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Abstract

:

This research aims to conceptualize, develop, and validate a specific instrument for measuring the engagement of followers towards influencers on social media, and more specifically, in this first research, on Instagram. We surveyed (in-depth interviews, and questionnaires) 32 marketing experts and 1170 Instagram followers. Based on the applications of factor analysis and structural equation modelling, we determined 21 valid items. The scale assesses the cognitive, affective, and behavioral characteristics of follower’s engagement across five dimensions. The results provide insight into the interactive, personal, and social aspects of this type of virtual engagement. It is the first scale to measure this engagement in a multidimensional framework, which advances future research. Additionally, it will help managers identify the strongest dimensions of their influencers’ engagement and thus be able to adjust marketing communication strategies to foster multidimensional follower engagement and subsequent partnerships.
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1. Introduction


In recent decades, researchers and marketers have examined the nature and dynamics of the relationship between brands and consumers, which are construed as acting as partners [1]. Research has found that the interactive capabilities of social media (SM) can provide a conceptual parallel to the conversational nature underlying the concept of engagement [2,3]. For example, SM users’ interactions with specific brands are concrete manifestations of engagement marked by varying degrees of affective and/or cognitive and/or behavioral investment [4]. By providing access to online content and facilitating communication, SMs greatly bring consumers closer to organizations. As a result, online platforms have led companies to adapt their influence strategies to build strong relationships with users and thus increase their engagement rate [5].



The scientific literature on consumer engagement affirms that interactivity with the brand is a prerequisite for engagement [6,7]. However, consumers are sensitive to the perception of two-way communication and the reactions to their actions. They are looking for authentic content that is closer to their reality [8,9]. Thus, an increasing share of consumer engagement interactions are with human brands (HB) (e.g., singer, athlete) in the digital environment, including SM influencers [10,11]. Indeed, some users of Instagram (IG), TikTok, and other sister platforms have become active content creators. Often, they share stories from their daily lives [12,13], which makes them more influential than traditional celebrities as they are perceived as more credible and accessible [14]. This new type of HB—influencer—acts actively and in collaboration with their followers and approved brands [15,16], for example by commenting on the products they have tested and offering a promotional code to their followers [17,18].



Given that SM are dialogue based [19], we believe that strategic communications management is necessary in order to support a sustainable engagement process between followers and influencers [20]. Moreover, Levesque et al. (2023) [21] demonstrated how useful the influencer-follower relationship can be for their common well-being. Therefore, a holistic reflection bringing together both social and interactive components [22] inherent in the engagement relationship under study, would improve the predictive and explanatory power of consumer behavior models [23,24,25] and would allow a better understanding of the mental schemas that shape the daily lives of SM users regarding influencers.



To the best of our knowledge, the literature on influencer and on conceptualizing consumer engagement with this new HB is very limited. Further, tools that measure consumer engagement with an inanimate brand sometimes focus on a single dimension of engagement (e.g., behavioral, see [26]) or on measuring brand usage [27], visitor engagement [28] which is hardly applicable to a HB [29]. Many researchers fail to consider that the expression of engagement dimensions varies considerably across objects and contexts [30]. In addition, the engagement rate is different depending on the areas of interest of the influencers [31]. Thus, due to the distinctiveness of HB (e.g., living being), current measurement instruments are not applicable to the study context. This is an important point given that high engagement can lead followers to voluntarily act as an influencer’s ambassador in their circle [32]. The objective of this research is therefore to conceptualize, develop and validate a measurement instrument specifically adapted to the context influencer engagement on social media (IESM), and more particularly on Instagram. Therefore, we will answer the following research questions:




	
How is the concept of engagement with the influencer on SM articulated?



	
What are the existing measurement tools relating to this type of engagement?



	
How effective are they in the context studied?








This study contributes to the scientific literature by providing a theoretical basis for follower engagement, by specifying the interactive, personal, and social aspects that constitute this relationship. The contextually unique measurement scale highlights mental and behavioral patterns that may reinforce IESM in a multidimensional manner. The tool also allows influencer to determine the strongest dimensions of engagement and to adjust their marketing communication strategies to heighten follower engagement. Thus, the study provides implications for academics, managers (e.g., an influencer agent) and influencers.



This article is structured as follows. Section 2 presents a review of the literature on consumer engagement. Section 3 explains the methodology, which consists of five consecutive qualitative (in-depth interviews) and quantitative (questionnaires) steps. Section 4 presents the analysis and the results, and Section 5 concludes the paper with a discussion that includes avenues for future research and academic and managerial implications.




2. Review of the Literature


The conceptual foundations of consumer engagement build on relationship marketing theory [29]. For a company, a relationship orientation typically creates a competitive advantage, which in turn exerts a positive impact on its performance [2]. However, in addition to myriad types of engagement described in the marketing literature (e.g., brand engagement in self-concept [33], customer brand engagement [34] or consumer brand engagement [35]), definitions of engagement also abound. Hollebeek (2011) [4] construes engagement as the consumer’s level of motivation relative to the brand and their context-dependent state of mind, characterized by specific levels of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral activities. Brodie et al. (2011) [29] define engagement as a psychological state induced by consumer’s interactivity and co-creative experiences with the object. Although some definitions have aspects in common, scientific support on the nature of the concept of engagement in marketing is scant [36,37]. There is also a lack of consensus on the dimensionality of engagement [4,33]. Views diverge over the combination and number of dimensions and sub-dimensions involved in the process [38].



2.1. Dimensionality and Measurement of Engagement


Some researchers view engagement in a one-dimensional way [39,40,41] (e.g., clicking on online content). Other scholars argue that brand engagement should be viewed instead as a manifestation of engagement rather than an operational definition of this concept [42]. However, studies show that to offer an exceptional engagement experience, multiple dimensions must be stimulated simultaneously [43,44]. The marketing literature demonstrates that engagement is commonly measured along three dimensions, cognitive, affective/emotional, and behavioral/activation (e.g., Lourenço et al., 2022 [45]; Hollebeek et al., 2014 [30]).




2.2. Cognitive


The cognitive dimension consists of information processing, i.e., the perception of a brand’s usefulness and relevance. It is measured by various sub-dimensions such as influence (experience), which refers to a brand’s impact (positive or negative) in a consumer’s life [46,47]. Absorption is another sub-dimension mobilized in studies of cognitive engagement [22,48]. According to the flow theory [49], the disposition of deep absorption in an intrinsically pleasurable activity leads to strong engagement. Another dimension related to the cognitive aspect is attention [3,4]. This is the degree of concentration relative to a brand. The higher it is, the more the consumer is engaged with the subject. Then, self-congruity [50] is used to measure the identity aspect of cognitive engagement. The consumer integrates the identity signal of a brand into his self-concept [51] which allows him to define himself by projecting a certain image to those around him [33]. In addition, self-congruence [50] is used to measure the identity aspect of cognitive engagement. The last sub-dimension is identification, which is when the consumer’s self-image overlaps with that of the brand [52,53], whether real, social, ideal, or social-ideal [50].




2.3. Affective


The affective dimension is based on emotional congruence with the brand characterized by enthusiasm [48,54] and pleasure [55]. The affective aspect also includes attachment. Derived from experiences, emotions, and expectations associated with a brand [56], attachment motivates individuals to engage in and adopt specific behaviors [57]. In addition, studies in psychology have found a positive correlation between engagement and personal well-being (e.g., [58,59]). The more engaged the individual is, the higher their life satisfaction [38].




2.4. Behavioral


The behavioral dimension represents the consumer’s activation towards the brand [30]. Various actions can be considered manifestations of engagement, for example word-of-mouth [60], compulsive buying [61], as well as participation and interaction/co-creation [54]. Indeed, past studies have underscored the importance of interactivity in the consumer-brand dyad, as it enables voluntary effort to maintain a level of interaction that elicits continued engagement (e.g., [29,36]). Obviously, through SM, the consumer is able to interact directly with the brand [62], faster than in an offline context [63,64]. By the same token, the conceptualization and operationalization of behavioral engagement underwent a major transformation during the 2000s.



SM have transformed the nature and practice of online communication into an extensive two-way dialogue between users [65] and brands. Digital technologies facilitate users’ social participation [66] and progressively build intimacy [67], thus engendering novel behaviors that establish new social norms [68,69]. However, consensus about what constitutes behavioral engagement on SM is lacking [70]. Some authors measure engagement by the number of brand followers [71], while others link it to specific actions (e.g., the number of “likes” of a post) [72]. On the other hand, obtaining “likes” is a low engagement action and brands want more engaged and active exchanges with their followers (e.g., a comment, a share) [73]. It is therefore essential to differentiate the levels of behavioral engagement in the digital context.



The Consumers’ online brand-related activities (COBRA) behavioral construct [72,74] provides a unifying framework for analyzing consumers’ activities related to a brand’s content on SM [26]. COBRA activities are classified under three dimensions corresponding to a path of gradual involvement [72]. The first level is consuming, which entails followers’ passive participation in online brand communities [75]. One such example is reading. The second level is contributing; it includes interaction with brand-related content [76], and is exemplified by sharing. The third level is creating, which includes publishing original brand-related content [77], e.g., create a story (The stories are an option of the application on IG which allows to realize ephemeral visual content (for a duration of 24 h) by identifying an influencer. It should be noted that behavioral engagement can even go as far as consumer devotion, i.e., the manifestation of his devotion to a brand with his network. Voluntary, this ambassador can influence consumers to the benefit or disadvantage of the adored brand [32].



The literature on engagement confirms both the complexity of the concept and its importance to brands. The dimensions identified underline the multifaceted nature of the subject and the variety of fields of research interest [78]. Table 1 presents the main consumer engagement measurement scales used in marketing. However, HB is not managed in the same way as an inanimate brand [79]. This confirms that the concept is not surfing on a “trendy” keyword and that having measurement tools capturing its specificities is necessary. In the next section, we demonstrate the uniqueness of HB.




2.5. Characteristics of the Human Brand


The HB is differentiated from traditional brands owing to its human aspect. The human brand is imbued with physical and social realities, prejudices, and limitations. Although the HB poses risks related to management of its image, it also offers advantages in terms of the potential to improve the returns on the brand [96]. In addition, the HB has a wider range of attributes than does an inanimate brand and can adapt to the circumstances surrounding it. The HB also has a significantly greater capacity for reciprocity with the consumer than a traditional brand [97]. The bond between an HB and a consumer is similar to interpersonal relationships, especially in SM [63,64]. Indeed, many followers develop a parasocial relationship with an influencer—an imaginary relationship of friendship or love towards a media person [98,99]. A parasocial relationship enhances the perceived credibility of the influencer and positively affects brand trust and follower behavior [100].



However, while HB is extremely powerful, it is also very risky. Indeed, he is not immune to the risks of adverse events such as illness or misconduct [96]. For example, in 2020, Maripier Morin (Quebec host, television columnist, businesswoman and actress) saw her empire crumble when she admitted to accusations of sexual harassment, physical assault and racist remarks. Her business partners could not appear in the scandalous image of the actress and host. She was dumped by the brands she represented. In addition, Bell Media and Videotron have removed its television programs on all their platforms [101]. The main dangers that the human body imposes on HB are mortality, hubris, unpredictability, and social entrenchment. These characteristics lend it a particularly high level of authenticity and resonance, which enhances its value from consumers’ standpoint [102]. This supports the importance of considering the living nature of HB when examining the engagement relationship [97].



As mentioned earlier, engagement in marketing has primarily been measured in the context of the consumer-brand relationship [103]. We also observe that the items used apply to the use of traditional brands and/or in specific and often offline contexts (e.g., engagement to art, [46]). Moreover, depending on the interests of the influencers, the engagement differs [31]. This calls into question the relevance of current measuring instruments for influencer on SM. Admittedly, scales applying to the context of SMs have been listed, but they are intended to measure engagement to platforms or websites [42,82], which is difficult to transfer to HB [30,104]. Additionally, the rapid consumption pattern on SMs [105] and two-way exchanges with SM suggest unique engagement process and behaviors that existing measurement tools do not capture. We therefore conclude that due to the uniqueness of HB and the context under study, the available measurement tools are not applicable. We propose the development of the Influencer Engagement Scale on Social Media (IESM). Table 2 summarizes the dimensions and sub-dimensions of engagement with an influencer and Figure 1 presents the theoretical model.





3. Methodology


Nowadays, IG is one of the most effective advertisings channels: 90% of accounts follow at least one company on this platform [112]. IG generated revenues of over US$51.4 billion in 2022 [113]. With more than 2.35 billion monthly users, 93% of the brands use IG for influencer marketing [114]. It is one of the best performing platforms in terms of engagement. Its average rate is 0.47% as opposed to 0.06% for FB and 0.03% for Twitter [114]. In addition, IG is a strategic self-promotion tool for influencers [115]—90% of them are active on this platform [116]. In doing so, because of the immediacy, the creativity it offers, the community it helps to develop and the engagement it generates [117], IG is the social platform of choice for influencers. This justifies the choice of IG as the social platform for this study. Figure 2 illustrates the process of developing the measurement scale following the paradigm of [118] and Table 3 presents the samples used. The researchers did the recruitment via their personal social media account (IG, FB, LinkedIn), and the data collection took place from June to September 2021. As the COVID-19 pandemic was very present at that time, the in-depth interviews took place via Zoom and the self-administered questionnaires on the Google Forms platform. It is therefore a convenient sample, a form of non-probability sampling. Most of the respondents were from the province of Quebec, Canada. The rigor of this method will make it possible to answer the three research questions.




4. Analysis and Results


4.1. Step 1: Dimensionality and Definition


Step 1 aims to deepen our understanding by examining the conceptualization and dimensions of IESM. The analysis is based on the literature review and the first qualitative phase. We conducted in-depth interviews (n = 13) with 5 followers (A) and 8 experts in marketing (E) (8F, 5M). Respondents described their experience with an influencer and provided a definition of IESM. We conducted open, axial, and selective coding [119]. Based on our questionnaire, we analyzed the verbatim inductively in Excel, in order to identify central meanings and significant terms. Then, we formed groups by exploring the links between the different categories retained. Next, we reduced the number of dimensions of engagement by eliminating redundant or similar dimensions [120].



Consistent with previous studies on consumer engagement (e.g., [29]), IESM is a multidimensional construct. However, each of the respondents added depth to the meaning of the dimensions. E11 (F, age 28): “So, that’s why I’m telling you [there’s] some brand love around the influencer.” A5 (M, age 31): “You’re going to follow their values and their way of thinking. Because that’s what makes you follow them [influencers] and enjoy the content they give you.”



Definitions


The influencer is perceived as a model with whom followers identify, whom they wish to resemble and who is able to influence their actions and thoughts. E13 (F, 29): “You end up knowing the lives of these people, you end up wanting to be like them.” According to the respondents, the two major reasons why a follower follows an influencer are because they are inspiring or to keep up with trends. Further, respondents mentioned that the level of engagement varies depending on the category of influencer (number of followers). The literature shows that influencers with smaller communities have higher engagement rates [121]. Respondents noted that the influencer may promote a brand or simply share an experience.



Regarding engagement, the interviews indicated that followers can be passively (e.g., apprehending information) or actively engaged (e.g., making a purchase following a recommendation). The literature on online engagement in particular divides the nature of information consumption into two categories (active and passive) [73,122]. Additionally, followers engage with an influencer out of admiration, but also to satisfy a sense of belonging. What the SM allow with their numerous communities of followers. To this end, perceived social support encourages community spirit, sharing, communication and belonging to social groups with similar characteristics [123]. Finally, followers were aware that this type of engagement has a variety of consequences, including loss of time, distortion of reality, overconsumption, feeling less alone and stronger, and the feeling of having a daily friend. Thus, using the results of this first step and taking into account the existing literature, we are led to specify the definition of an influencer in the context of our study as being:



Influencers are very active individuals on social media, where they post content about themselves, their expertise, their areas of interest and/or their daily life with their community. These people are perceived as models in which their followers recognize themselves or aspire to imitate. Influencers use their personal brand to share information and potentially guide the attitude and behavior of their community. This is based on the expertise of the influencer and the trust of his followers. Influencer activity may have a business purpose through brand endorsement, or it may simply communicate relevant experiences to their followers. Influencers can have less than 10,000 followers or more than a million.



In addition, we refine the definition of engagement (IESM): “A follower’s willingness to think about or interact with an influencer or the content the influencer posts on SM, such as sharing a post.” Table A1 summarizes the quotes selected to inform the definition. The initial 103 items of the scale were developed based on the literature combined with these interviews.





4.2. Step 2: Item Generation, Content Validation and Pre-Testing


Step 2 is designed to generate additional items and ensure content validity [124]. We solicited marketing professors and doctoral students (n = 14) by email including a hyperlink directing them to a questionnaire on the Google Forms platform. After reading the definitions, the judges evaluated the correspondence of the proposed items (yes or no). We retained the items that at least half of the judges found to be relevant. Analysis of the questionnaires showed that some sub-dimensions overlapped due to their similar meaning, e.g., Self-Congruence and Identification.



Their association is logical, because if part of the follower is defined by his interactions with his influencer, he perceives a form of self-congruence with his self-concept [50]. The two sub-dimensions were grouped under Self-concept: “Self-definition between the image projected by the influencer and one of the facets of the follower’s self-concept” (inspired by [50]). In addition, both Enthusiasm and Pleasure referred to followers’ delight for their influencer: “The intrinsic level of happiness experienced by a follower for an influencer: They feel strong joy, admiration, and enthusiasm” (inspired by [4,110]). We merged these items under Delight. We also solicited the expertise of participants to provide additional items. Finally, 22 items were deleted and 14 added. The exercise reduced the number of items to 95. This confirms that both experts and followers have a similar perception. We then validated the new items by consulting 10 other professors and doctoral students in administration (sample #3). In the same way as in the previous collection, we asked them to evaluate the items. Following the analysis of the questionnaires, we retained 86 items, three dimensions and 10 sub-dimensions (Figure 3). Finally, we pre-tested the questionnaire with six followers (sample #4). This pilot test allowed us to move on to step 3.




4.3. Step 3: Purification of the Scale


Step 3 was designed to evaluate the structure and psychometric properties of the scale [118]. Participants were recruited through postings on IG, FB, and LinkedIn. The posts stated the following eligibility criteria: (1) Be 18 years of age or older; (2) Have accessed IG in the past 30 days; and (3) Be following an influencer. A hyperlink to the survey was embedded in the posts. In order to ensure broad participation, we contacted a Montreal-based (J’influence, https://jinfluence.biz, accessed on 3 July 2023) influencer agency and asked them to invite one of their clients to share our hyperlink. Camille Dufresne, a well-known influencer in Quebec (88.6 k IG followers) (@camilledufresne_, 88.2 followers on IG as of 3 July 2023), made an IG story with a link leading to the questionnaire. First, participants read the definitions and indicated the name of the influencer with whom they felt most engaged. Then, the 86 items were randomly presented to them. They were all positively formatted according to a 5-point Likert scale (1 = totally disagree to 5 = totally agree). The survey concluded with socio-demographic questions. We obtained 377 questionnaires and after eliminating those that did not meet the eligibility requirements (many were under 18) and incomplete ones, the final size of sample #5 is 230 respondents (61% of initiated questionnaires).



Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was performed using SPSS 27 software. The fit of the indices was significant. To conserve sample size, we transformed missing data (186 out of 19,509) by the mean item score [125,126]. The Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin (KMO) statistic was 0.926, which exceeds the recommended level of 0.70 [127]. Bartlett’s test of sphericity indicated the existence of significant correlations between the variables: chi-square of 10,051.62 with 210 degrees of freedom (dl) (p < 0.001). Subsequently, a series of EFAs using principal component factorization with Varimax rotation was performed [125] until the psychometric properties were satisfactory. This analysis reduced the number of items to 21 under five sub-dimensions. The total variance of the measured variables explained 68.57% of the phenomenon. The alphas of the items were all significant, and those of the five sub-dimensions ranged from 0.74 to 0.91. Table 4 demonstrates the factor structure of the measurement tool. The discrepancy between theory and measurement can be justified by a high degree of proximity between items. Figure 4 presents the model resulting from step 3.



From the outset, we had included as many items as possible, which explains the reduction from 86 to 21 items. The gap between theory and measurement can be justified by proximity between the items. For example, the only item in the Delight sub-dimension that proved to be significant grouped with those of Attachment. This result is supported by the literature which demonstrates that the affective dimension represents the experiential value derived by the intensity of the emotional connection, happiness, and the intrinsic level of arousal [110,128]. This affective congruence is reflected by emotional attachment, a variable therefore including delight. We joined the item to the Attachment sub-dimension. In addition, the last two behavioral levels (Creation and Devotion) formed a single factor. This can be attributed to the fact that for each of these two sub-categories, the follower actively and voluntarily engages in creating content about their influencer. In contrast, the Consumption sub-dimension represents passive engagement where there is no visible action from the follower. This finding is aligned with the literature on the divergence between passive and active engagement [73]. So, we docked the items under Creation. Regarding the cognitive dimension, the EFA only confirmed the Self-concept sub-dimension. This observation demonstrates the importance given by the follower to the congruence between the image projected by his influencer and his own, both in his eyes and in the eyes of others. It is therefore the main cognitive motif of IESM and implicitly encompasses Influence, Absorption and Attention.




4.4. Study 4: Confirmation of the Scale


The objective of step 4 is to confirm the validity and reliability of the tool. We performed a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) [125] to assess the goodness of fit of the theoretical model to the empirical data [129] and the validity of the construct [130]. The structural equation method (SEM) was also used to run a set of linear regressions and simultaneously test the manifest and latent variables [131].



A new sample of respondents was solicited via IG, FB, and LinkedIn. We used the same influencer agency as in the previous step. Claudie Mercier, a well-known influencer, and YouTuber in Quebec (@claudiemercier, 327,000 followers on IG as of 3 July 2023), made an IG story with a link leading to the questionnaire. We obtained 1491 questionnaires. In addition, we have requested the collaboration of the University so that it sends an email including the recruitment offer in its list (employees and students). The selection criteria as well as the flow of the questionnaire were identical to step 3. We obtained 1491 questionnaires. After eliminating those that did not meet the eligibility criteria, the final sample size of step 4 was 929 respondents (62% of questionnaires started).



4.4.1. Descriptive Statistics


Ninety-seven percent of respondents were women. This is due to the fact that Mercier was an influencer who shared the survey with her follower base. Of the 929 participants, 66% were in the 18–24 age range, 42% had an undergraduate degree, and 57% had an annual income of <$24,000. These statistics are consistent with the demographics of SM users, who predominantly visit IG [132,133]. Table 5 paints a portrait of the eight most mentioned influencers by respondents, ranging from 207 to 28 times. Of the nine proposed industries, those where identified influencers were active included lifestyle (35%), other (28%), fashion (11%), humor (6%) and cosmetics/beauty (4%).




4.4.2. First-Order Model


According to our theoretical conceptualization (Figure 4), the IESM scale must present a latent structure of a second-order model [134]. The sub-dimensions are first-order variables and are collectively represented by three second-order variables (COG, AFF, COMP). The first stage of step 4 is therefore a CFA on first-order latent variables. The data were analyzed using JMP Pro 16 software and suggested a good structure: a chi-square of 492.62 with 179 dl, which is within the prescribed thresholds [135]. The absolute indices were within the established criteria [103]. The root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) was 0.04 (<0.08), the standardized root mean squared residual (SRMR) was 0.03 (<0.08), and the revised goodness of fit index (GFI) was 0.96 (≥0.90). In addition, the comparative fit index (CFI) of 0.96 (≥0.90) was found to be satisfactory [104]. Finally, factor loadings for all items were significant, ranging from 0.84 to 0.68 (p ≤ 0.000).




4.4.3. Second-Order Model


Although the number of dimensions and sub-dimensions varies according to the tools identified during the literature review, most authors defend the multidimensionality of the concept (e.g., [22]. The creation of the second-order latent variables reflects the covariation between the first-order variables [136], and ensures that the estimated sub-dimensions define the larger, more abstract IESM construct [137]. However, moving to the next level requires a minimum of two sub-dimensions per dimension. Thus, only COMP (CONS, CONT, CRE) was a second-order variable (Figure 4). This observation reinforces the distinction between the engagement to an HB and a traditional brand in addition to supporting the relevance of the development of the tool.



The results of the second-order CFA suggested that the model had a good fit to the data. Both the RMSEA: 0.05 and CFI: 0.95 were above the prescribed thresholds. To ensure the quality of our model, we compared it with three alternative models: The null model [Model 1], the unidimensional model where all 21 items were forced to load on a single factor [Model 2], the model with five subdimensions [Model 3], and the model with one (COMP) and two subdimensions (SLFC, ATT) [Model 4]. Because of their nested nature, we used the maximum likelihood estimation method, which allows comparison of the models using the chi square [106]. The comparative results presented in Table 6 indicate that model 3 fits the data better than the competing models do. Therefore, this model was retained and the IESM scale is modeled by five dimensions (Figure 5).




4.4.4. Construct Validity


According to Fornell and Larcker (1981) [138], convergent validity is established when the average variance extracted (AVE) of the measures of a construct is above the 50% threshold. All AVEs exceeded this percentage, which confirmed the convergent validity of the IESM. Next, we compared the AVEs of the variables with the correlation between the squared constructs. For each of the matched combinations, the AVE value exceeded the squared correlation. This proved the discriminant validity of the scale. Table 7 shows the indices of construct validity.





4.5. Step 5: Nomological Validity


Step 5 assesses the nomological validity of the scale by examining it within a network of conceptual relationships [139] focused on an antecedent and a consequence of IESM. Involvement is the antecedent most often mobilized in the conceptualization of engagement in marketing [82,140]. When followers engage with content on SM, the experience is described as a deep sense of involvement, often combined with excitement and/or pleasure [70]. Hence the following hypothesis:



H1. 

Follower involvement has a positive and direct impact on IESM.





In addition, the literature affirms that loyalty is the primary outcome of engagement, for example in the SM context [36,140,141]. Moreover, engagement is considered a promising variable for predicting retention [24,142] the following hypothesis:



H2. 

IESM has a positive and direct impact on HB loyalty.





The data were gathered from the previous set (sample 5). Figure 6 presents the nomological model tested. As expected, follower involvement had a significant impact on the IESM, thus supporting H1. The IESM also had a significant impact on subscriber HB loyalty, supporting H2.



The involvement and loyalty variables were included in a model, then a composite variable considering each of the average scores of the five dimensions was created to bring together the entire scale. Next, we examined hypothesized explanatory paths. As expected, follower involvement exerted a significant impact on IESM validating H1. IESM also had a significant impact on follower loyalty, validating the H2. Table 8 presents the confirmed structural trajectory estimates. Thus, the more the follower is involved, the higher his IESM and the higher his loyalty to his influencer.





5. Discussion


The scientific literature offers several scales for measuring consumer engagement with an inanimate brand on SM. However, due to the distinctiveness of the HB (influencer), linked to being a living person,—more authentic than a traditional brand and acting actively and collaboratively with its followers [15,16,143]—the current measurement instruments were not applicable to our study context. Thus, the objective of this research was to conceptualize, develop, and validate a measurement scale specific to engagement with an influencer on SM (IG).



Validated in five separate studies, the IESM scale was found to be a second-order multidimensional construct. It assesses cognitive, affective, and behavioral characteristics of follower engagement simultaneously, without converging on common latent variables. This disconnects between theory and empirical results justifies the importance of developing this measurement tool.



In the scale purification step (Step 3), 230 followers rated their engagement with their chosen influencer. According to the AFE, IESM consisted of five dimensions, namely Self-Concept, Attachment, Consumption, Contribution and Creation. Data collected from another 929 followers (Step 4) corroborated these dimensions, which led to the creation of a 21-item scale. Next, nomological validity (Step 5) confirmed that the scale behaved as expected regarding the constructs that should be attached to it. To summarize, the responses of the 37 marketing experts and 1159 followers surveyed have contributed to the development of the IESM scale.



Authors should discuss the results and how they can be interpreted from the perspective of previous studies and of the working hypotheses. The findings and their implications should be discussed in the broadest context possible. Future research directions may also be highlighted.



5.1. Academic Contributions


This study provides a theoretical foundation that captures the interactive, personal, and social aspects of follower engagement. The results thus expand the knowledge base of relationship marketing and provide the first measurement scale for IESM. We also refined both the definition of a digital influencer and that of engagement with this HB. We have demonstrated that the engagement studied goes beyond observed behavior and involves dimensions inherent to psychology, such as self-concept and attachment [144]. The proposed conceptualization thus supports the three-dimensional nature of engagement: cognitive, affective, and behavioral [29,30,106]. It deepens the understanding of these dimensions by adding items and adapting them to investigation of influencers. Specifically, cognitive processing has previously been tested under the sub-dimensions of attention and absorption [30]. However, in IESM the cognitive component is represented by the follower’s self-concept, that is the dynamic and evaluative portrait that individuals develop of themselves during interactions with their social environment [145]. Followers integrate the identity signal that their influencer transmits into their self-concept to project a desired self-image [50]. This process influences their future attitudes and behaviors [146]. This can be explained by the fact that 66% of the respondents were aged between 18 and 24 and therefore at a stage of development conducive to the quest for their identification. Indeed, the identity formation cycle of young people is based on identity through an in-depth exploration of identification with engagements. To do this, they experiment with different social roles during a psychosocial moratorium granted by society [147]. Peer influence, especially through SMs, is a popular enforcer for this age group, as a means of making their voices heard, of self-esteem and of confirming their identity [148]. Therefore, focusing on the self-concept between the follower and the influencer provides avenues for increasing IESM.



Further, the affective component, i.e., the overall degree of affect positively linked to a brand [30], is often measured by enthusiasm and pleasure [22]. However, our study shows that affect is primarily mobilized by the measurement of attachment to the influencer. According to attachment theory [108], attachment is a specific emotionally charged bond between a person and an object, which happens to be a human in this case. Attachment is related to the need for social contact and for human interaction. The stronger the attachment, the higher the level of connection to the HB [149]. It is therefore easier to become attached to an influencer with whom one is in virtual contact on a daily basis than to a traditional brand. To this end, the initial model, the Affective dimension included three sub-dimensions and 34 items to finally present a dimension under five items. This confirms the unique nature of IESM, but also that this attachment is questionable. Respondents reported being strongly attached to their influencer, but is this a real attachment/engagement or is it rather mechanical, even that followers like and share out of habit? The ergonomics of SM facilitating engagement actions. This therefore opens the door to the possible correlation between engagement and the platform or the type of content broadcast. There are so many variables that can impact IESM. Finally, behavioral engagement is characterized by activity on SM that varies in intensity depending on the type of interaction with publications [72]. Our results confirmed and clarified the behavioral nature of engagement by adjusting the COBRA classification items to match behaviors toward an influencer.



To summarize, the IESM scale allows one to identify multiple facets of followers’ mental and behavioral patterns. This scale thus advances the scientific exploration surrounding an HB that is ubiquitous in consumers’ daily lives. Given that interpersonal relationships are central to the engagement measured by the tool, the scale could also be useful to other disciplines that are interested in human relationships (e.g., sociology).




5.2. Managerial Implications


Strategic management of IESM is instrumental to the marketing approach for influencers managers and influencers. The tool can serve to identify the strongest dimensions of engagement, and the ones on which to focus in order to increase the IESM of a particular influencer. The measurement scale will therefore facilitate the development and evaluation of new communication strategies on IG.



Consistent with previous research, we have noted that some followers tend to interpret their self-concept in terms of their preferred brand [33]. Whether it be because the follower perceives the influencer as a role model or because interacting publicly with the influencer allows the follower to improve the way they are perceived by others, congruence between the user’s image and that of the influencer increases IESM. However, this level of engagement varies considerably from one follower to another. Hence the importance of using the scale and adjusting strategies based on the actual level of engagement with each of the five proposed dimensions. Especially since the study participants recognized the influencer’s ability to spur their thoughts and actions, particularly when their level of attachment is high [150]. In addition, measuring IESM can justify the fees that influencers charge to the brands they endorse.



Further, social belonging encourages participation, and SM are adept at cultivating this feeling through online communities [151]. These communities promote social interaction, engagement, and brand loyalty [152,153]. Therefore, influencers who engage with their followers and encourage them to react to each other increase positive word-of-mouth about them, along with follower engagement rate.



In short, the proposed scale captures follower IESM holistically. Without this tool, managers will continue to measure behavioral engagement exclusively, and rely solely on the size of the follower base as an indicator of influence. This approach does not take into account the complexity and subtleties of IESM highlighted in this research.




5.3. Limitations and Future Directions


This study has limitations that offer avenues for future research. First, IESM was studied solely through IG. It would be interesting to test the scale on other social platforms (e.g., TikTok) and analyze whether the instrument is generalizable or to identify discrepancies across platforms. Second, despite the large number of respondents (1159), the sample in Steps 4 and 5 was 97% female, of whom 66% were in the 18–24 age range. This is explained by the fact that it was women’s influencers in their twenties who shared the questionnaire with their followers. Although this sample does not allow for extrapolation of the results, this has little impact on the development of measurement scales. However, it would be interesting to do a comparative analysis of IESM across various ages and genders and observe the results for each of the scale dimensions. We could thus learn more about the content to emphasize based on sociodemographic criteria and optimize engagement. Second, we can believe that an influencer in the fashion industry where looks are ubiquitous would elicit higher self-concept scores. In doing so, it would have been interesting to analyze the motivation of the follower towards his influencer. Does the industry or type of product represented affect the IESM?



Further, respondents mentioned different types of influencers based on the number of followers to their accounts. Therefore, it would be relevant to conduct a study to test the effect of influencer category (e.g., nano, mega) on IESM and to analyze the possible effect of the type of self-aspiration (actual, ideal, future) towards the influencer. In addition, the definition of an influencer states that they could share the interests of a third party by promoting a brand or simply recounting a lived experience to their network. Focusing on engagement with an influencer as an HB as opposed to a brand, they endorse could prompt reflection on the sociological and non-pecuniary orientation of this relationship.



The accumulated knowledge presented in this article can further the theoretical development of the HB and pave the way for additional research on the topic. Indeed, future studies are needed to enrich the literature and to refine the concept of engagement with a digital influencer.
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Table A1. Key quotes from in-depth interviews.





	ID
	Gender/Age
	Influencer





	A3
	F (30)
	“It’s someone who has a certain number of followers, but the number isn’t necessarily that crucial as the follower engagement. It’s someone who wants to be like her or like him. A bit like a model, depending on the sphere: fashion, sport, beauty, travel. And the influencer can influence people to buy certain products, do certain things, because of their followers’ level of engagement.”



	E7
	F (30)
	“There are different types. There are those who will get some benefit from a product or service they have promoted. There can also be micro-influencers, in the sense that someone in my environment may have enjoyed a product or service and wants to share the news with my network. That, I like, it’s great because it’s a stamp of approval from someone I trust.”



	A5
	M (31)
	“I think there are two aspects. First, I’d say it’s a kind of conformity. Let’s say the person sees themselves in that person. Then the second is more about trust. Just like when you buy products or services. You’ll go back to the same companies because you have a good experience. So that’s pretty much what influence is about. Compliance and resemblance, and then the trust and service aspect. You’re satisfied with what the influencer says.”



	ID
	Gender/age
	Engagement



	A2
	M (50)
	“The ultimate engagement is when you are going to do the transaction that the other is promoting and influencing you to do.”



	E13
	F (29)
	“There are several categories of engagement. Active and passive engagement. A passive person will watch, but never act. [...] In the sense that they see, it’s nice content, but it’s never going to end up making the person act over a year, two years, five years. It’s not voyeurism, but almost. You have the other portion: active engagement. Let’s say, I’m an influencer from Australia, and in her morning routine, she uses a cream. I screenshot it, and I went and bought it.”



	E9
	M (29)
	“If there’s a gesture towards the influencer. So maybe a Like or a share, a comment. Or even just consulting information and then sharing it, on your own, in discussion, I think it becomes a share as such.”
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Figure 1. Theoretical model of the IESM scale. 
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Figure 2. Scale development and validation process. 
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Figure 3. IESM Model (Step 2). 
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Figure 4. IESM Model (Study 3). 
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Figure 5. Final IESM model (Study 4). 
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Figure 6. Nomological model of IESM. 
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Table 1. Main consumer engagement measurement scales used in marketing.
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	Author
	Context
	Dimension/Sub-Dimension
	Items





	Algesheimer et al. (2005) [41]
	Community engagement
	Unidimensional
	28



	Calder et al. (2009) [42]
	Consumer engagement with a website
	Stimulation and inspiration, social facilitation, temporal, self-esteem and civic mindedness, intrinsic enjoyment, utilitarian, participation and socialization, community
	37



	Sprott et al. (2009) [33]
	Brand engagement in self-concept
	Unidimensional
	8



	Craig Lefebvre et al. (2010) [80]
	eHealth engagement scale
	Involving, credible, not dull, hip/cool
	21



	O’Brien and Toms (2010) [81]
	User engagement
	Focus attention, perceived usability, aesthetics, endurability, novelty, felt involvement
	31



	Cheung et al. (2011) [82]
	Engagement with an online social platform
	Vigor, absorption, dedication to the client
	18



	Yoshida et al. (2014) [83]
	Fan engagement in the sports context
	Managerial cooperation, prosocial behavior, performance tolerance
	12



	Vivek et al. (2014) [84]
	Customer engagement with brand
	Conscious attention, enthusiastic participation, social connection
	10



	Hollebeek et al. (2014) [30]
	Consumer engagement with brand on social media
	Cognitive processing, affection, activation
	10



	Taheri et al. (2014) [28]
	Visitor engagement
	Unidimensional
	8



	So et al. (2014) [54]
	Customer engagement with tourism brand
	Identification, enthusiasm, attention, absorption, interaction
	25



	Kemp (2015) [46]
	Client’s artistic engagement
	Affective, cognitive, behavioral, social, connection
	20



	Vinerean and Opreana (2015) [2]
	Online consumer engagement
	Cognitive, emotional, behavioral
	11



	Dwivedi (2015) [36]
	Consumer brand engagement
	Vigor, dedication, absorption
	17



	Baldus et al. (2015) [85]
	Engagement with the online brand community
	Brand influence, brand passion, connection, help, like-minded discussion, rewards (hedonic), rewards (utilitarian), help-seeking, self-expression, up-to-date information, validation
	42



	Hopp and Gallicano (2016) [86]
	Engagement with a blog
	Presence, virality, utility
	12



	Schivinski et al. (2016) [26]
	Consumer engagement with branded content on social media
	Consumption, contribution, creation
	17



	Dessart et al. (2016) [22]
	Consumer engagement with online brand communities
	Enthusiasm, pleasure, attention, absorption, sharing, learning, approval
	22



	Hollebeek et al. (2016) [87]
	Consumers’ musical engagement
	Identity experience, social experience, transportative experience, affect-inducing experience
	25



	Calder et al. (2016) [88]
	Engagement
	Interaction, transportation, discovery, identity, civic orientation
	11



	Thakur (2016) [89]
	Customer engagement
	Social-facilitation, self-connect, intrinsic enjoyment, time-filler, utilitarian, monetary experience
	19



	Solem and Paderson (2017) [34]
	Organizational behavior and consumer engagement with brand on social media
	Physical, emotional, cognitive, psychological
	9



	Paruthi and Kaur (2017) [90]
	Online engagement
	Conscious attention, affection, enthusiastic participation, social connection
	16



	Harrigan et al. (2017) [91]
	Customer engagement
	Identification, absorption, interaction
	11



	Robertson et al. (2017) [92]
	Engagement with alcohol marketing
	Behavioral
	13



	Guo (2018) [93]
	Social engagement with programming
	Vertical involvement, diagonal interaction, horizontal intimacy, horizontal influence
	15



	Mirbagheri and Najmi (2019) [3]
	Consumers’ engagement with SM activation campaigns
	Attention, interest and enjoyment, participation
	12



	Huang and Choi (2019) [94]
	Tourism engagement
	Social interaction, interaction with employees, belonging, link to activity
	16



	Obilo et al. (2021) [35]
	Consumer brand engagement
	Content engagement, co-creation, advocacy, negative engagement
	21



	Majeed et al. (2022) [40]
	Destination brand engagement
	Unidimensional
	36



	Ho et al. (2022) [95]
	Customer engagement behaviors
	Influencing behaviors, participation in events, information sharing, feedback, assistance to other customers, C2C, interaction, browsing, complaints
	16



	Ndhlovu and Maree (2022) [27]
	Consumer brand engagement
	Product: Reasoned behavior, affection; Service: social connection, identification, absorption
	49



	Lourenço et al. (2022) [45]
	Consumer brand engagement
	Cognitive, emotion, behavior
	9



	Shin and Perdue (2022) [47]
	Customer engagement behaviors
	Influential-experience value, C2B innovation value, relational value, functional value
	15



	The present study (2023)
	Influencer engagement on SM
	Self-concept, attachment, consumption, contribution, creation
	21










 





Table 2. Dimensions and Sub-Dimensions of Engagement with an Influencer.
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Inspired by






	
Cognitive dimension

Set of enduring and active mental states experienced by a follower toward an influencer on SM.

	
Brodie et al. (2013) [106]




	
Influence: The level of an influencer’s cognitive influence on their followers relative to the sharing of information they post on SM.

	
Kemp (2015) [46]




	
Absorption: A follower’s level of cognitive immersion associated with an influencer on SM.

	
Vivek et al. (2014) [84]




	
Attention: The degree to which a follower pays attention to and focuses on an influencer on SM.

	
Hollebeek et al. (2014); Vivek (2009) [30,48]




	
Self-congruence: Correspondence between the image projected by the influencer and one facet of the follower’s self-concept.

	
Sirgy (1982) [50]




	
Identification: Follower’s degree of affiliation with an influencer on SM and ensuing self-definition.

	
Bhattacharya et al. (1995); Thomson et al. (2005) [53,107]




	
Affective dimension

Summative and enduring level of emotions felt by a follower toward an influencer on SM.

	
Calder et al. (2013) [55]




	
Attachment: The intensity of a follower’s emotional connection to an influencer on SM.

	
Bowlby (1969) [108]




	
Pleasure: Pleasure and happiness derived from interactions with an influencer on SM.

	
Patterson et al. (2006) [109]




	
Enthusiasm: A follower’s intrinsic level of excitement about and interest in an influencer on SM.

	
Hollebeek (2011); Mollen and Wilson (2010) [103,110]




	
Behavioral dimension

A follower’s behavioral manifestation of engagement with an influencer on SM, which varies in intensity depending on the type of interaction.

	
Muntinga et al. (2011) [72]




	
Consumption: The first level of follower engagement activity with an influencer on SM: passive participation.

	
Schivinski et al. (2016); Muntinga et al. (2011) [26,72]




	
Contribution: The second level of follower engagement activity with an influencer on SM: contribution through interactions.




	
Creation: The third level of follower engagement activity with an influencer on SM: creation of content about the influencer.




	
Devotion: The highest level of follower engagement activity with an influencer on SM. This level transcends the boundaries of the Internet and may include spending money and volunteering one’s time and energy to support the follower.

	
Hunt et al. (1999) [111]











 





Table 3. Summary of steps followed and samples used.
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Steps

	
Samples

	
Methods

	
N






	
1

	
Dimensionality, definitions

	
Marketing experts

Followers

	
Literature review and in-depth interviews

	
8

5




	
2

	
Item generation and first content validation

	
Professors and PhD students

	
Questionnaire

	
14




	
Second content validation

	
Professors and PhD students

	
Questionnaire

	
10




	
Pre-test

	
Followers

	
Questionnaire

	
6




	
3

	
Purification

	
IG, FB, and LinkedIn followers

	
Questionnaire

	
230




	
4

	
Confirmation

	
IG, FB, and LinkedIn followers

Influencers on IG

Employees and students

	
Questionnaire

	
929




	
5

	
Validation of the scale




	
Total respondents

	
1202











 





Table 4. Factor structure of the IESM.
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Latent Variables

	
Items

	
α






	
Self-concept

α 0.88

	
SLFC-1

	
By interacting publicly with my influencer, I can make a good impression on others.

	
0.79




	
SLFC-2

	
Part of me is defined by my interactions with my influencer.

	
0.68




	
SLFC-3

	
Interacting publicly with my influencer allows me to convey who I am to others.

	
0.79




	
SLFC-4

	
By interacting publicly with my influencer, I can improve others’ perception of me.

	
0.80




	
SLFC-5

	
Interacting publicly with my influencer allows me to portray the image of who I want to be to others.

	
0.79




	
Attachment

α 0.84

	
ATT-1

	
I am bursting with energy when I interact with my influencer.

	
0.62




	
ATT-2

	
If my influencer doesn’t post for some time, I get worried.

	
0.77




	
ATT-3

	
I miss my influencer when they are not posting.

	
0.80




	
ATT-4

	
My days wouldn’t be the same without my influencer.

	
0.71




	
ATT-5

	
Positive feelings about my influencer come to mind regularly.

	
0.66




	
Consumption

α 0.76

	
CONS-1

	
I look at my influencer’s photos.

	
0.81




	
CONS-2

	
I read my influencer’s posts.

	
0.80




	
CONS-3

	
I watch my influencer’s videos.

	
0.75




	
Contribution

α 0.74

	
CONT-1

	
I comment on my influencer’s posts.

	
0.77




	
CONT-2

	
I comment on my influencer’s lives.

	
0.77




	
Creation

α 0.91

	
CRE-1

	
I create stories about my influencer.

	
0.78




	
CRE-2

	
I create visual publications (photos or videos) about my influencer.

	
0.82




	
CRE-3

	
I create text-based publications about my influencer.

	
0.82




	
CRE-4

	
I tag my influencer in my publications (text, images or stories).

	
0.76




	
CRE-5

	
I create posts about my influencer and hope they will share them.

	
0.83




	
CRE-6

	
I create posts about my influencer and hope they will like them.

	
0.75











 





Table 5. Profile of the most popular influencers in the study.
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	Mention
	Name on IG
	IG Followers 1
	Specialty





	207
	aliciamoffet
	403,000
	Singer, lifestyle



	93
	claudiemercier_
	265,000
	Lifestyle, YT



	65
	elisabethrioux
	1.7 million
	Fashion entrepreneur



	47
	alexandralarouche
	218,000
	Lifestyle, blog



	40
	cassandraloignon
	127,000
	Food



	37
	lucierhéaume
	246,000
	Fashion entrepreneur



	28
	sarahcout
	163,000
	Decor



	28
	mathduff
	156,000
	Humorist







1 Number of followers as of 3 July 2023.













 





Table 6. Model comparison indices.
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Model

	
χ2

	
ddl

	
Difference χ2/ddl

	
CFI

	
RMSEA






	
1

	
Null

	
10,148.10

	
210

	
S. O.

	
0.00

	
0.22




	
2

	
One-dimensional

	
4321.53

	
189

	
5826.57 (21) *

	
0.58

	
0.15




	
3

	
Five dimensions

	
669.85

	
184

	
3651.68 (5) *

	
0.95

	
0.05




	
4

	
One dimension and two sub-dimensions

	
631.74

	
183

	
38.11 (1) *

	
0.95

	
0.05








Note: N/A = not applicable. * p = < 0.000.













 





Table 7. Construct validation indices.
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	SLFCI
	ATT
	CONS
	CONT
	CRE





	CSOI
	0.61
	0.30
	0.13
	0.29
	0.21



	ATT
	0.61
	0.52
	0.15
	0.34
	0.24



	CONS
	0.39
	0.49
	0.52
	0.15
	0.10



	CONT
	0. 44
	0. 55
	0. 35
	0.55
	0.23



	CRE
	0. 36
	0. 44
	0. 28
	0. 65
	0.63







Note: The diagonal shows the AVEs, and the squared factor correlations are displayed above the same diagonal.













 





Table 8. Structural path estimates.
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Path

	
Standardized Estimate (β)

	
Standard Error

	
Z-Test






	
H1

	
INV IESM→

	
0.88 ***

	
0.016

	
54.35




	
H2

	
IESM HBL→

	
0.93 ***

	
0.023

	
44.62








Note: *** p = < 0.0001.
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