6) drawing conclusions. Selective coding was used, which was based on 

existing literature in the area of personality trait concepts (e.g. Licata et al., 2003; Mowen & 

Spears, 1999; Mowen & Sujan, 2005) and customer-perceived value (e.g. Holbrook, 1999). 

Two independent judges compared emergent themes and interpreted each interview to 

increase the study’s internal validity and reliability. A memo was completed that reflected 

each judges’ interpretation. No major disagreement occurred regarding the emergent themes. 

When minor disagreements emerged, the judges compared the memos, discussed the issues 

and reached agreement (Holloway & Beatty, 2003). The intercoder reliability was 94.3%, 

indicating a high level of reliability (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2003). Two major 

themes emerged, namely: a link between personality traits and online customer engagement, 

and a link between the latter and customer-perceived value. As a result of the exploratory 

interviews the following research propositions emerged and the conceptual framework, 

anchored in both the existing customer engagement literature and the interview findings, has 

been developed.	

	
Findings 

Personality traits and online customer engagement 

Extroversion/introversion 

Extroversion describes the degree to which a person is sociable and outgoing (Mottram & 

Fleming, 2009). Introverts, on the other hand, find more pleasure in solitary activities, like to 

keep their feelings to themselves, tend to be less open-minded, less close to others and more 

suspicious (Evans, 1941; Eysenck, 1991). Extroversion has been linked to social media usage 

(Correa, Willard, & Zúniga, 2010) and extroverts have been found to be members of more 

groups on Facebook as they prefer to be in social situations rather than alone (Ross et al., 

2009). On the other extreme, introverted people might engage less online as they are not as 
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sociable as extroverts (Mottram & Fleming, 2009; Raja & John, 2010) and tend to have fewer 

friends (Asendorpf & Wilpers, 1998). The following respondents’ statements provide further 

support for the suggestion that introverts engage less online: 

 

I am not a member of a Facebook brand page. […] Maybe if some of my closest 

friends would recommend a certain product I might try it but I will not go online to 

read about it as I don’t know these people so why should I trust them? (Male, 37) 

 

Well, I think I do not enjoy communicating with the unknown. Thus, I am basically 

not very comfortable with online activities, particularly on Facebook, which is widely 

open to un-specified individuals.  (Male, 30) 

 

Whereas respondents that described themselves as extrovert and outgoing show a high level 

of engagement by stating: 

When I watch this show [The X Factor] it is great fun to interact with other viewers of 

this television programme [online]. There is always something to talk about if it’s 

someone’s great voice or horrible cloth[es]. It’s always good to hear the latest gossip 

and stay up to date. (Female, 19) 

 

Another respondent stated: 

I love the Australia.com Facebook brand page as it connects me to people from all 

over the world who have the same passion for the country. I did one year work and 

travel there and I met so many amazing people. Thanks to the page I got to know 

people who were also planning to go there even before I actually went there in person. 

(Female, 24) 
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Therefore, it is proposed that:  

RP1: Introversion is negatively related to the a) cognitive processing dimension of OCE, b) 

emotional dimension of OCE and c) behavioural dimension of OCE. 

 

In total, 18 out of 28 participants either stated that extroversion might drive their online 

engagement or described themselves as rather introvert and thus unlikely to engage online. 

 

 Agreeableness/disagreeableness 

Agreeableness refers to the general warmth of feelings towards others (Brown, Mowen, 

Donovan, & Licata, 2002) and reflects how friendly an individual is (Costa & McCrae, 

1992b). Disagreeableness is the opposite of agreeableness and these individuals tend to be 

unfriendly, uncooperative, suspicious, sceptic and their self-interest is their first priority 

(Eysenck, 1991). Usually disagreeable individuals don’t care about the well-being of others 

and might not appreciate other individuals’ contributions in online brand communities and 

thus are less likely to share experiences online or engage with peers in online brand 

communities. The following statements suggest that disagreeableness might be negatively 

related to customer engagement in online brand communities by highlighting that individuals 

that described themselves as rather disagreeable might not appreciate other customers’ 

comments or experiences and also do not want to share their experiences with strangers. They 

are more self-focused and like to rely on themselves and therefore see engaging online as a 

waste of their precious time.  

 

In general, I am not sharing my product experiences with other people. I mean when I 

speak to some friends and they say, ‘oh I like this product’ and I have tried it too I will 
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comment on it but I will not waste my time in sharing my experience of it with others 

online.  (Female, 34) 

 

I am quite busy with my job so I don’t want to spend the whole evening in front of my 

laptop too. I like to do sports or something that benefits myself after work. If I see a 

new product I just buy it and try it. I mean every person is different some like it whilst 

others might not like it. I definitely prefer to make my own experiences instead of 

reading and listening to other people’s opinions online. (Male, 29) 

 

The following proposition is suggested and supported by 13 out of 28 interviewees:  

RP2: Disagreeableness is negatively related to the a) cognitive processing dimension of OCE 

b) emotional dimension of OCE and c) behavioural dimension of OCE. 

 

 Conscientiousness 

Conscientiousness is the degree of orderliness, organisation and precision (Brown et al., 

2002) but it also refers to work ethics and thoroughness (Costa & McCrae, 1992a). 

Interpersonal relationships are less important for conscientious individuals (Tsao, 2013) and 

they have more of a tendency to meet deadlines and be responsible with their obligations 

(Ross et al., 2009). Therefore, this study argues that conscientious individuals use the internet 

more for the improvement of work skills rather than building relationships with peers in an 

online community (Tsao, 2013), and thus they may see engaging in an online brand 

community as a distraction from more important tasks (Butt & Phillips, 2008). This argument 

is in line with past studies that found a negative correlation between conscientiousness and the 

amount of time spent on Facebook (Amichai-Hamburger & Ben-Artzi, 2000; Ryan & Xenos, 

2011; Wilson, Fornasier, & White, 2010). The following supporting comments were given by 

conscientious respondents and show that engagement levels of individuals high on 
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conscientiousness are rather low; they only use the community to find relevant information 

but don’t engage with peers because they aim to be efficient and prefer to focus on issues they 

perceive as really important. Hence, they might use the Facebook brand page for information 

but they do not actively engage with the brand page or other users. 

 

I am quite busy. I have a lot on my plate. I don’t have a lot of time to engage online. 

When I need something I look it up quickly. I don’t have time to read 100 customer 

reviews. I try to be focused on stuff I really need. (Female, 35) 

 

I like the Mercedes-Benz Facebook page, as I need it for my job as an automobile 

sales manager. It’s good to check new posts daily to be up to date. In my job I have to 

communicate with people the whole day so I don’t really enjoy engaging with other 

Mercedes-Benz enthusiasts or drivers online. (Male, 36) 

 

Thus, the following research proposition is suggested, which is supported by 7 out of 28 

interviewees: 

RP3: Conscientiousness is negatively related to the a) cognitive processing dimension of OCE 

b) emotional dimension of OCE and c) behavioural dimension of OCE. 

 

 Openness to experiences 

People who are open-minded to experiences have more curiosity as well as imagination and 

are more flexible in their thinking (Madjar, 2008; McCrae & Costa, 1991). Individuals who 

are more open to experience are more likely to have a broader range of interests and therefore 

also pursue those interests through a wider variety of means (Butt & Phillips, 2008). 

Additionally, they tend to seek more information (McElroy, Hendrickson, Townsend, & 

DeMarie, 2007) and are broader-minded and tolerant to different perspectives. Hence, they 
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also seek more opportunities to learn something new (McCrae & Costa, 1991) and will be 

more likely to engage online. Past studies suggest that individuals who are more open to 

experience tend to be more sociable via Facebook and have a greater tendency to use social 

media in general (Amichai-Hamburger & Vinitzky, 2010; Correa et al., 2010; Ross et al., 

2009). Respondents (16 out of 28) described a positive relationship between openness to 

experience and customer engagement in online brand communities in the following 

comments: 

 

I like to engage with the Equinox Facebook page as they regularly organise events 

with all the members of the club. It’s a great experience to get to know new people and 

the Facebook page keeps everyone connected. (Male, 25) 

 

Another respondent mentioned: 

My dad has been a VW driver all of his life. When I was 18, I got my first VW and 

started sharing his passion for the brand. I am part of several VW communities online; 

one of them is their Facebook community. There are meetings every few months 

where VW fans meet and show off their cars. Every time I go, I meet new people and I 

get a lot of ideas and information. The online brand communities are perfect to get and 

keep in touch with other enthusiasts. (Male, 23) 

 

These statements show that respondents with a high need for new experiences tend to engage 

with Facebook brand pages and its users at a higher level. They use these brand pages to get 

to know other individuals that might share the same interests. Accordingly, the following 

research proposition emerges: 

RP4: Openness to Experience is positively related to the a) cognitive processing dimension of 

OCE, b) emotional dimension of OCE and c) behavioural dimension of OCE. 
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Neuroticism 

Neuroticism refers to the extent to which the emotions of an individual vary (Brown et al., 

2002). If a person has a high level of neuroticism they are less able to deal with stress 

(McCrae & Costa, 1991). A new stream of research anchored in the loneliness theory 

indicates that individuals high in neuroticism use the internet on a frequent basis in order to 

avoid loneliness (Amichai-Hamburger & Ben-Artzi, 2003; Butt & Phillips, 2008; Correa et 

al., 2010; Hughes et al., 2012; Ryan & Xenos, 2011). For this reason, individuals high in 

neuroticism also appreciate the community (Malone, Pillow, & Osman, 2012) and may pursue 

acceptance and social contact through social networking sites (Malone et al., 2012). For 

instance, they can find opportunities online to connect and bond with others and get support 

for situations they feel would burden others in an offline environment (Judge, Erez, Bono, & 

Thoresen, 2011). Although, no support was found in the interviews, it is proposed that:  

 

RP5: Neuroticism is positively related to the a) cognitive processing dimension of OCE, b) 

emotional dimension of OCE and c) behavioural dimension of OCE. 

 

 Need for activity 

Need for activity is the enduring motive to be doing something on a continuous basis (Mowen 

& Sujan, 2005). Individuals who have a high need for activity have the desire to keep being 

busy all the time and stay active (Licata et al., 2003). One can argue that a customer who is 

highly engaged in interactive experiences that go beyond transactions (Brodie et al., 2011; 

Verhoef, Reinartz, & Krafft, 2010; Vivek et al., 2012) might be so because they are very 

active and like to keep busy all the time. Hence, this research argues that need for activity 

may also predict customer engagement in online brand communities – people who have a 

higher need for activity may be more motivated to engage online, even after a long working 

day. The following quotes support this assumption by showing that individuals with a high 
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need for activity are highly engaged online to keep themselves busy. In total, 9 out of 28 

interviewees stated that need for activity drives their engagement with Facebook brand pages: 

 

I engage in several Facebook pages, I try to keep myself busy. I am just not the type of 

person who can relax for several days. Even when I am on holiday I like to check my 

phone too and interact on Facebook. (Male, 28) 

 

Another respondent mentioned: 

I follow TheBlondeSalad on Facebook, Twitter and on her Blog. Every evening I 

check out the latest posts and fashion tips whilst watching TV. (Female, 27) 

 

Therefore, the following research proposition emerges: 

RP6: Need for activity is positively related to the a) cognitive processing dimension of OCE, 

b) emotional dimension of OCE and c) behavioural dimension of OCE. 

 

 Need for learning 

Need for learning is a motivating factor that leads individuals to obtain information and be 

engaged in high-level information processing, and to seek a deep understanding of the entire 

environment (Mowen, 2000). A need for learning has the power to inspire individuals to 

increase their knowledge and thus feel an enjoyment in learning new things (Harris, Mowen, 

& Brown, 2005). It is therefore important for the underlying study as many customers may 

join an online brand community to obtain information from peers and keep up to date and 

informed with the latest products and services (Harris et al., 2005). One respondent mentions: 

 

I engage with the Dior Facebook page three times per week and sometimes daily to 

check their offers and new product releases because I always want to be up to date 
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with the recent products and prices. I like to watch their make-up tutorials too. 

(Female, 25) 

 

Another respondent says:  

 I follow the BMW Facebook page as it provides interesting information to car-

obsessed people like me. (Male, 24) 

 

Finally, another interviewee mentions:  

I engage daily with the Tagesschau [German news programme] Facebook page as I 

like to be up to date with the latest news and things that are happening around the 

world. (Male, 29) 

 
Hence, the following research proposition is suggested: 

RP7: Need for learning is positively related to the a) cognitive processing dimension of OCE, 

b) emotional dimension of OCE and c) behavioural dimension of OCE. 

 

In total, 25 out of 28 participants stated that need for learning drives their engagement with 

Facebook brand pages, which shows the importance of investigating the four traits additional 

to the Big Five. 

 

 Need for arousal 

Need for arousal is defined as the desire for stimulation and excitement (Mowen, 2000; 

Mowen & Spears, 1999) and has been found to be important in consumer settings as 

consumers buy products and services for the feelings that they provide (Holbrook & 

Hirschman, 1982; Raju, 1980; Zuckerman, 1979). Moreover, as people have different levels 

of arousal, they seek different kinds of activities (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982) linked to 
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excitement-seeking (Mowen & Spears, 1999). This study argues that people with high levels 

of arousal seek more thrilling activities (Mowen & Spears, 1999), of which individuals feel 

the need to share with peers in their social networks or online communities (Hardey, 2011). 

Therefore, a positive relationship between need for arousal and online customer engagement 

is proposed, although no support was found in the interviews. 

 

RP8: Need for arousal is positively related to the a) cognitive processing dimension of OCE, 

b) emotional dimension of OCE and c) behavioural dimension of OCE.  

 

 Altruism 

Altruism as a personality trait (Rushton, Chrisjohn, & Fekken, 1981) may be defined as the 

general predisposition to selflessly seek to help others (Mowen & Sujan, 2005). Some 

individuals are just more generous, more helpful and kind to others and hence are perceived 

as more altruistic in nature (Dlugokinski & Firestone, 1973; Rutherford & Mussen, 1968). 

Customer engagement behaviour comprises helping other customers, for example, in terms of 

word-of-mouth or through feedback (Verleye et al., 2013). Accordingly, altruistic respondents 

mentioned: 

 

I engage with the Lush Facebook page. When I experience a good product I 

immediately recommend it to others, as I like to help others. Once I tried a mask for 

absorbing oils and reducing acne or blemishes on the face and it was terrific. I 

immediately recommended it to a friend with skin problems. I even shared it on my 

own Facebook profile page and wrote about my experience on the Lush Facebook 

page to help others that are not sure which product to choose. (Female, 36) 
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Another respondent highlighted: 

I became part of the Weight Watchers Facebook group when I started to lose weight. 

It’s always good to talk to people that are in the same situation and I feel so much 

healthier now that I lost weight. I regularly interact there as I want to motivate others 

that might struggle with losing weight to show them that it’s possible and give them 

some strength to keep up and fight for their goals. (Female, 25) 

 

The quotes show that individuals high on altruism tend to engage a lot online as they like to 

help other individuals, whether friends or strangers, in different types of situations. They like 

to recommend products they just used or share all kinds of experiences, whether positive or 

negative. In total, 13 out of 28 interviewees stated that the personality trait of altruism drives 

their online engagement. Hence, the following research proposition is proposed: 

 

RP9: Altruism is positively related to the a) cognitive processing dimension OCE, b) 

emotional dimension of OCE and c) behavioural dimension of OCE. 

 

Online customer engagement and customer-perceived value  

Past studies have not only hypothesised a relationship between online brand community 

practices and customer value (Misra et al., 2008; Porter et al., 2013; Schau et al., 2009; Seraj, 

2012), they have also suggested that online customer engagement might be related to value 

creation (Higgins & Scholar, 2009; Hollebeek, 2013; Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014; Kumar, 

Aksoy, et al., 2010). 

 

Engagement might explain why some online communities may have more visitors than 

others. Hence, this study proposes that engagement is linked to a value perception by 

customers, which explains the difference between successful and failing online communities 
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(Hollebeek, 2013; Seraj, 2012). Value can be seen as a jointly created phenomenon emerging 

through interaction (Vargo & Lusch, 2008). If an individual is highly engaged he/she will 

derive intrinsic and extrinsic value from this focus on the engagement (Vivek et al., 2012) and 

thus the strength of engagement contributes to the strength of value. Accordingly, the more 

engaged an individual is in approaching a target (e.g. brand), the more value can be obtained 

(Hollebeek, 2013). This study further argues that different types of value emerge as a result of 

engaging online. These different types are namely: social value, play, efficiency, excellence, 

aesthetic value and altruistic value (Holbrook, 1999). 

 

 Social value 

A relationship between customer engagement in online brand communities and social value is 

expressed in the following statements:  

 

I engage with the Louis Vuitton Facebook page, as I want to stay up to date. I like to 

be the first one who knows about new bags so I am the first to tell my friends about it. 

(Female, 24) 

 

Another respondent argues: 

 

I engage with the Rolex Facebook page, as the social events are great to meet people 

who share the same passion for world-class luxurious watches. (Male, 37) 

 

Another respondent mentions: 

I recently joined a gym and I am also a member of its Facebook community. The 

brand Equinox stands for the really fit people. Even though I am not that fit and well 

shaped yet the interaction with the brand on Facebook and Twitter reminds me daily of 
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my promise to myself. It shows others that I am committed to my goals and makes a 

good impression on others. (Male, 25) 

 

These quotes show that the individuals engage online because this engagement improves the 

way they are perceived by others as well as by themselves. They can therefore make a good 

impression in being the first to know about new releases or having general knowledge of 

products that are important for their peers. The quotes show that the engagement with the 

brand delivers social value to the respondents. In total, 7 out of 28 interviewees stated that 

they perceive social value after engaging with a Facebook brand community. 

	

Play 

Play is a hedonic value and arises from an individual’s own pleasure in engaging online. It 

may make members feel happy or delighted and gives them pleasure (Holbrook, 2006). This 

type of value was expressed by 10 interviewees as shown, for example, in the following 

statements: 

 

I engage with the Instyle Facebook brand page as I love fashion. It’s so much fun to 

check out the latest fashion trends every day. It makes my day. (Female, 23) 

 

Another respondent states: 

I love make up and it gives me great joy to browse for new make up fashion releases 

on the Mac Facebook page. I share most of its products with my friends also on my 

own Facebook page. I also contact the admin of the page to check upcoming releases, 

prices and delivery. (Female, 36) 
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 Efficiency 

Efficiency involves value that results from the active use of an online brand community 

platform (Holbrook, 2006). Members may feel that the relevance of content on the online 

brand community is high or that it is easy to use. In total, 8 interviewees stated that they 

perceive the value efficiency after engaging with a Facebook brand page. Evidence for the 

value of efficiency is expressed in the following statements: 

	
I engage with the Financial Times Facebook page, as the content is very relevant to 

me. I like to be always up to date and to know what is going on in the world. I also 

like that it’s that easy to comment and tell others your opinion on specific articles that 

they upload. Sometimes it’s a hassle if you want to quickly comment on a newspaper 

article on another website you have to register first. That is quite annoying. (Male, 27) 

 

Another respondent mentioned: 

I engage with the Vodafone Facebook page as they are very interactive with their 

customers and reply very quickly if I have a specific question. Their page is very 

effective in terms of customer care. (Female, 34) 

 

Another respondent said: 

I follow the Soulfood Low Carberia Facebook page. They upload new recipes 

regularly, which make my life much easier. Especially when I am on diet the 

interaction with others in the same situation is necessary to keep on going. Reading 

about others’ experiences and health suggestions keeps me motivated. (Female, 22) 
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 Excellence 

Excellence, in comparison to efficiency, is seen as reactive as it results from appreciating, 

admiring or responding to some object (Holbrook, 1999). With regards to a Facebook brand 

community, excellence as a value can be perceived, for example, due to high-quality 

discussions in the community (Holbrook, 2006). The following quotes show examples of 

participants who perceived the value of excellence when engaging online. In total, 11 

participants mentioned to perceive the value of excellence when engaging with Facebook 

brand pages. 

 The [Samsung] Facebook page shows me if the customers benefit from the products or 

not. Honest customer reviews and opinions are quite important for me. For example, I 

needed to know about the features of Samsung S6 and S6edge and Note6 and what 

kind of value I would get if I would buy one of the products. Therefore I checked the 

other customers’ experiences with the software and the hardware on their Facebook 

page. Customers are very supportive there. (Male, 25) 

 

Another respondent said: 

I love to engage with the Mac Facebook page as they are very innovative, the website 

is very well run. The information is very adequate and they provide detailed 

information that the customer really needs. In comparison to other make-up brands 

this one is my absolute favourite.  (Female, 36) 

 

 Aesthetic value 

Aesthetic value can occur when aesthetic aspects of the online brand community lead to value 

creation like an easy to use layout or an attractive design as discussed by the following 

respondents: 
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I engage with the Vodafone Facebook page as their display of the page is easy and you 

can access information very quickly. They even have an “ask a question button” where 

you can ask a specific question to a community manager. Their advertisements posted 

are always very attractive and eye-catching.  (Female, 34) 

 

Another respondent mentioned:	

The Victoria Secret Facebook page is one of my favourites. It’s extremely interesting 

and I check it five times per week especially in summer to check new swim suits 

releases and the new beach stuff and lingerie. The images posted are very colourful 

and just inspiring to look at and I also love the videos they upload on the page. 

(Female, 21) 

 

In total, 7 interviewees mentioned that they perceive aesthetic value when engaging with a 

Facebook brand page. 

 

Altruistic value 

Altruistic value occurs if the purpose of individuals engaging online is to help peers. It 

involves doing something for the sake of others and it includes the concern of how others will 

react or how they will be affected (Holbrook, 1999). The relationship between altruistic value 

and online customer engagement was discussed by 11 out of 28 respondents for example they 

noted that: 

	
I engage with the Holland & Barrett Facebook page because I want to share my 

experiences with people. I live a healthy lifestyle and I am obsessed with the vitamins 

and skincare products. Therefore, I visit the Holland & Barrett Facebook page to 

check their offers and read other customer reviews. (Female, 26) 
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Another respondent argues: 

I engage with the Lancôme Facebook page as I feel like I have to share my 

experiences with the products with other users. I feel like sharing my experience really 

makes a difference to some people and I also rely on others’ recommendations too. It’s 

a give and take. (Female, 32) 

 

Another respondent mentions: 

I engage with many skincare Facebook pages. One of the most frequently used is the 

Clinique Facebook page. I like to try new products and change my moisturiser 

regularly because I might find a better one. If I don’t share my experiences, good or 

bad in nature, others might do the same mistake and buy the same overpriced product. 

I feel like I have to protect others from making the same mistakes I made.  

(Female, 28) 

	
Most of the statements about the engagement or interaction between the customer and the 

brand reflect at least one of the three dimensions (cognitive, emotional and behavioural) of 

which customer engagement is comprised. Many reflected all of the dimensions, and all have 

been seen to be positively related to the different types of customer-perceived value. The 

findings of the exploratory interviews also suggest that customer-perceived value is seen as a 

consequence of customer engagement in online brand communities. Many of the above 

statements indicate that the value is perceived after the engagement with the brand. Therefore, 

based on the findings from the interviews, it is proposed that: 

	
RP10: Positively valenced online customer engagement (cognitive, emotional and 

behavioural) is positively related to a) social value, b) play, c) excellence, d) efficiency, e) 

aesthetic value and f) altruistic value. 
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The following conceptual framework summarises the research propositions previously 

developed (see Figure 1). The personality traits and perceived customer value types marked 

with an asterisk have been empirically found to be related to online customer engagement. 

Introversion, disagreeabless and conscientiousness, all part of the Big Five personality traits 

have been found to be negatively related to engagement with Facebook brand pages. There 

was no support for neuroticism to drive online engagement whereas openness to experience 

has been found to be positively related to online engagement. Four additional traits have been 

investigated and empirical support was found for three of these traits driving online 

engagement, namely: need for activity, need for learning and altruism. Six different forms of 

value have been perceived by individuals engaging with various Facebook brand pages, 

namely: social value, play, efficiency, excellence, aesthetic value and altruistic value. 

 

*************************************** 

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

Figure 1 Conceptual framework of online customer engagement.	
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Managerial implications 

Building a better understanding of why, and how, customers choose to engage with brands in 

online environments is a critical part of building brand equity in the digital economy. Online 

customer engagement now spans a full range of marketing activity, from customer complaints 

through to new product launches. Yet, despite the considerable investment made by marketers 

in various forms of online brand community – whether online forum or social media brand 

community, many of these communities suffer from a lack of use. By building understanding 

of how customers perceive the value that they receive from engaging in these communities, 

managers are in a better position to design communities anchored in customer value 

expectations. This study is the first to show insights into an increased number of possible 

personality traits that drive online customer engagement and highlights six different forms of 

value that might be perceived by customers. Further research validating these findings on a 

broader scale could result in specific managerial implications for the companies investigated. 

Thus, future studies are needed to test the proposed framework through large-scale 

quantitative research into personality traits and customer-perceived value in distinct Facebook 

brand pages or firm-hosted online brand communities. Structural Equation Modelling is 

suggested to be used to validate the strength and directions of the relationships. The findings 

will help managers of these distinct online brand communities to get a better understanding of 

customer behaviour in an online context by revealing which personality traits drive online 

engagement of users and what kind of customer-perceived value is received by individuals 

engaging online. Consequently, the company will be able to better segment their customers 

through a more detailed understanding of the traits of those who engage in their specific 

online communities. Having better understood the role of engagement firms can then apply 

this knowledge to make their online communities more effective. For example, in order to 

meet customer needs for efficiency when using online communities firms should implement 

technology to improve the provision of content targeted on an individual level. Additionally, 
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firms need to prioritise investment in user experience to minimise the effort customers expend 

in day-to-day use of these communities, particularly due to the growth in multi-platform 

internet use. Customer relationship management remains a key marketing priority (Verhoef et 

al., 2010), and thus developing attractive social media and online brand communities is of 

high importance because they build a more effective platform for customer co-creation and 

enable customers to actively contribute to the development of ideas and concepts, while also 

facilitating the creation of bonds between brand and customers. Findings of this study set the 

foundation stone and show support for the importance of further broader scale research in this 

area that will be able to improve specific online brand communities accordingly. 

 

Conclusion, limitations and future research directions 

This paper reviewed literature on the concept of customer engagement. The paper further 

focuses on personality traits as an antecedent and customer-perceived value as a consequence 

of customer engagement in social media brand communities, as revealed by the exploratory 

interviews. A conceptual framework was built as a result of a discussion about research 

propositions, which have been supported by the findings of the exploratory interviews 

conducted. Seven out of the nine personality traits were found to be related to online customer 

engagement, namely: introversion/extroversion, (dis)agreeableness, conscientiousness, 

openness to experience, need for activity, need for learning and altruism. Moreover, findings 

suggest that customers engaging in Facebook brand communities perceive six different forms 

of customer value, namely: social value, play, efficiency, excellence, aesthetic and altruistic 

value.  

 

These findings improve our understanding of online customer engagement in empirically 

investigating the concepts of personality traits as antecedents and the concept of customer-

perceived value as a consequence of online customer engagement. This research addresses a 



	 31	

gap in existing customer engagement literature; there is a lack of research to date into 

customer-perceived value as a consequence of online customer engagement. Moreover, the 

study proposes four new personality traits in addition to the Big Five as antecedents of online 

customer engagement. Interviews yielded support for three of these personality traits, namely: 

need for learning, need for activity and altruism. Thus, this study provides insights into the 

relationship of personality and online customer engagement, as research focusing on 

personality traits in an online environment is still scarce.  

 

As with any piece of research this study faces some limitations, including those related to the 

self-reporting of personality traits (despite this being a commonly used method (e.g.Coelho, 

2010)) and the potential for social desirability bias as respondents may want to present 

themselves in a favourable light (Furnham, 1986). Nevertheless, interviews revealed that 

social desirability is not a significant issue in this study. Further research limitations include a 

limited sample size; future research is encouraged to further investigate the topic using a 

quantitative research approach, as some respondents might not be able to explicitly state 

which traits drive their online engagement. The research could take place with an extensive 

number of users of a distinct, firm-hosted online brand community or social media brand 

community in order to be able to provide customised, company-specific managerial 

implications for improving their online brand community. Moreover, the research findings 

might be different for a firm-hosted online brand community that exists independently from a 

social media site because customers engaging in such communities might be more devoted to 

them than those engaging in social media brand communities (Ouwersloot & Odekerken-

Schröder, 2008). Since engaging in and joining a firm-hosted online brand community 

requires customers to register with these communities rather than just hitting a like button, 

customers who do make this extra effort are likely to be more committed to the community 

(Koh, Kim, & Kim, 2003; Muñiz & O’Guinn, 2001). Consequently, the engagement of 
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members might be higher in firm-hosted online brand communities as they actively contribute 

to the community, co-create content and have a feeling of responsibility for the community 

(Andersen, 2005; Paderni et al., 2014). Future research might also test whether the framework 

holds for a firm-hosted online brand community. 

 

Despite these limitations, this study serves to extend the customer engagement literature 

through providing valuable insights on how personality traits and customer-perceived value 

are related to online customer engagement. Since the domain of online customer engagement 

is critical to the success of many firms, continued research into the many factors surrounding 

this key construct remains an imperative. 
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