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Abstract

This study aimed to provide a paradigm model of customer engagement in the social media marketing of knowledge-based companies by
identifying the conditions, strategies, and consequences associated with this phenomenon. This applied qualitative study was conducted
using a systematic grounded theory approach. The research population consisted of academic experts in digital marketing, managers and
senior specialists of knowledge-based companies, and professionals with practical experience in social media marketing and customer
interaction. Participants were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling, and sampling continued until theoretical saturation
was achieved. Data were collected through 17 in-depth semi-structured interviews. After being recorded and fully transcribed, the
interviews were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding. MAXQDA software was used to organize and manage the qualitative
data. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, Lincoln and Guba’s criteria were applied, including credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. Data analysis led to the development of a paradigm model of customer engagement comprising six main
dimensions: causal conditions, the central phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.
Overall, 68 key categories were identified and organized within this model. The inferential findings indicated that customer engagement
in the social media marketing of knowledge-based companies is a multidimensional, dynamic, and process-oriented phenomenon shaped
by the simultaneous influence of environmental, technological, organizational, and perceptual factors. The causal conditions included
digital market dynamism, changing customer expectations, data-driven decision-making, and the need for two-way brand—customer
interaction. The contextual conditions included digital infrastructure, cultural and organizational readiness, and institutional support,
while the intervening conditions consisted of technological limitations, competitive pressure, weak digital human capital, cultural-legal
barriers, and concerns about data security. The main strategies included developing multi-channel interactions, empowering digital human
capital, producing value-creating content, personalizing customer experience, managing customer knowledge, and facilitating value co-
creation. The consequences were explained in terms of sustainable customer loyalty, enhanced brand equity, positive brand image, co-
created value, organizational intelligence, and sustainable competitive advantage.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital technologies, social media platforms, artificial intelligence, and data-driven
marketing has fundamentally transformed the relationship between firms and customers. In contemporary
marketing environments, customers are no longer passive recipients of promotional messages; rather, they
actively participate in content generation, brand communication, product evaluation, innovation feedback, and

value co-creation. This transformation is particularly significant in social media marketing, where digital



platforms enable continuous, interactive, multi-channel, and data-based relationships between organizations
and their stakeholders. Social media has therefore evolved from a mere communication tool into a strategic
platform for customer engagement, experience management, relationship development, and competitive
differentiation (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2022; Paul et al., 2024; Sthapit & Vaidya, 2024). Within this
context, customer engagement has become a central construct in digital marketing because it reflects the
cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and social involvement of customers in their interactions with brands, firms,
and online communities (Dolan et al., 2019; Kumar et al., 2023).

The theoretical importance of customer engagement is strongly connected to service-dominant logic, which
conceptualizes value not as something produced solely by firms and delivered to customers, but as something
co-created through interaction among multiple actors. From this perspective, customers contribute to value
creation through their experiences, interpretations, feedback, knowledge, and participation in relational
processes (Vargo & Lusch, 2017). Social media provides a particularly suitable environment for such co-
creation because it allows customers to communicate with firms, interact with other users, share experiences,
recommend brands, criticize products, and participate in the development of meanings around brands
(Costanza, 2018; Verma, 2024). Recent studies have also shown that effective digital content marketing,
social media strategies, and customer participation mechanisms can increase engagement, strengthen brand
relationships, and improve marketing outcomes (Aliyari, 2024; Saremi et al., 2024; Shadzad et al., 2025).
The relevance of customer engagement is even more pronounced in knowledge-based companies. These firms
rely on knowledge, innovation, technology, research, and specialized capabilities, and their success depends
not only on technological superiority but also on their ability to translate knowledge into market value. Since
knowledge-based products are often complex, innovative, and sometimes unfamiliar to customers, continuous
interaction with users can help firms better identify market needs, reduce uncertainty, improve product
development, and accelerate commercialization. Digital technology entrepreneurship emphasizes the
importance of interaction with users and innovation ecosystems for the growth of technology-based firms
(Giones & Brem, 2020). Similarly, open innovation highlights that valuable ideas and knowledge may emerge
from outside organizational boundaries through interaction with customers, partners, universities, and other
ecosystem actors (Chesbrough, 2020). Therefore, social media can serve as a strategic interface through
which knowledge-based companies transform customer feedback into organizational learning and innovation.
Despite these opportunities, customer engagement in social media marketing is shaped by several contextual
and intervening conditions. In emerging markets, marketing relationships are influenced by institutional
constraints, cultural factors, trust, infrastructure, and environmental uncertainty (Hadjikhani et al., 2022). In
Iran, social media marketing is also affected by platform limitations, digital infrastructure challenges, trust
issues, weak data analytics capabilities, and insufficient strategic integration (Hosseini et al., 2022). At the
same time, the rise of artificial intelligence, neuromarketing, and consumer neuroscience has introduced new

possibilities for understanding customers’ cognitive and emotional responses to brands and digital stimuli



(Nazari Ghazvini et al., 2024; Nazari Ghazvini et al., 2023, 2025). Customer experience management has

also become a key determinant of loyalty and long-term relationship quality in digital marketing contexts

(Zadegan et al., 2023). Furthermore, dynamic capabilities and digital engagement platforms are necessary for
transforming social media interactions into business value and sustainable engagement (Garrido-Moreno et
al., 2020; Michalke et al., 2022). Since knowledge-based companies require specific managerial,
technological, organizational, and environmental capacities for development (Vakil Alroaia & Nazari
Ghazvini, 2022), and since new marketing research increasingly emphasizes interdisciplinary, data-driven,
and customer-centered approaches (Sheth, 2021), there remains a need for a comprehensive, localized, and
paradigm-based model that explains customer engagement in the social media marketing of knowledge-based
companies. Accordingly, this study aimed to provide a paradigm model of customer engagement in the social
media marketing of knowledge-based companies.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in terms of purpose and qualitative in terms of nature and method. A systematic
grounded theory approach was used to identify the dimensions, components, and relationships underlying
customer engagement in the social media marketing of knowledge-based companies. The research population
consisted of academic experts in digital marketing, senior managers and specialists of knowledge-based
companies active in social media, and professionals with practical experience in customer interaction through
digital platforms. Participants were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling. Sampling continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved, meaning that the interviews no longer produced substantially new
concepts or categories.

Data were collected through 17 in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interview questions were designed
around the main themes of digital marketing flexibility, customer engagement in social media, value co-
creation, digital interaction, and the marketing challenges of knowledge-based companies. Interviews were
recorded with permission, transcribed verbatim, and prepared for qualitative analysis. Data analysis was
conducted using the systematic grounded theory procedure through three stages: open coding, axial coding,
and selective coding. In open coding, meaningful statements were identified and initial concepts were extracted
from the interview texts. In axial coding, similar concepts were grouped into categories and organized
according to the paradigm model, including causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions,
strategies, consequences, and the central phenomenon. In selective coding, the categories were integrated
around the central phenomenon to develop the final paradigm model. MAXQDA software was used to manage,
organize, and analyze the qualitative data. To ensure trustworthiness, the criteria of credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability were applied through participant review, expert evaluation, rich description
of the research context, documentation of the coding process, and continuous comparison of data.

Findings



The analysis of qualitative data led to the development of a paradigm model of customer engagement in the
social media marketing of knowledge-based companies. The final model consisted of six main dimensions:
causal conditions, the central phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. Across these dimensions, 68 key categories were identified and organized. The results indicated
that customer engagement is a multidimensional and dynamic phenomenon that emerges through the
simultaneous influence of environmental, technological, organizational, perceptual, and strategic factors.

The causal conditions included digital market dynamism, changes in customer expectations, the need for
continuous two-way interaction, data-driven decision-making, digital strategic orientation, customer-
centeredness, value orientation, and rapid technological change. These factors were found to motivate
knowledge-based companies to rethink their marketing practices and move toward more interactive and
flexible forms of social media marketing. The central phenomenon of the study was customer engagement in
social media marketing. This phenomenon referred to the cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and social
involvement of customers in digital interactions with knowledge-based companies. It included activities such
as responding to content, sharing experiences, participating in content creation, providing feedback,
contributing to product improvement, and engaging in value co-creation.

The contextual conditions included digital infrastructure, technological maturity, cultural readiness,
organizational learning culture, institutional support, digital governance, social attitudes toward brands, and
alignment between customers and organizations. These conditions formed the background in which customer
engagement could be strengthened or weakened. The intervening conditions included technological
limitations, competitive pressure, resource constraints, weak digital skills, managerial inconsistency, cultural
and legal barriers, customer perceptual barriers, negative previous experiences, and concerns about data
security. These factors could reduce the effectiveness of engagement strategies or create obstacles in the
process of customer participation.

The main strategies identified in the study included developing multi-channel interactions, empowering digital
human capital, using new technologies, diversifying digital tools, strengthening active customer participation,
encouraging customer-generated content, managing strategic content, integrating digital marketing
communications, producing value-creating content, personalizing customer experience, applying customer
knowledge management, improving the quality of digital interactions, using artificial intelligence, aligning
social media strategies, and emphasizing digital experience management. The consequences of these strategies
included sustainable customer loyalty, customer participation in content creation, emotional attachment to the
brand, enhanced brand equity, positive brand image, digital branding, brand durability, sustainable competitive
advantage, organizational intelligence, knowledge-based economic growth, effective interactions, commercial
brand value, customer value creation, and value co-creation.

Discussion and Conclusion



The findings of this study show that customer engagement in the social media marketing of knowledge-based
companies is not a simple communicative behavior or a limited set of online reactions. Rather, it is a strategic,
multidimensional, and process-oriented phenomenon that connects customers, firms, technologies, and value
creation mechanisms. The extracted paradigm model demonstrates that engagement is shaped by causal drivers
such as digital market dynamics and changing customer expectations, but its realization depends on contextual
readiness, including digital infrastructure, organizational culture, and institutional support. At the same time,
intervening barriers such as technological limitations, weak human capital, cultural-legal constraints, and data
security concerns may reduce the quality and intensity of engagement.

The results also suggest that knowledge-based companies should consider social media not merely as a
promotional channel, but as a strategic platform for interaction, learning, innovation, and value co-creation.
Because these companies operate in technology-intensive and innovation-oriented markets, they need to build
continuous and meaningful relationships with customers in order to understand user needs, explain
technological value, receive feedback, and improve commercialization outcomes. The identified strategies
show that effective customer engagement requires multi-channel communication, value-creating content,
personalized experience, digital human capital, customer knowledge management, and intelligent interaction
systems.

The consequences identified in the model indicate that customer engagement can produce outcomes beyond
short-term visibility or temporary interaction. When properly managed, it can enhance customer loyalty,
strengthen brand equity, improve organizational intelligence, support digital branding, and contribute to
sustainable competitive advantage. In this regard, the study provides both theoretical and practical
contributions. Theoretically, it extends the literature on customer engagement and social media marketing by
presenting a localized grounded model for knowledge-based companies. Practically, it offers managers a
structured framework for designing engagement-oriented digital marketing strategies. Overall, the study
concludes that customer engagement in social media is a manageable strategic capability that can help
knowledge-based companies transform digital interactions into shared value, stronger brands, and long-term

competitiveness.
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