
T SEEMS THAT everyone's jumped on
the engagement b(r)andwagon: ad
agencies see it as the panacea for re-

establishing brand relevance, research
consultancies have heralded it as the next
holy grail for greater accountability over
ad effectiveness, and in the midst of all
this, the ARF (Advertising Research Foun-
dation) has formalised a working
definition of it. Apparently everyone's try-
ing to engage the consumer. The idea's a
bestseller!

But (and forgive the question), exactly
what is new? Is this just another conven-
ient label to revamp the important issue
of the feel-think-do approach, in other
words, the old so-called tri-component
model of emotion, leads cognition, leads
action? And what about all the chatter in
the past about brand marriages and love-
marks: exactly where does that fit with
the current pursuit of consumer engage-
ment? It seems that rational and
emotional engagement with the brand is
still just as important as it always has
been. So what exactly is the way forward?

This article tries to make some basic
sense out of the engagement question and
demonstrates that the issue of engage-
ment is at the foundation of all consumer
consumption behaviour (and even
beyond just consumption).

The hunt for a new metric
The industry has been busy, along with
some large research consultancies, hunt-
ing for a new, compelling metric. So far we
have a definition of engagement from the
ARF: 'engagement is turning on a
prospect to a brand idea enhanced by the
surrounding context'. But this definition
has been hotly debated and in many ways
the idea of engagement still lacks clarity
in terms of what it is, how it operates and
the ultimate impact it has on the bottom
line. Does engagement really offer us
something new and do we need a new
catchy label to justify it?

We have also seen an explosion of
seemingly sophisticated metrics claiming
to measure the construct, which in one
way or another try to tap into the idea that
consumers are engaged when they are
attentive and emotionally involved.

These metrics range from measures of
emotional intensity based on facial
expression, tracking and linking eye
movements to conscious thought
processes, to the more traditional
approaches of monitoring likeability,
interest, involvement, word-of-mouth
recommendation, intention to return, etc.
There are fast becoming as many metrics
as there are consultancies clamouring to
claim the engagement ground.

Heath (I), writing about the way in
which we might build consumer engage-
ment with a brand, offers the useful idea
that engagement involves a combination
of thinking and feeling. He models the
way in which feelings lead to conscious
and subconscious processes, which in
turn lead to attitude change and a deci-
sion. But the idea that thinking and
feeling influences consumer decisions
about ads, or about any product or service
purchase, isn't new: the ad industry has
been talking in this way for decades.

What if, however, engagement isn't just
a quick-fix solution for the ad industry?
What if the idea of engaging consumers is
a cornerstone in all aspects of their lives -
the way they interact, the brand experi-
ences they seek, as well as their desire to
engage with ads? If engagement in general
is at the core of consumer behaviour, then
it is not only necessary to understand
the fundamentals of engagement, but it
is essential if we are to communicate

effectively with consumers. This applies
whether you are an ad agency, a marketing
manager or an end provider of a service.

Why shouldn't we be surprised
about this?
Borrowing from Bill Clinton's approach to
economic issues, forget all that other stuff,
it's the consumer, stupid! Consumers
want to be engaged with their brands.
They seek rationally and emotionally
engaging experiences. It is an underlying
need across all consumption situations.
When was the last time that you went into
a hotel, supermarket, restaurant or even
your local grocer or coffee shop and didn't
find engagement more inspiring than
non-engagement? Engagement and its rel-
evance isn't limited to the ad industry, it
has much wider application.

Take the customer service sector, for
example. This sector has close parallels
and sympathies with the ad industry. It
too is grappling with the idea of more
effectively measuring consumer respons-
es, albeit to service and product
experiences; but unlike the ad industry,
it's still largely stuck in a cognition-only
rut and hasn't yet fully realised the impor-
tance of measuring the touchy-feely side
of consumer experience - emotions -
beyond giving lip-service to emotions
through corporate mission statements
and a couple of ad hoc items in a question-
naire. Don't believe this? Take a look at *•



the last hotel guest survey you filled out
and I guarantee that the thrust of the
questions is about your level of satisfac-
tion with the hotel and whether your
expectations were met or not - nothing
about emotional engagement, trust or
involvement with the brand.

The problem with this is that it's blink-
ered. Satisfaction with an experience only
signifies contentment or a minimal sense
of fulfilment with the experience (this is
often referred to as 'mere satisfaction'). It
definitely doesn't indicate emotional com-
mitment, nor does it engender ongoing
affiliation or brand loyalty. The consumer
behaviour literature is pretty adamant
about this - for example, Oliver (2) and
Reichheld (3). Yet the largely cognitive sat-
isfaction approach continues to be widely
promoted and used as a key measure of
brand health, probably because corporate
boards need 'numbers'. The upshot is that
the board and management go into
spasms when their scores change by a
mere percentage point from the grand
score of 72.3% to 73.3%, as is typical in the
banking sector.

Unfortunately this ignores completely
the huge gap in customer satisfaction that-
still remains: that is, that 27% of the com-
pany's customers are less than satisfied.
Besides this, it also overlooks the lack of
relevance of measuring customer satisfac-
tion or expectations in the first place.

Uni-dimensional approaches such as
these are flawed in their simplicity. A sin-
gle satisfaction score is far from enough to
capture a complete understanding of the
consumer and their needs, motivations
and perceptions of brands. Likewise, sim-
ply saying that consumers' evaluations of
ads are driven by 'thinking' and 'feeling' is
not enough either. What is needed is an
understanding of the elements that lead
to rational and emotional engagement
with a brand. In other words, how can we
build a grounded theory of engagement?

What should be done?
Investigation of engagement in other disci-
plines is not only new but has been very
sporadic. Some recent work in the con-
sumer behaviour area is promising and
may offer an insight into the specific mech-
anisms that drive rational and emotional
engagement. This research, which views
the engagement process as psychological,
suggests that rational engagement occurs
when the consumer is able to establish a
sense of utility, be it for a service or a prod-
uct. Think of it as a basic reference point in
your decision-making criteria and ask
yourself this: what is the key utilitarian
benefit that is going to get me in the door to
buy the vendor's product or service, and is
it worth my time and effort? The answer to
this will give you the basis for rational
engagement. In ad industry terminology,
it's the cognitive thinking-attention ele-
ment if you like, and is rather aptly referred
to as calculative commitment in the con-
sumer behaviour area.

But we know that getting the 'head' part
right by communicating rational, perform-
ance-based factors isn't enough to wed our
consumers to our brand. Rational engage-
ment is like slipping your foot inside the
door to hold it ajar, and to offer this as the
solution for developing and maintaining
loyalty to a brand is to ignore the under-
lying needs of human nature. This is where
emotional engagement comes in.

We know that ads that offer consumers
a combination of think and feel' elements
are more likely to lead them to stay associ-
ated with the brand even when campaigns
are over, but what we aren't clear on is
what campaign strategies will capture

consumers' hearts and transform the func-
tional connections of rational engagement
into more enduring, emotionally driven
connections, the sort of connections that
will keep consumers coming back to your
brand every time, even when problems
occur. This is also true of the service indus-
tries - in hospitality terms, a nice bed or a
good meal is simply not enough.

Research investigating this issue in the
consumer behaviour area has found that
emotional engagement is built through a
combination not only of strong rational
commitment, but also high levels of
involvement with the brand, trust in it
and an unfaltering affective commitment
towards it. Put simply, the task is to build
a real relationship between consumer and
brand that is based on a deep sense of love
for it, regardless of whether we are talking
about services or fast-moving consumer
goods.

So, the first step in building deeply held
emotional bonds between consumers and
your brand is to get them interested (noth-
ing new here!). Demonstrate the personal
relevance of the product or service, create a
compelling appeal for it, drag them into
the dialogue of the ad and grab their atten-
tion. Because, let's face it, uninvolved
consumers are uncommitted consumers,
and uncommitted consumers, even if they
are mildly interested in the brand, are like-
ly to switch off mentally because the ad is
just not seen as relevant.

The second step is to work the trust
angle. A consumer wants to believe that
the brand is going to meet his or her needs
and offer a reasonable level of quality,
whatever the product or service may be.
Think about it: we all want to believe that
the brand has our best interests at heart
and is going to do the job. That's why we



buy it. But if we don't believe that it's going
to get the job done consistently, every time
and in the way we want it done, we're
going to see the purchase as risky, and risk
will hamper our reliance on the brand.

Of course, of more concern is the fact that
without trust in the brand, the consumer is
not even going to consider becoming emo-
tionally committed to it, and without
emotional commitment, there is no chance
of emotional engagement. Developing a
sense of trust in the brand is the key to tran-
sitioning rationally-engaged consumers to
emotionally-engaged consumers. It is the
missing link to true attitudinal commit-
ment and brand loyalty.

The final step in the emotional engage-
ment process is to drive home brand
messages that keep the consumer affec-
tively committed to it. Consumers who
have already figured out the utility in the
offering aren't interested in the utility
aspect any more. They've got that infor-
mation 'locked in' in their minds. What
they're seeking now is a focus on the rela-
tionship that they have with the brand.
How the brand assimilates into their value
set, the way in which it supports their self-
image, creates their identity, a sense of
familiarity with the brand and the assur-
ance that comes with knowing that it will
always be there to support their needs.
After all, we know that ultimately the best
relationships with consumers are emo-
tional, and that individual product or
service attributes have far less influence
on brand preferences than the touchy-
feely, sensory and emotional elements
that they get from their total brand

experiences. The brand isn't just a brand,
it's a relationship-partner.

My own recent research in the cus-
tomer service category examines the old
and new models of developing consumer
loyalty towards a brand (4, 5, 6). The old
approach is purely cognitive. It's about
meeting consumers' expectations, giving
them consistent brand experiences and
maintaining high levels of customer satis-
faction (see Figure i).

The new approach emphasises that
engagement metrics need to be based on
the understanding that cognition is just
one step in the engagement process. Last-
ing engagement is built out of a
progression from realising you're getting
utility out of the experience and becom-
ing calculatively committed to it, to being
involved with the brand, trusting it to
meet your needs every time, and develop-
ing an affection towards it (7). That's
where the enduring attitudinal loyalty
comes from. So in this new approach, cal-
culative commitment is just a triggering
mechanism that starts off the engage-
ment process (see Figure 2).

Summary
So where does this leave us? It leaves us
with the stark realisation that without
emotional engagement all you're left with
are fragile, convenient repeat purchases
that are completely devoid of meaning
and depth, and susceptible to situational
influences. The challenge is to under-
stand that all consumers seek constant
connections with the brands they pur-
chase. They want to be engaged with

them. Engagement is a fundamental,
underlying consumer need.

This isn't just about the advertising
industry. It's not just about creating
engaging ads. It's about developing and
putting in place a marketing communica-
tions plan whose focus is on engagement
across the board from the brand proposi-
tion, the ad campaigns, to the ultimate
delivery of the product or service. And it
doesn't stop there. If the brand truly is a
relationship-partner, and if the key to
maintaining this relationship is the
deeply felt and held emotional connec-
tions that a consumer has with the brand,
every touchpoint remotely associated
with the brand influences the consumer's
perceptions of it This is where new met-
rics need to be focused.

If engagement really is the basis for all
consumer behaviour and if it is the key to
creating enduring customer-brand
bonds, then its time that we gave due
credit to its real significance.
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