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Abstract

:

The exponential speed of technological advancements and the ever-changing needs of customers have changed the way enterprises engage with their customers. However, despite the increasing scholarly interest in the enterprise-initiated perspective of customer engagement (CE) in recent years, it remains unclear what drives enterprises to initiate customer engagement and how enterprise-initiated customer engagement enhances enterprise performance. Thus, the purpose of this study is to develop and evaluate a conceptual model that consists of drivers and outcomes of enterprise-initiated customer engagement. After developing a conceptual model based on previous conceptual approaches to customer engagement, a quantitative survey was undertaken to gather the data from business-to-customer micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises. The data were analyzed using the partial least square path modelling. The findings showed that external pressure and organizational readiness influence enterprise-initiated customer engagement. Enterprise-initiated customer engagement was also found to influence marketing performance. The empirical findings provide insights for managers that explain what drivers may influence enterprise-initiated customer engagement and what benefits they can expect. Overall, this research extends the understanding of the CE domain and provides additional insights for the drivers and outcomes of enterprise-initiated CE.
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1. Introduction


The rapid pace of globalization, as well as the ever-changing needs of customers, the increasing competitive pressure, and the exponential speed of technological advancements, create a condition where businesses are struggling to gain competitive advantages. As both academicians and practitioners have recognized that customer engagement (CE) is an imperative facilitator for customer retention that further results in performance outcomes [1,2], enterprises try to provide better customer experiences [3] by increasingly deploying digital technologies (e.g., social media and e-commerce) [4].



The potential of CE has led to increasing [5] and persisting [6] scholarly interest in recent years. Extant research has provided several contributions by defining CE (e.g., [7,8]), proposing different CE dimensions (e.g., [9,10,11]), and investigating CE antecedents and consequences (e.g., [1,2,7,8,9,12]). Furthermore, extant research predominantly focuses on digital technologies [13], which, according to Vivek et al. [14], provide a range of ways that enterprises can use to interact with customers. Despite the aforementioned contributions, Alvarez-Milán et al. [13] pointed out that the CE research has only recently acknowledged enterprise-initiated CE perspective. Moreover, Beckers et al. [6] observed that the implications of enterprise-initiated CE on enterprise performance challenges practitioners and researchers to rethink what it means to proactively initiate and manage CE and provided several research directions. Recognizing the impotency of enterprises’ CE initiatives, this study refers to enterprise-initiated CE as “enterprises’ deliberate effort to guide customers’ voluntary contributions to its marketing functions, beyond a core, economic transaction” [15] (p. 312).



Existing research on the enterprise-initiated perspective of CE is limited to date. The term enterprise-initiated CE was introduced by Beckers et al. [6] in 2017 with the purpose of differentiating between customer-initiated and enterprise-initiated CE, which “occurs when firms adopt explicit strategies to stimulate CE” (p. 368). Similarly, Harmeling et al. [15] differentiate between CE and CE marketing, where the focus is on enterprise-initiated CE. Moreover, Alvarez-Milán et al. [13] propose a strategic CE marketing decision-making framework that enterprises are advised to follow. Even though researchers [6,15] provide evidence in support of the enterprise-initiated CE on enterprise performance outcomes and shareholder value, they encourage further exploration into the impact of enterprise-initiated CE. One of the recent studies [16] suggests that the impact of CE on the marketing performance that consists of operational performance (e.g., customer mind-set, customer behavior, and product-market performance) and enterprise performance (e.g., accounting and financial market performance) should be focused on. Additionally, Beckers et al. [6] also suggest that potential drivers that encourage enterprises to start with enterprise-initiated CE initiatives should be investigated.



Although several studies investigated the field of CE, most of them focused on customer-initiated CE. Enterprise-initiated CE as a relatively new domain remains much less explored. It is still unclear how enterprises approach enterprise-initiated CE, what the drivers are that encourage these approaches, and how enterprise-initiated CE influences enterprise performance. Consequently, enterprises that need to design and implement effective enterprise-initiated CE have scarce insights on what they need to take into consideration and what benefits they can expect.



Taking into consideration the aforementioned research gaps, the present study has the following research objectives: (1) to investigate what drives an enterprise to start CE initiatives; (2) to determine whether enterprise-initiated CE initiatives improve marketing performance. To address these research objectives, this study takes the following steps: firstly, based on the marketing literature review, we build a conceptual model that consists of enterprise-initiated CE, drivers, and marketing performance outcome constructs. Secondly, we formulate the hypotheses and test them empirically by conducting an online questionnaire among Slovenian micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).



Our study provides two main contributions to the emerging stream of research on enterprise-initiated research. First, we investigated the marketing performance consequences of enterprise-initiated CE. While the existing research investigated the net effect of enterprise CE initiatives, revenue benefits, and cost-saving, this study considers other metrics, including customer satisfaction, customer loyalty, sales value, and marketing share. Second, we followed Beckers et al.’s [6] suggestion and focused on providing insights into drivers that stimulate enterprise-initiated CE.



In the paper, we first develop a conceptual model of enterprise-initiated CE and formulate hypotheses based on the examined current relevant research. Then, we present data collection and data analysis procedures. After that, we discuss the results and contributions and suggest further research opportunities.




2. Theoretical Background


2.1. Enterprise-initiated Customer Engagement


The marketing domain literature on CE has, as a consequence of the rise of social media (SM), broadly debated the scope of CE and provided several CE conceptualizations (e.g., [2,7,8,9,17]). According to Beckers et al. [6], these studies have taken into consideration enterprise-initiated and customer-initiated CE in one CE construct. While existing research mainly conceptualizes customers as engagement subjects and enterprises as engagement objects, Alvarez-Milán et al. [13] argue that not only customers, but also enterprises, can initiate CE. The differentiation between customer-initiated CE and enterprise-initiated CE was also acknowledged by Harmeling et al. [15], who define enterprise-initiated CE as a “deliberate effort to motivate, empower, and measure a customer’s voluntary contribution to its marketing functions, beyond a core, economic transaction” (p. 312). This CE perspective is imperative because many enterprises that initiate CE [14] need to maintain it to provide positive customer experiences [18,19], which not only results in customer satisfaction, but also in increased revenue [6,8,20].



In their study, Pansari and Kumar [21] pointed out that confusion exists between CE and other customer relationship management (CRM) constructs. Therefore, studies on enterprise-initiated CE [6,15] focus on non-transactional behaviors that occur after the customer has made an initial purchase and already has experience with the enterprise. Nevertheless, according to Alexander and Jaakkola [22], this narrower conceptualization of CE provides an important perspective of CE. Beckers et al. [6] note that transactional behaviors have already been extensively studied in the CRM literature.



Non-transactional CE initiatives can be initiated by enterprises in two forms, including task-based engagement initiatives and experiential engagement initiatives [15]. Where task-based engagement initiatives guide customers to contribute to a single task defined by the enterprise (e.g., referring a customer), experiential engagement initiatives use events to stimulate independent customer contributions [15]. To ensure an overall positive customer experience, the enterprise should ensure that the customer is engaged in the best possible manner. Therefore, the conceptualization of non-transactional CE initiatives also needs to take into consideration different CE dimensions. According to Kumar et al. [17], the CE consists of customer purchases, customer referrals, customer influence, and customer knowledge. This comprehensive conceptualization includes different stages of customer relationships and takes into consideration enterprise perspective [23]. In our study, we focus on non-transactional CE dimensions: namely, customer referrals, customer influence, and customer knowledge management. Additionally, we focus on the enterprise perspective when exploring these CE behavior dimensions.



To encourage customer referrals, enterprises need to ask for referrals [17,24,25] and continuously engage with customers (e.g., involving them in conversations about their offerings, helping to solve problems, and answering questions). To provide better conditions for customers to exchange brand and product-related information (customer influence) enterprises activate brand ambassadors and opinion leaders in campaign activities [22,26] and provide online brand communities [7]. Enterprises can also gain customer knowledge by encouraging them to write a review and requesting customers’ individual opinions, tastes, or beliefs [27].




2.2. Enterprise-initiated Customer Engagement Drivers


Successful enterprise-initiated CE depends on the enterprises’ ability to identify and leverage their resources, including available engagement tools [15], while taking into consideration their customers as well as competitors. Several studies proposed models that investigate not only CE, but also CE drivers. For instance, Verhoef et al. [28] and van Doorn et al. [8] suggest three groups of drivers that can affect CE: customer-based, enterprise-based, and context-based. The majority of drivers that have been considered in the literature are customer-based. For instance, customer involvement and customer participation were found to have an effect on CE [29,30,31]. Furthermore, customer satisfaction [32], as well customer situational factors (e.g., perceived benefits and perceived resource requirements) [33], were associated with CE. As Vivek et al. [34] and So et al. [35] acknowledged in their studies on the impotency of enterprise-based drivers (e.g., organizational support and organizational socialization), several recent studies included enterprise-based drivers in their CE models. For instance, Groeger et al. [33] found that firm reputation plays an important role in CE. Furthermore, Wong and Merriless [36] identified brand orientation as an important driver for brand engagement. Among the context-based drivers, online engagement tools were usually considered in CE research (e.g., [9,37]). Despite the considerable research efforts in the CE domain, most studies have focused mainly on the customer’s point of view. Therefore, recent research on enterprise-initiated CE (e.g., [6,36]) suggests the drivers that encourage enterprises to start CE initiatives should be investigated.




2.3. Enterprise-initiated Customer Engagement Performance Outcomes


While the extent of CE research has focused mainly on customer-based performance outcomes, a little is known about enterprise performance outcomes [16]. In their conceptual model, Van Doorn et al. [8] suggested that several CE consequences for enterprise, including financial, reputational, and competitive, should be taken into consideration. Since then, little research has focused on different perspectives of enterprise performance. Therefore, Hollebeek et al. [16] pointed out in one of their recent studies that future research exploring the impact of CE on different enterprise performance aspects is needed and encouraged researchers to provide more generalizable findings.



The limited research examining CE from the enterprise perspective has focused on several enterprise performance aspects. For instance, Harmeling et al. [15] have provided business examples illustrating the effects of enterprise-initiated CE initiatives on enterprise performance, including revenue benefits and cost savings. Furthermore, Beckers et al. [6] investigate the market value consequences of CE initiatives and the mechanisms that drive this impact. They find that there are not only positive, but also negative effects of enterprise-initiated CE initiatives and suggest that different performance metrics should be assessed. Alvarez-Milán et al. [13] developed the CE marketing decisions, making a framework by integrating insights from enterprise-initiated [6,13] and other relevant CE (e.g., [2,5,38,39]) literature with findings from qualitative research. The framework consists of five facets: CE conceptualization, CE target, CE domain, CE experiential routes, and CE value. Concerning the CE value, they distinguish between customer interaction value (e.g., customer purchases) and customer multiplier value (e.g., customer referrals). Moreover, when conceptualizing enterprise performance, Braojos et al. [12] took into consideration the multidimensional construct proposed by Mithas et al. [40] and focused only on “elements that are theoretically supposed to be influenced directly by customer engagement” (p. 159). Therefore, among the four dimensions, they focused only on enterprise effectiveness (e.g., level of innovation) and customer-focused performance (e.g., customer satisfaction). Based on the empirical analysis, they also confirmed the relationship between online CE and enterprise performance.



In their recent study, Hollebeek et al. [16] noted that little is known about the marketing performance outcomes of CE and suggest following Katsikeas et al.’s [41] conceptualization of marketing performance. They analyzed the empirical studies published in the top 15 marketing journals from 1981 to 2014 and identified several operational and organizational performance dimensions, including customer mind-set performance, customer behavior performance, customer-level performance, product market performance, accounting performance, and financial-market performance.





3. Conceptual Model and Hypotheses Development


Following the studies focusing on the enterprise perspective of CE (e.g., [30,36]), we developed a conceptual model that consists of five constructs, as shown in Figure 1. Enterprise-initiated CE initiatives are a construct that is presented in the center of the model. The constructs on the left side of the model present drivers, and the construct on the right side of the model presents marketing performance. The assumptions regarding the relationships between individual research model constructs and developed hypotheses are presented in the following paragraphs.



Our study is based on the theoretical foundations proposed by van Doorn et al. [8]. As such, we considered all three groups of drivers proposed in their study. The customer-based group of drivers includes customer attitude, their consumption goals, resources, and perceived costs and benefits. As Doorn et al. [8] discuss these drivers more from the customer rather than the enterprise perspective, we aimed to fill this gap and focused on the CE factors from the enterprise point of view. With the rise of SM, customers are interacting with each other and they expect to interact with the enterprise in the same manner [42,43]. According to Kunz et al. [44], CE will increase if enterprise engagement activities “meet or exceed the customer’s expectations” (p. 177). Chathoth et al. [45] further pointed out that not only customer expectations, but also competitor actions need to be taken into consideration by the enterprise when trying to meet the customer’s expectations. Both customer pressure and competitor pressure can be perceived by enterprises as external pressure that motivates them to start CE initiatives. We therefore hypothesize:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

External pressure has a positive effect on enterprise-initiated CE.





The enterprise-based group of drivers includes brand characteristics, enterprise reputation, enterprise size/diversification, enterprise information usage and processes, and industry. As already pointed out by Wong and Merrilees [36], brand orientation is an important determinant of brand engagement. Nevertheless, other enterprise-based determinants need to be considered. For instance, Gambetti and Graffigna [46] identified two main drivers related to CE based on thematic analysis: engagement strategy and strong relationships between employees and customers. The likelihood to improve CE by creating an engagement strategy focused on customers was also acknowledged by other recent studies (e.g., [44]). Employees can only engage with customers effectively if they understand CE goals and their responsibilities toward fulfilling these goals [1]. Furthermore, enterprises need to provide the adequate resources and skills necessary to regularly assess customer engagement-based changes and trends and immediately respond if needed [15,16,34]. We therefore hypothesize:



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Organizational readiness has a positive effect on enterprise-initiated CE.





The context-based group of drivers is related to political/legal, economic/environmental, social, and technological aspects. It seems that emerging technologies, especially social media, have considerably changed the way enterprises interact with customers [47] and have been identified as a critical component for enterprise competitiveness and survival [48]. According to Kumar et al. [49], social media, among others, play an important role in increasing customer insights and marketing communication. Furthermore, social media enable enterprises to generate a useful and enjoyable environment that encourages customers to engage with them [50,51]. Moreover, while social media allows enterprises to reach a wide audience in a short time frame and hear what people say about a brand, several studies (e.g., [9,52,53]) pointed out that CE initiatives are more effective. Finally, enterprises that exploit social media for CE can increase enterprise competitive advantages [12]. We therefore hypothesize:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Social media have a positive effect on enterprise-initiated CE.





Our study also took into consideration Hollebeek et al.’s [16] suggestion and focused on the marketing performance outcomes of enterprise-initiated CE. Several dimensions of marketing performance were considered in recent studies. For example, customer mind-set and customer behavior are customer-based performances, which have been taken into consideration in several recent studies exploring online CE (e.g., [54,55]). Market share—as an item of product-marketing performance dimension—was widely used in empirical studies [41] and also in studies investigating the impact of customer involvement on performance outcomes (e.g., [56,57,58]). Similarly, studies that used product-marketing measures also measure the indicators related to profit and sales revenue that are related to the accounting performance dimension. To sum up, enterprise-initiated CE can improve customer-level, product-market, and accounting-related marketing performance indicators. Therefore, we hypothesize:



Hypothesis 4 (H4).

Enterprise-initiated CE has a positive effect on marketing performance.






4. Materials and Methods


First, the literature review was conducted in order to abreast new findings and emerging trends from recent research on CE. Based on the literature review, the conceptual model was developed and the hypotheses were formulated. Due to the limited number of quantitative studies that address enterprise-initiated CE, we chose a survey as a research instrument to validate the conceptual model. Survey data were analyzed using SPSS software for descriptive statistics and R software (Partial Least Square Path Modelling package (PLS-PM) [59]) for running the statistical tests. We used the PLS-PM method in this study because it is suitable for empirical research [60] and has already been used in CE research (e.g., [12]).



4.1. Instrument Development


When developing measurement scales for the proposed constructs, we took relevant marketing and information systems literature into consideration. The measures for drivers and outcome constructs were primarily adopted from previously validated scales and specified for the enterprise-initiated CE context. We conceptualized marketing performance outcomes as a global latent construct consisting of different performance dimensions (e.g., customer mind-set, customer behavior, product-marketing performance, and accounting performance) as researchers commonly do [41]. The new items were only developed for the enterprise-initiated CE construct. These items were drawn from the literature review (e.g., [15,17]) and based on the examination of other measures of the construct that already exist (e.g., [1]). Except for SM use, all items were measured with a five-point Likert type scale (1—strongly disagree, 5—strongly agree). Following Jayachandran et al. [61] and Trainor et al. [62], a single score to capture SM usage was used. If the respondents confirmed that their enterprise used SM for customer relationship management, they were asked to mark a check box next to the SM provided on the list (Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, and Jive). The marked items were then aggregated to determine a single score that showed how many SM used each enterprise. As the survey was conducted at the enterprise level, background information about the enterprise, ICT technologies for commercial activities, including the SM used in the enterprise, and demographic information about the respondent were also collected. Table 1 shows the constructs and measurement scales encompassed in this study.




4.2. Sample


The draft survey instrument was first reviewed by two experts with academic backgrounds (an expert in digital business and an expert in statistics) and pretested with nine business-to-customer (B2C) micro, small, and medium-sized enterprise (SME) managers/owners. Based on the feedback and recommendations, the survey instrument was refined [69].



Then, the introductory letter together with a link to the online survey was distributed among 2000 randomly selected SMEs from the Slovenian Business Register managed by the Agency of the Republic of Slovenia for Public Legal Records and Related Services. The survey was targeted at SME owners/managers who were considered to be involved in daily operations and strategic decisions in their enterprises. To increase a response rate the reminder e-mails were sent three days later.



Among the distributed questionnaires, 198 responses were received. After further screening, 36 responses were removed because not all required questions were answered. Out of 162 responses, 119 were from B2C SMEs and the remaining 43 from B2B SMEs. From those 43 B2B SME responses, only 29 were usable because they stated that their enterprises used at least one SM tool. As previous studies suggested that B2C CE activities differ from B2B activities [62] and that B2C enterprises need to be more cautious when launching CE initiatives [6], we decided to focus only on B2C SMEs. Therefore, we used responses from 119 B2C SMEs managers/owners for further analysis.



SMEs respondents were either directors/owners (31.1%) or managers (e.g., marketing manager or sales manager) (68.9%), which suggests that they were familiar with the values and ideas in an enterprise due to their position and, therefore, were the most appropriate respondents [62]. The majority (59.7%) of the respondents were females with at least high school qualifications. They represented a wide array of industry sectors, which included wholesale and retail trade (32.8%), manufacturing (16.8%), other service activities (10.1%), and accommodation and food service activities (5.9%), among others. The highest proportion of SMEs fell into the medium-sized category (37.8%), followed by small (35.3%) and micro (26.9%) enterprises.





5. Results


Before performing the data analysis, we determined the minimum sample size required to estimate the proposed model. Assuming an anticipated effect size of 0.10, a desired statistical power level of 0.80, five latent variables and 20 observed variables, and a probability level of 0.05, the minimum sample size for the model estimation was 100 [70]. Thus, the sample size of 119 responses was adequate to test the proposed model.



5.1. Measurement Model Evaluation


To ensure the properties of the instrument, the measurement model was assessed before the adoption of the structural model. The reliability and validity of the measurement model were done using the average variance extracted (AVE), Fornell’s composite reliability (CR), and Cronbach’s alpha [71,72]. To achieve an AVE value above the threshold and obtain a good-fitting model, the items with lower factor loading than 0.6 were removed. They were deleted one by one. First, the item ECE_a (activate brand ambassadors and opinion leaders in campaign activities) was removed from the enterprise-initiated CE construct, followed by items ECE_c (communicate success stories) and ECE_g (provide online space where customers connect, share their experience, and learn from each other). Table 2 demonstrates the measurement reliability of the scales. For all the constructs, the AVE was greater than 0.5, and the CR and Cronbach’s alpha were above the cut-off value of 0.7 [72].



The discriminant validity was examined using the Fornell–Larcker criteria. The correlations between each pair of constructs were lower than the square root of AVE for the relevant constructs (Table 3), thus, indicating discriminant validity. We also inspected cross-loading (Table A1 in Appendix A) and the result showed that no items cross-loaded higher on another construct than they did on their own. This additionally supported discriminant validity.



Before testing the structural model, the goodness of model fit was evaluated. Following Henseler et al.’s [73] suggestion, the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) fit criterion was used to determine the approximate model fit. The SRMR value of 0.077 was obtained, which was below the cutoff value of 0.08 as proposed by Hu and Bentler [74].




5.2. Testing of Hypotheses


To evaluate the explanatory power of the model, the values of the beta coefficients, their level of significance, and the coefficient of determination (R2) were assessed. We used a bootstrap resampling procedure with 4999 bootstrap samples [73] to test the proposed model. The beta coefficients of the hypothesized relationships ranged from 0.129 to 0.682. Except for H3, all other hypotheses were supported by the data. The R2 value of enterprise-initiated CE was 0.275, while that of marketing performance was 0.465. Figure 2 presents the graphical depiction of the research model. The detailed information on the structural model evaluation is provided in Table 4.





6. Discussion


This study aimed to expand our understanding of the enterprise-initiated CE drivers and investigate how enterprise-initiated CE impacts marketing performance.



Our findings extend the existing knowledge regarding enterprise-initiated CE drivers. The first driver is an external pressure and consists of customer pressure and competitive pressure. In this study, the results show that the link between external pressure and enterprise-initiated CE was significant. This finding is aligned with previous CE studies (e.g., [44,45]), emphasizing the significance of customer expectations and competitor actions in CE. This means that customer requirements and behaviors, as well as evidence of how other competitors benefit from SM, use drive enterprise to initiate CE. First, as pointed out by Braojos-Gomez et al. [75] and Florin et al. [76], the customers can express their wants and needs and exert pressure on the enterprise to start using potential engagement tools that better support CE activities. Second, the competitive pressure can compel enterprises to engage with customers through different engagement tools [76]. This enables them to align their engagement activities with the practices of other competitors and, thus, help enterprises to survive in the competitive marketplace. Overall, to satisfy customers’ needs and to be able to compete with other businesses, enterprises need to start with initiatives that motivate customers to engage with them.



The second driver that was found to have influence on enterprise-initiated CE in this study is organizational readiness. This finding is coherent with existing studies (e.g., [1,15,46]) that imply the need for enterprises to be prepared for CE. To do so, managers in enterprises have to play an important role in driving enterprise-initiated CE [30]. By their commitment to SM strategy and the encouragement of their employees to follow SM objectives [2], enterprises can improve their CE processes. Furthermore, enterprises need to be able to quickly introduce new engagement tools into CE processes [30] and have knowledgeable personnel to support the utilization of new engagement tools into CE processes [44]. Thus, a combination of management support and technological readiness and skills drive enterprises to start engaging with their customers.



The third driver is SM use, for which we did not find evidence that significantly influences enterprise-initiated CE. This finding is inconsistent with earlier studies (e.g., [9,50,51]) asserting the significance of SM in CE. It seems that enterprises still have a lack of understanding of how engagement tools can support them when engaging with their customers. According to Chathath et al. [45], enterprises believe that they can achieve superior CE regardless of the use of engagement tools. Moreover, even though several studies have focused on online engagement tools (e.g., [9,77,78]) Alvarez-Milán et al. [13] pointed out that CE is also highly relevant in traditional (offline) environments. Namely, one of the informants in their study [13] argued that focusing solely on SM when engaging with customers and forgetting about the traditional way of CE, which occurs, for example, in psychical stores, could negatively affect competitive advantages. Thus, our finding implies that enterprises still rely more on traditional methods when they initiate CE. Nevertheless, they should not forget to take into consideration emerging engagement tools (online tools such as SM) that were identified as a critical component for enterprise competitiveness and survival [48].



Another result of this study indicates the positive effect of enterprise-initiated CE on marketing performance. This means that enterprise-initiated CE improves customer-level, product-market, and accounting performance outcomes. More specifically, the customers of the enterprises that initiate CE are more likely to speak positively about the brand and tend to be more pleased with the quality of service offered [79]. Furthermore, enterprise-initiated CE contributes to market share [2] and sales revenue growth [1]. Overall, all these marketing performance outcomes seem to be the consequence of enterprise-initiated CE. Thus, this study is consistent with the existing enterprise-initiated CE studies [12,36,80] and highlights the important role of enterprise-initiated CE in enhancing marketing performance.



6.1. Theoretical Contribution


This research contributes to the marketing literature in several ways. Firstly, we provide insights into the CE literature by focusing on the enterprise-initiated perspective of CE. When conceptualizing enterprise-initiated CE, the characteristics from several CE dimensions proposed by Kumar et al. [17] were considered, including customer referrals, customer influence, and customer knowledge. Nevertheless, the results of scale and model testing suggest that enterprise-initiated CE is a single dimension construct. This finding is consistent with France et al. [30], who pointed out that there may be only one real dimension of customer-brand engagement. Thus, even though the CE is a complex concept and several researchers (e.g., [7,14,81]) have, since 2010, suggested different multi-dimensional engagement constructs, it still seems that some researchers (e.g., [8,82]) consider CE as a single dimension construct.



Secondly, our study, as suggested by several recent studies [6,36], took a different perspective and focused on drivers that motivate enterprises to initiate CE. To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first that tried to take three groups of drivers proposed by Doorn et al. [8] into consideration while focusing on the enterprise perspective of CE. External pressure and organizational readiness were empirically revealed to be drivers of enterprise-initiated CE. Unfortunately, SM use was not empirically supported by this study.



Thirdly, beyond the influence of enterprise-initiated drivers, this study addresses the emerging area of interest. According to a recent study [16], little is known about the consequences of CE. Furthermore, even though the growing body of literature has focused on customer-based behavior and customer mindset, generalizable findings are still lacking [16]. Thus, this study provides evidence that enterprise-initiated CE has a significant impact on marketing performance. Without CE that is initiated by enterprises, the level of marketing performance may be lower compared to those of competitors.



Overall, the enterprise-initiated customer-based model extends the understanding of the CE domain. The model builds on the existing studies on enterprise-initiated CE and provides additional insights for the drivers and outcomes of enterprise-initiated CE.




6.2. Managerial Contributions


The empirical results of the research provide evidence that enterprises are forced by customers and competitors to start their CE initiatives. The passive role of the enterprise in the CE could harm relationships with customers, which may result in customers’ shift to a negative mindset and word of mouth. Moreover, if the enterprise neglects the best CE practices of their competitors, the customers’ perception of the quality of their service or product could decrease in comparison to the competing offers. Therefore, the enterprise needs to be prepared to start with CE initiatives. This means that enterprises must have an appropriate strategy and managers who are committed to this strategy and can motivate their employees to actively engage with their customers. Furthermore, the enterprise needs to be able to quickly introduce new engagement tools into the CE practice if necessary. Thus, the enterprise should provide necessary information technology and encourage employees to increase their CE skills. Moreover, enterprises should not forget that engagement tools are sometimes the only way to reach their customers. For example, in the case of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic, many businesses all over the world were also shut down to curb the spread of the coronavirus. However, it seems that they stayed connected with their customers by increasing their SM and online presence.



Furthermore, this study implies that enterprises need to motivate and empower customers beyond the core economic transactions to maintain long-term and sustainable relationships. As sustainability aspects are gaining more and more importance, enterprises may also gain recognition from their customers by communicating their sustainable goals and operations towards preserving the environment and increasing benefits not just for customers, but also for their employees and society. By doing so, the enterprises will not only have satisfied customers, but they can also expect positive word of mouth. The positive recommendations cultivate a positive brand perception, which can lead to market share and sales revenue growth.



Additionally, this study provides insights into how enterprises actively and intentionally stimulate CE in several ways. For example, enterprises stimulate organic CE by including brand ambassadors and opinion leaders in campaign activities and communicating success stories. Furthermore, some enterprises provide an online space where they can ensure a prompt response to customers’ concerns and complaints. Other enterprises provide an online space where customers connect, share their experience, and learn from each other. Moreover, they proactively ask their recent customers to write a review or testimonial or to refer their brand to others. Additionally, they leverage innovative insights by requesting customers’ individual opinions, tastes, or beliefs. Overall, enterprises strive to proactively stimulate their customers’ engagement in every possible way, not only online (through SM), but also by using physical contact points.





7. Conclusions


Although enterprise-initiated CE is not a new marketing concept, most of the previous studies are conceptual or do not empirically explore CE-based relationships in a broader nomological network. Thus, our study investigates the drivers and outcomes of enterprise-initiated CE. The results demonstrate that external pressure and organizational readiness are the major drivers of enterprise-initiated CE—that is, higher levels of enterprise-initiated CE requires the ability and willingness of an enterprise to shift from its current way of operating. Furthermore, the higher level of enterprise initiated CE is associated with customer expectations and competitor actions. Importantly, the findings have managerial implications, as they guide enterprises to increase CE initiatives in a more systematic way, where they consider not only their customers, but also competitors and their resources. Nevertheless, deeper insights into additional drivers are needed to further clarify what drives enterprises to initiate their engagement with customers. Case studies with a more extensive analysis of enterprise-initiated CE drivers could shed light on groups of drivers that can affect engagement.



The results also indicate that enterprise-initiated CE affects marketing performance. Thus, this finding provides a major rationale for enterprises to conduct CE initiatives, yet the opportunity exists for further empirical demonstration of potential risks and sustainable aspects of enterprise-initiated CE. The results have also shown a strong correlation between organizational readiness and marketing performance, although this was not anticipated during the formulation of the hypotheses. As organizational readiness contributes to enterprise growth, further research should also consider linking these two constructs. Furthermore, this research provides insights on how enterprises are executing CE initiatives. The results reveal that enterprises not only encourage customers to complete a single task defined by the enterprise, but also motivate customers’ autonomous contributions. This implies that enterprises that combine task-based and experiential engagement initiatives are more likely to benefit from their CE initiatives. The results also indicate that enterprise-initiated CE is a single dimension construct. As recent research sees CE construct as multidimensional, further research that explores this phenomenon may provide additional insights. Further research could also target either large or B2B enterprises for a comparison of results.







Author Contributions


Conceptualization, M.M. and A.P.; methodology, M.M.; validation, M.M., H.-D.Z., and A.P.; formal analysis, M.M.; investigation, M.M. and A.P.; resources, M.M. and A.P..; data curation, M.M.; writing—original draft preparation, M.M. and A.P.; writing—review and editing, M.M., H.-D.Z., and A.P.; visualization, M.M. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research was supported by the Slovenian Research Agency; Program No. P5-0018—Decision Support Systems in Digital Business.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.





Appendix A




[image: Table] 





Table A1. Cross-loadings.
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	EXP
	ORR
	SMU
	ECE
	MPE





	EXP_a
	0.934
	0.231
	0.207
	0.271
	0.253



	EXP_b
	0.939
	0.207
	0.246
	0.310
	0.253



	EXP_c
	0.782
	0.100
	0.102
	0.220
	0.227



	ORE_a
	0.295
	0.902
	0.291
	0.454
	0.528



	ORE_b
	0.156
	0.913
	0.310
	0.485
	0.589



	ORE_c
	0.182
	0.759
	0.195
	0.265
	0.443



	ORE_d
	−0.002
	0.737
	0.168
	0.250
	0.293



	SMU
	0.216
	0.304
	1.000
	0.289
	0.222



	ECE_b
	0.230
	0.257
	0.238
	0.688
	0.421



	ECE_d
	0.184
	0.359
	0.229
	0.775
	0.507



	ECE_e
	0.147
	0.437
	0.121
	0.728
	0.584



	ECE_f
	0.402
	0.260
	0.294
	0.720
	0.432



	ECE_h
	0.147
	0.394
	0.179
	0.773
	0.568



	MPE_a
	0.197
	0.431
	0.180
	0.574
	0.760



	MPE_b
	0.133
	0.459
	0.166
	0.570
	0.768



	MPE_c
	0.303
	0.500
	0.185
	0.562
	0.893



	MPE_d
	0.282
	0.528
	0.204
	0.553
	0.894







Notes: Item loadings on the assigned constructs are presented in bold.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model. 






Figure 1. Conceptual model.
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Figure 2. Results of the hypotheses testing. 
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Table 1. Constructs and corresponding measurement items.






Table 1. Constructs and corresponding measurement items.





	Construct
	Items
	Source





	External pressure (EXP)
	Customers’ requirements indicate that an organization needs to use social media (EXP_a)

Customers’ behaviors indicate that an organization needs to use social media (EXP_b)

Our organization has seen other companies benefit from social media (EXP_c)
	[63]



	Organizational readiness (ORE)
	My organization has established clear business objectives concerning customer acquisition, retention, and expansion and has communicated these objectives to all employees (ORE _a)

Top management has clearly indicated their commitment to a social media strategy (ORE _b)

Our organization is capable of the quick introduction of new information technology into the process of customer relationship management (ORE _c)

Our organization has knowledgeable personnel to provide technical support for the utilization of computer technology in building customer relationships (ORE _d)
	[64,65,66]



	SM use (SMU)
	Social media use
	[61,62]



	Enterprise-initiated CE

(ECE)
	Activate brand ambassadors and opinion leaders in campaign activities (ECE_a)

Inform customers about special offers (ECE_b)

Communicate success stories (ECE_c)

Provide prompt correspondence to customer requests (ECE_d)

Provide online space where customers connect, share their experience, and learn from each other (ECE_e)

Encourage customers to write a review/testimonial (ECE_f)

Encourage customers to refer your business to others (ECE_g)

Leverage innovative insights by requesting customers’ individual opinions, tastes, or beliefs (ECE_h)
	Researcher defined, informed by [1,17,67]



	Marketing performance (MPE)
	Our customers are pleased with the quality of service provided by our organization (MPE_a)

Our customers often speak positively about our organization (MPE_b)

The market share has grown (MPE_c)

The sales revenue has grown (MPE_d)
	[41,68]
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Table 2. Convergent validity of the measurement model.






Table 2. Convergent validity of the measurement model.





	
Construct

	
Items

	
Items Mean

	
SD

	
Factor Loadings

	
AVE

	
CR

	
Cronbach’s Alpha






	
External pressure (EXP)

	
EXP_a

	
4.076

	
0.913

	
0.934

	
0.788

	
0.878

	
0.864




	
EXP_b

	
4.067

	
0.927

	
0.939




	
EXP_c

	
4.017

	
0.863

	
0.782




	
Organizational readiness (ORE)

	
ORE_a

	
3.706

	
1.036

	
0.902

	
0.692

	
0.945

	
0.858




	
ORE_b

	
3.706

	
0.995

	
0.913




	
ORE_c

	
3.101

	
1.053

	
0.759




	
ORE_d

	
3.067

	
1.079

	
0.737




	
SM use (SMU)

	
SMU

	
2.840

	
1.275

	
1.000

	
1.000

	
1.000

	
1.000




	
Enterprise-initiated CE (ECE)

	
ECE_b

	
3.773

	
1.053

	
0.688

	
0.544

	
0.723

	
0.790




	
ECE_d

	
3.672

	
1.066

	
0.775




	
ECE_e

	
2.874

	
1.246

	
0.728




	
ECE_f

	
3.580

	
1.061

	
0.720




	
ECE_h

	
3.050

	
1.185

	
0.773




	
Marketing performance (MPE)

	
MPE_a

	
3.504

	
0.946

	
0.760

	
0.691

	
0.878

	
0.848




	
MPE_b

	
3.588

	
0.969

	
0.768




	
MPE_c

	
3.202

	
0.961

	
0.893




	
MPE_d

	
3.226

	
1.020

	
0.894
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Table 3. Discriminant validity evaluation using Fornell–Larcker criteria.






Table 3. Discriminant validity evaluation using Fornell–Larcker criteria.















	
	Mean
	SD
	EXP
	ORE
	SMU
	ECE
	MPE





	EXP
	4.053
	0.899
	0.888
	
	
	
	



	ORE
	3.395
	1.084
	0.208
	0.832
	
	
	



	SMU
	2.840
	1.275
	0.216
	0.304
	1.000
	
	



	ECE
	3.340
	1.177
	0.304
	0.464
	0.289
	0.737
	



	MPE
	3.380
	0.986
	0.275
	0.578
	0.222
	0.682
	0.831







Notes: Numbers on diagonal (given in bold) are square roots of AVE.
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Table 4. Effect analysis.






Table 4. Effect analysis.





	Relationships
	Direct Effects
	Indirect Effects
	Total Effects





	EXP→ORR
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000



	EXP→SMU
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000



	EXP→FCE
	0.197
	0.000
	0.197



	EXP→MPE
	0.000
	0.134
	0.134



	ORR→SMU
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000



	ORR→FCE
	0.384
	0.000
	0.384



	ORR→MPE
	0.000
	0.262
	0.262



	SMU→FCE
	0.129
	0.000
	0.129



	SMU→MPE
	0.000
	0.088
	0.088



	FCE→MPE
	0.682
	0.000
	0.682
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