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INTRODUCTION

Civil aviation is an integral part of modern society, infrastructure, and lifestyle. Prior to
COVID-19 that put aviation into the deepest crisis in history, it was a fast-developing industry
with the number of destinations, passengers, and the volume of traffic increasing every year (World
Bank, 2020), contributing to the connectivity, speed of goods turnover, tourism industry, quality
and easiness of negotiations. As of 2018, the industry supported over 65 million jobs and 3.6% of
global economic activity, carrying 35% of world trade by value and 57% of world tourists (ATAG,
2018). Furthermore, access to travel significantly contributes to the equality of opportunity,
facilitating connectivity of remote areas and providing opportunities for education, work, and
leisure for those living away from busy metropolitan areas and transportation hubs. It is a highly
concentrated, investment-heavy industry with low profit margins, intense competition, and high
risks, which makes it especially vulnerable to sudden disruptions in the market conditions (PWC,
2018). Furthermore, the switching costs for passengers are rather low and the current steps that
airlines take to retain customers and encourage repeated purchases, notably frequent flyer
programs, are ineffective and potentially disruptive (Budd, 2020; Voorhees et al, 2015).

In late 2019, the pandemic of COVID-19 emerged, drastically and swiftly changing the
global landscape of passenger air travel. In April of 2020, the global air passenger traffic comprised
only 20% of the flights held in January, with the flights across Europe barely hitting the 10%
benchmark (Pearce, 2020). Although hopes were set high for the uplift of the traffic with the
development of the vaccine, even in April of 2021 a number of world’s busiest airports have been
operating at a fraction of their capacity compared to the traffic of April, 2019.

Such a drastic hit on the industry resulted in a liquidity crisis with the unprecedented
number of flights cancelled and refund requests flooding the airlines’ offices, and although
substantial financial aid has been offered by governments to their national carriers, it still
represents a significant debt burden, not to mention the mounting idle costs airlines incur.
Therefore, it will be those airlines that are able to quickly build up traffic as the restrictions are
lifted that will be able to recover from the unprecedented crisis sooner.

To understand the ways in which airlines can facilitate the rebound in the context of
restricted travel, the airline industry is examined through the lens of the consumer-brand
relationship framework. In particular, the notion of personality, i.e., a brand possessing human
character traits (Aaker, 1997), is applied to airline brands. Accepting airline brands as full-fledged
relationship partners, specific communication practices most effective in retaining passengers and
turning them into loyal and fully-connected customers are elaborated. A base of loyal consumers
will help carriers come out from the crisis quicker and in a smoother manner, driving attention

away from competition and more towards the needs of consumers who are willing to fly more with
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a particular airline, thus increasing the market share of the company and allowing for more freedom
in their pricing policy. Not only loyal customers are valuable to a brand through their own
willingness to pay a premium and make repeated purchases, but also through their engagement in
advocacy and word-of-mouth, attracting new customers with a positive bias to engage with a brand.

Loyalty is a complex relationship (Chaudhuri et al., 2001) which in part is achieved through
regular positive customer engagement with a brand that goes beyond regular purchases alone.
Different in their strength, degree of publicity, scope, goals, and valence, consumer engagement
behaviors provide valuable insights about the consumers, their pains, wishes, and goals. A
company willing to nourish such behavior and navigate the impact of negative and positive
consumer engagement can facilitate the appropriate channels and, as an active partner in a
relationship, initiate communication on the part of a brand.

While loyalty itself is one of the most researched notions in the context of consumer-brand
relationships, little relevant research is done specific to the industry and none focuses on specific
communication strategies with travelers on social media, resulting in a research gap. Taking into
account the pivotal role passenger air travel plays in the world economy and the drastic drop in the
number of in-person interactions with the passengers due to the significant decrease in the air
passenger traffic facing the COVID-19 pandemic, elaborating efficient consumer engagement
practices and positive customer engagement strategies aimed at retaining loyal customers and
expanding their base outside of flight purchase and experience is of paramount importance. One
way to do so is to explore the existing frameworks for identifying an appropriate strategy for a
brand and evaluate their application to the airline industry, keeping in mind the peculiarities of
consumer-brand relationships characteristic to carriers and their passengers.

Despite the drastic drop in passenger air traffic due to both the decrease in demand and
restrictions imposed by the officials, the COVID-19 crisis provides an opportunity for airline
brands to introduce and/or develop engagement practices to foster loyalty through increasing
positive consumer engagement behaviors that would facilitate overcoming the crisis.

The aim of the present master thesis is to identify feasible actions airline brands can take
in building their social media marketing strategy to encourage positive customer engagement
behaviors with the view of building loyalty among their passengers. It is achieved through
fulfilling the following research objectives:

(a) to identify, through literature review, tools available for airlines to engage with

passengers beyond purchase;

(b) to execute specific strategies with different brand personalities so as to identify

effective strategies depending on the personality type;



(c) to elaborate a list of “good practices” for fostering customer engagement among airline

passengers.

As the research objectives are fulfilled, the following research questions are answered:

e How can an airline engage with their customers?

e What social media marketing strategies depending on the airline’s brand personality are
most effective?

e What social media strategies are effective in fostering customer engagement among airline
passengers and building strong emotional bonds beyond transaction?

A roadmap consisting of particular strategies with proven efficiency that would enable
airline brands develop and nurture brand loyalty through regular customer engagement among
passengers is expected as the end product of the thesis.

The subject of the given research is “Social media marketing strategies for airline brands
with different personalities”.

The object of the given research is “Airline passengers”.



1. LITERATURE REVIEW

1.1 Passenger Air Travel

1.1.1 Market Outlook and COVID-19 Implications

The passenger air travel is one of the industries most affected by the pandemic of COVID-
19. In April of 2020, the global air passenger traffic comprised only 20% of the flights held in
January, with the flights across Europe barely hitting the 10% benchmark (Pearce, 2020). Overall,
the full-year passenger demand in 2020 was expected to be only a half of that in 2019 (IATA,
2020). In reality, even such a pessimistic outlook was underestimating the actual global decline in
passenger air travel, eventually amounting to a 65,9% drop in 2020, with the international
passenger demand being 75,6% below 2019 levels (IATA, 2021). The major reasons for such a
drop and, at the same time, for the little chance of a quick rebound, as IATA puts it, lie in the travel
restrictions imposed by governments to fight the spread of the virus as well as the expected global
economic recession provoked by the pandemic with the slump in aggregate demand and the forced
drop in production capacities.

Even with the introduction of the vaccine against COVID-19, the traffic in the world’s
largest airports has not yet picked up. For example, London’s Heathrow only serviced 8% of
passengers compared to April, 2019. Paris’s Charles de Gaulle airport is operating at a 14%
capacity and Amsterdam’s Schiphol —at 13%. In Russia, Moscow’s Sheremetyevo airport serviced
only 47% of the passenger traffic compared to April, 2019 (ACI Europe, 2021). Such low levels
of passenger traffic indicate that the recovery is likely to be slow and airline brands will face
challenges along the way.

The COVID-19 pandemic hit the industry harder than 9/11 (LeBeau, 2020), the most severe
crisis to date, which in itself led to numerous changes in both the attitude of the flyers as well as
in the security procedures in airports and on board. IATA (2021) even named 2020 “the worst year
in history for air travel demand” and a “catastrophe”. To put into perspective the scale of the losses
that airlines suffer as a result of both border closures and slump in demand for air travel, every
hour of the crisis Lufthansa loses 1 million euro (Pallini, 2020). The cancellation of the
overwhelming majority of the flights led to a drastic increase in refund demands which provoked
a liquidity crisis.

The liquidity crisis forced airlines to seek help from their governments, with many
announcing corporate bailouts, including substantial financial aid programs for airlines. The major
examples, among others, include the US with 25 billion of federal financial aid, part of it in loans,
available for the carriers upon a list of conditions, starting from the ban on dividend payment
through 2021 as well as stock buybacks, ban on major staff cuts and the targeted use of the funds

intended for wages payment only. Major European examples include a 7-billion-euro bailout for
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Air France on condition that it becomes the world’s most eco-friendly airline by 2030 (Air France-
KLM, 2020)., and a 9-billion record-breaking financial aid to the afore-mentioned Lufthansa
(Pallini, 2020). However, even though airlines received temporary relief to stay afloat during the
time of forced demurrage, the financial aid was largely loan-based, meaning that once the aircraft
is back in the air, airlines will still struggle with a financial strain of increased debt load.

At the same time, cash shortage led airlines to find new ways of refunding passengers
whose flights were cancelled due to the changes in the travel landscape, be it for the ban on
international travel or for the passengers’ fears for personal safety. While some companies (e.g.,
Lufthansa, UTair, S7) chose to respect the bonds they built with their passengers by offering cash
compensations — a preferable means of refund for many passengers — the liquidity crisis only
allowed them to do so if airlines would take up to 60 days to arrive. Another commonly adopted
option was to offer immediate vouchers, often for the amounts higher than passengers paid for
their tickets or flexible rebooking options for all tariffs: both of these options were still taking
passengers’ interests into account. Other airlines, however, did not provide a cash refund option
whatsoever regardless of the lack of legislative basis for such a decision, like Russian airlines
Pobeda and Aeroflot did. The corresponding amendments to the Air Code (Kokoreva et al., 2020)
were proposed in the aftermath of the emergence of newly-invented refund practices to provide
legal basis for some airlines’ initiative, and not as a proactive move by the government to alleviate
the financial burden for airlines.

The way airlines chose to handle both their verbal actions — i.e., informing their passengers
about the airline’s activities with regards to the changing schedule and cancelled flights, and their
non-verbal actions including, for example, how they handle returns and rebookings can
significantly affect the relationships they had built with their customers over the years. In a way,
the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic may be considered a blessing in disguise for airlines
striving to build strong connections with their passengers, since transgressions allow consumers
to judge the reliability and overall quality of a brand (Aaker, 2004). Therefore, there is a high
probability that the airline brands that take interaction with their passengers seriously and put
efforts into nurturing the relationships with their frequent flying passengers, will come out of the
crisis with a higher market share and lower need for tariff cuts. The experience acquired and
practices introduced in this period are transferable to airlines’ regular business activities,
contributing to their brand equity by increasing the engagement levels of their passengers and
fostering the relationships to develop beyond satisfaction alone.

1.1.2 Frequent Flyer Programs
To begin with, it is worth exploring the existing tools that airline brands use to encourage

repeated purchases and build connection with consumers to understand where the room for
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improvement and change lies. One of the most prevailing tools used by brands in aviation to reward
loyal customers is through granting them statuses that are collectively referred to as ‘elite’ upon
fulfilling specific criteria in an airline’s frequent flyer program (FFP) (Budd et al., 2020). Based
on the name of the tool, it becomes obvious that it is not necessarily loyalty that is rewarded, but
the frequency of travel; given that it takes more than 50 flights a year to achieve a gold status in
Aeroflot Bonus FFP (see Appendix 1), it can be assumed that it is mostly business travelers who
are able to reach such a goal. Although S7 has introduced amendments to its programs and started
to offer rewards to passengers who travel less frequently, yet the idea of basing the reward off of
the number of segments flown remains unchanged. In many cases, it is not the actual business
traveler that chooses an airline and purchases a ticket, but a company, especially considering the
fact that some business travel destinations, particularly in the Far East, are served by a limited
number of carriers: for example, only 6 companies serve Yakutia, the largest Russian region, while
Khabarovskiy krai is served by 13, national and international carriers combined (Gomilevskaya,
2018). Therefore, the program fails to reach its inherent goal: to reward those passengers that
actively and consciously choose to fly with a particular airline.

Indeed, the loyalty programs show no direct effect on share-of-wallet for brand-loyal
customers. Furthermore, only high-equity brands receive substantially higher gains from their
loyalty programs than brands with lower equity, with FFPs producing the largest effect on price-
seeking customers prone to switching brands easily (Voorhees et al., 2015). Furthermore,
researchers have shed doubt on whether loyalty programs as a whole are effective since they fail
to help understand customers’ behaviors and expectations (Xie and Chen, 2014). Therefore,
despite providing an airline some benefits, frequent flyer programs do not specifically fulfil their
purpose of rewarding and fostering fidelity; rather, they only attract brand switching consumers
and do not recognize airlines’ best customers. And it is not the most loyal or engaged consumers
that join FFPs; rather, consumers evaluate the rewards and characteristics of a loyalty program,
much like any other product offered by a company, to evaluate their willingness to join it (Jang &
Matilla, 2005).

Wang et al. (2014) suggest that recognition factors and social factors influence a frequent
flyer program members’ willingness to continue flying with a particular airline and loyalty, while
Mimouni-Chaabane and Volle (2010) list saving money, exploration, entertainment (i.e., enjoying
the collection of points), recognition, and social benefits among the reasons for passengers’
involvement in the frequent flyer programs. The relationship between perceived benefits and
perceived relationship investment is influenced by the FFP rules: if an airline seeks to encourage
loyalty among different types of customers, they suggest, it should modify its membership rules

to better address the market needs of various consumer types. When airlines design rules for their
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loyalty programs, involvement may be a better option for a basis for consideration and
measurement standard, and not the number of segments flown (Wang et al., 2014).

Overall, there is indeed a growing skepticism towards the effectiveness of loyalty
programs, including the frequent flyer programs: Wollan et al. (2017) notice that the overall use
of loyalty programs is declining, thus contributing less to the development of loyalty, while Eason
et al. (2015) assert that if the use of loyalty programs is driven mainly by financial benefits, the
consumers’ repeat purchases should be considered spurious rather than resulting from true loyalty.

In the light of the declining efficiency, the FFPs’ cost should also be taken into
consideration when suggesting expanding the bonuses to a larger share of passengers, particularly
considering that the revenues in 2020 are expected to drop 48% compared to 2019 (IATA, 2020).
The idea of adjusting membership rules to attract more loyal customers assumes that a frequent
flyer program is the only tool airlines can use to build fidelity, which, in reality, is not necessarily
true.

Other tools airline brands implement to a different extent are their websites’ news sections
(Chong et al., 2018), communication through email (Dickinger et al., 2009), social media
communication adopted to a particular platform (Leung et al., 2013), and personalized
recommendations (Wittman et al., 2017). Taking into consideration the fact that FFPs, as they
stand, do not create close connections between loyal customers and an airline brand, switching
focus towards other instruments seems reasonable. The current state of interactions between an
airline and a passenger is largely transactional with very little person-to-person communication
involved in the customer experience; therefore, passengers are involved significantly less
emotionally as they are rationally (Senior, 2016). It is important to understand that emotional
connections drive brand loyalty, with 62% of consumers feeling they have a relationship with a
brand (Deloitte, 2019). Thus, at this point airline brands are missing out on the important
dimension of their relationship with passengers.

Taking that into account, the time of the crisis might be an exceptional opportunity for
airline brands to build the emotional attachment among travelers who miss flying the most. In fact,
leisure travel is one of the most missed activity during the pandemic, with consumers willing to
travel 31% more frequently than before the COVID-19 outbreak (BCG, 2020). Considering that
communicating through email and social media is almost the only remaining form of interaction
with passengers now that air travel is virtually grounded — and the growing use of these instruments
by consumers, it is the quality of such communication and whether the messages transmitted by
airline brands resonate with consumers that will potentially determine the quality of relationships

with passengers and will help build the emotional involvement.
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1.2 Consumer-Brand Relationships
1.2.1 The Concept of a Consumer-Brand Relationship and Basic Definitions

Consumers can develop relationships with brands similar to those they form with people.
They consider some brands an integral part of their lives, some they use to express themselves,
with some brands they part their ways, in others they become disappointed, and there are many
that stay casual acquaintances (Fournier, 1998). The relationship metaphor has been present in the
marketing thought since 1980s and has since evolved into a complex framework (Ghani et al.,
2018). The basis of this development lies in, among other things, application of findings in
psychology of human relationships, anthropology, and neuroscience to consumer-brand
relationships upon testing whether such utilization is justified and appropriate (Fetscherin, 2015).

Consumer-brand relationships are multidimensional and differ in their level of privacy,
degree of formality, voluntariness, duration, symmetricity, intensity, and direction (positive vs.
negative) (Fournier, 1998). These dimensions shape relationship forms, starting from marriages of
convenience, i.e., long-term, committed relationships precipitated by environmental influence
versus deliberate choice, and governed by satisfying rules, and ending with secret affairs: highly
emotive, privately held relationships risk if exposed to others. In other words, even the most
complex interactions between people can be mimicked in the context of consumer-brand
relationships.

Furthermore, relationship maintenance requirements differ depending on the type (Rose et
al, 1986): some need regular replenishment, while others are self-sustaining. Similar to human
relationships, best friendships do not require constant work and frequent interactions as marriages
or casual friendships. Understanding the relationship type and stage in which parties find
themselves in enables to focus on elaborating a maintenance strategy peculiar to particular
circumstances. It is worth noting, however, that the concept of relationship maintenance itself is
debatable, with some arguing that a relationship neither develops, nor regresses without conscious
decisions made and supported with deliberate actions by relationship partners or only changes as
a result of an external transgression, i.e. stress model (Altman et al., 1981), while others believe
that without regular maintenance activities, connections between a brand and a consumer
debilitate, resulting in a so-called entropy model (Levinger, 1983). At the same time, the latter
model is predominant in the context of consumer-brand relationships and is thus employed
hereafter.

There are several models describing the ways a consumer-brand relationship evolves, with
their shape depending on the type of the relationship established (Fournier, 1998). While there are
debates on the precise number of stages a relationship goes through, the idea of a life cycle curve

as a baseline describes the path including initiation, growth, maintenance, deterioration, and
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dissolution (Levinger, 1983). The basic predicament inherent in the framework discussed lies in
the assumption that any relationship strives for a steadily increasing closeness level towards a
glorified goal, which is almost never the case: the deeper relationships are pursued only with a
fraction of brands one encounters no matter how favorable initial interactions were (Levinger,
1980). It can serve as an ideal prototype with which alternative models of relationship development
can be compared, such as a passing fling, in which high levels of satisfaction are achieved just as
quickly as the enthusiasm dissolves, or a stable maturity model in which a relationship highlights
in loyalty and deep commitment and does not fade away.
1.2.2 Brand Personality

Under psycho-lexical tradition (cf. Goldberg, 1982) identified that languages tend to, over
time, develop a list of particular adjectives describing the significant differences between people’s
personalities. In the early 1990s a set of traits peculiar to certain personalities of people has been
elaborated in the field of psychology. While earlier research elaborated lengthy lists of adjectives
consisting of hundreds and thousands of descriptive words (Allport & Odbert, 1936), Goldberg
(1990) introduced a theory better known as “the Big Five” factor structure. It states that in a variety
of languages descriptive adjectives referring to personalities fall into one of only five groups:
Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability, and Openness.

Expanding the metaphor of a relationship and taking into consideration the fact that brands
act as fully-fledged partners (Aggarwal, 2004), brands, similarly to people, also have unique
personalities, i.e., “the set of human characteristics associated with a brand” (Aaker, 1997).

However, Caprara et al. (2001) suggest that while in itself the idea of a concise structure
of common descriptive adjectives for personality traits is useful in relation to brands, the Big Five
personality factors are not applicable to the way brand personalities are described. Indeed,
researchers in marketing have identified factors different to those of Goldberg (1990). The
methodology employed for elaborating brand personalities is typically similar to those of human
personalities: an extensive list of adjectives is compiled that would describe a particular brand and
then, through factor analysis, the adjectives that are most distinctive and prevalent are grouped.
Aaker (1997), for example, distinguishes five personality types with common traits inherent in
brands: (1) ‘exciting’: energetic, daring, and lively; (2) ‘sincere’: kind, down-to-earth, family-
oriented; (3) ‘rugged’: tough, rough, sporty, and adventurous; (4) ‘competent’: accomplished,
intellectual, influential, reliable; (5) ‘sophisticated’: prestigious, pretentious, and elegant.

Not only do personality types shape communication style of a brand, but also may affect
customers’ expectations and reactions to a brand’s actions, particularly in times of transgressions
(Aaker et al, 2004): as such, consumers shown to be willing to compromise and forgive ‘exciting’

brands more than ‘sincere’ ones, based on the initial perception of ‘sincere’ brands as trustworthy
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and cautious, and ‘exciting’ brands willing to take higher risk in exchange for fun experience with
consumers, hence the different expectations.

While the classification by Aaker (1997) is widely exploited, there have been other
attempts to elaborate different types of personalities. Azoulay & Kapferer (2003) discussed that
the classification proposed by Aaker is not replicable cross-culturally, prompting some researchers
to tailor Aaker’s classification to a specific country — e.g., Bosnjak et al. (2007) elaborated a scale
for German-speaking countries. Others, including Geuens et al. (2009) would criticize Aaker’s
research for employing a wider definition of the notion of personalities, i.e., the set of
characteristics associated with a brand, rather than traits — as suggested by Kapferer (2008), which
would imply a narrower approach, thus only focusing on elements peculiar to one’s character.
Geuens et al. (2009) suggest an alternative classification, with the personality measures falling
into the following groups: (1) ‘responsibility’: down to earth, stable, responsible; (2) ‘activity’:
active, dynamic, innovative; (3) ‘aggressiveness’: aggressive, bold; (4) ‘simplicity’: ordinary;
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simple; (5) ‘emotionality’” romantic, sentimental. However, the scale proposed does not solve the
problem of cross-cultural application since it was largely tested in Belgium and the US, while in
other countries only one brand was investigated. Furthermore, excluding such descriptions as
“feminine” or “youthful” — which do not fall under the category of human character traits per se,
but still can be used as vivid descriptions of a personality — is not critical in the present research
since it does not have as its goal to define which characteristics peculiar to humans’ internal
character can be applicable to brands. By employing a wider definition of brand personality, Aaker
still allows for such descriptors and thus more freedom in describing a brand. Therefore, while
recognizing the potential limitations of Aaker’s (1997) classification in terms of geographical
applicability, it will be referred to hereafter when different types of personalities are evoked.
1.2.3 Brand Loyalty

One of the most intriguing types of consumer-brand relationships discussed in the academic
literature and sought after by businesses, is brand loyalty. Fournier et al. (1997) discuss the notion
of loyalty in the focus of fidelity and commitment, that mostly resembles a monogamous marital
relationship. They criticize prior definitions for the lack of multidimensionality and focus on
repeated purchases as a single criterium for loyalty, for the binary logic of dividing customers into
‘loyal’ and ‘disloyal’ segments. They also assert that assuming that repeated purchases result from
a promise a consumer once made and chooses not to break is incorrect; instead, the authors suggest
that loyal customers make a rational repeated choice of a particular brand over its competitors. The
authors, however, do not formulate the alternative definition and refer to the complexity of the
issue that makes it difficult to fully reflect in a single statement. Liu et al. (2012) define brand

loyalty as the degree of attachment a customer has for a particular brand. However, the definition
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in question I too generic and lacks indication of various manifestations brand loyalty takes;
furthermore, it fails to determine the criteria for consumers to be labeled as ‘loyal’, assuming that
some degree of loyalty is inherent in all customers. On the contrary, Grace (2018) suggests that
one of the major outcomes of brand loyalty is the willingness of customers to tolerate relatively
higher prices and forgive quality/performance fluctuations. Therefore, when discussing loyalty
and bearing in mind the discussed limitations, the Grace (2018) suggests the following definition,
under which brand loyalty will be referred to further on:

Brand loyalty manifests itself'in (1) the positive feelings towards a brand, (2) dedication to
purchase the same product or service repeatedly, despite competitors’ actions to win loyal
customers over and changes in the environment, (3) willingness to forgive and sacrifice, and (4)
a positive word-of-mouth advocacy that maintain relationship stability and durability.

The importance of brand loyalty and its consequences have been broadly discussed in the
academic literature: as such, a loyal customer base represents a barrier to entry the industry for
new companies, a basis for price premium, and allows for a time buffer needed to respond to
competitor innovations and actions (Aaker, 1996). Building loyalty enables companies to develop
mutually-beneficial relationships with customers on a long-term basis (Pan et al., 2012): loyal
customers increase brand equity, and are willing to pay more since they perceive unique value in
the brand (Chaudhuri et al., 2001). Moreover, they are not attracted to competitors’ offerings (So
et al., 2013), allowing for focusing efforts on building strong unique capabilities and selling
points without referencing those of competitors. Loyalty is also particularly important to service-
providing companies, since it is the loyal customers that have a direct impact on an organization’s
current and future sales flows (Dwivedi, 2015). It is not the repeated purchases made by loyal
customers alone that are important, but also the word-of-mouth they engage in (See-To and Ho,
2014), that is reviewed closely by potential customers, be it offline or online (Brown et al., 2007).

The difference it makes when a consumer becomes fully connected with a brand as opposed
to just satisfied is striking. While bringing customers from unsatisfied to satisfied level only
increases their value by 13%, loyal consumers are 52% more valuable to the company than the
satisfied ones since they drive the growth of both market share with the repeated purchases they
make and the relative price of a product, as committed consumers are willing to pay a premium
(Magids et al., 2015). The first effect is known as purchase loyalty, whereas the latter is referred
to as attitudinal loyalty.

However, since loyalty is a complex and relatively abstract construct that is gradually
achieved by some satisfied customers, research provides for intermediary stages to illustrate the

journey consumers take from potential customers to emotionally loyal customers. Kandampully
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et al.,, 2014 propose the following pyramid to describe the progression of loyalty and the

customer’s attachment to the firm, as well as the most crucial factors for reaching each stage:
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~ Customer
Education
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Figure 1 Customer Loyalty Pyramid

Note. Kandampully, J., Zhang, T., & Bilgihan, A. (2015). Customer loyalty: A review and future
directions with a special focus on the hospitality industry. International Journal of Contemporary
Hospitality Management, 27(3), 379-414. doi:10.1108/ijchm-03-2014-0151

Interestingly, here they introduce yet another dimension of loyalty, i.e., “emotional
loyalty”, characterized by affective commitment and trust and treat it as a superior construct to
both attitudinal loyalty, expressed by advocates of the brand, and purchase loyalty that they refer
to as “customer commitment” characterized by customer retention. Therefore, Kandampully et al.,
2014, assert that until customers build an emotional bond with a brand, commit to purchasing its
products and start to advocate for it, full emotional loyalty is not achieved, while claiming that as
consumers cross different stages of the pyramid, they become more valuable to the brand. What is
more important to conclude from the pyramid proposed, is that customer retention and, therefore,
purchase loyalty alone does not guarantee that customers will engage in positive word of mouth
or advocacy.

Given the complexity and ambiguity of the construct, the antecedents of loyalty vary
significantly in prior research, particularly subject to loyalty being discussed in the purchase or
attitudinal sense (Leckie et al., 2013). The antecedents of brand loyalty are numerous and varied.
Among the traditional antecedents that are attributed to loyalty and appeared in the academic
literature until mid-2000s, there are loyalty program variables (Uncles et al., 2003), perceived
switching costs (Lee et al., 2001), customer satisfaction (Yoon et al., 2005), service quality
(Caruana, 2002), and commitment (Little et al., 2006). All of the earlier factors, however, view
customers mostly as passive consumers of the service or goods in question, rather than as active

participants in the creation of a shared experience. Gallarza et al., 2006, assert that value can be
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perceived in two dimensions: economic and psychological, which refer to the transactional value
and emotional value that influence customers’ decisions. Factors in the earlier research focus
mostly on the purchase and consumption phase, rather than on relationships that consumers form
with a brand beyond transaction.

The new wave of research identified other antecedents of loyalty, taking into consideration
the changing landscape of consumer-brand relationships and new forms in which customers can
interact and learn about brands, centering mostly on the emotional attachment customers develop
towards brand, and not purely transactional benefits compared to competitors that they identify.
Among the newly identified antecedents there are customer perceived value (Chen and Hu, 2010),
customer engagement (Doorn et al., 2010; Gonring, 2008), employee engagement (Saks, 2006),
corporate and brand image (Wang, 2010), customer trust (Choi and La, 2013), brand experience
(Iglesias et all, 2011), rapport between customers (Delcourt et al., 2013), and employees as well
as relational benefits (Chen and Hu, 2013).

Among all the antecedents, customer engagement sparks interest for it having a direct
relationship with brand loyalty (Doorn et al., 2010) — and exploring the ways brands can shape
customer engagement, since it is through nurturing active interactions on the part of consumers
that deeper and more meaningful relationships are attained (Kumar et al., 2010)

The advantages that loyalty brings to a brand are difficult to underestimate, hence the
efforts put into retaining and engaging consumers. With their word-of-mouth advocacy, a positive
image of a brand is created, resulting in a flow of new first-time customers with pre-existing
positive attitude towards a brand, enabling to optimize marketing efforts and reallocate costs from
attracting new consumers towards retaining the existing customer and rewarding them for their
loyalty. Most importantly, loyal customers constantly engage with a brand, contributing to its
equity, either directly or indirectly. At the same time, loyalty itself is an important outcome of
customer engagement (Askoy et al., 2013), suggesting that fostering CEBs leads to both the
expansion of the loyal customers base and the reinforcement of attachment loyal customers feel
towards the brand. Participation plays a crucial role in building customer loyalty (Eisingerich and
Bell, 2006)

1.2.4 Consumer Engagement Behaviors

Doorn et al. (2010) developed the concept of consumer engagement behaviors (CEBs)
which the authors define as the customers’ behavioral manifestation toward a brand or firm,
beyond purchase, resulting from motivational drivers. Examples of such behaviors include but are
not limited to word-of-mouth (both positive and negative), recommendations, reaching out to a
company to express gratitude/dissatisfaction, writing reviews, and engaging in legal actions.

Pansari et al. (2016), however, argue that purchases consumers make are also a manifestation of
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customer engagement (CE). They define CE as the mechanics of a customer’s value addition to
the firm, either through direct or indirect contribution. Direct contributions include purchases, and
by indirect, other types of engagement are implied, such as the afore-mentioned referrals,
feedback, and discussions consumers have around the brand (Kumar et al., 2010). Interestingly,
when discussing the types of consumer-brand relationships and how they relate to CE, Pansari et
al. (2010) limit loyalty to repeated purchases and claim that customer engagement goes beyond
them and focuses on other behaviors as well which contradicts with the definition given in the
previous paragraph.

For the purpose of the present research, while accepting that making purchases is indeed a
type of customer engagement behavior, the focus is put on the indirect contributions, since
mobility has been significantly reduced due to the pandemic of COVID-19 and therefore largely
limited to essential travel, making repeated purchase not as reliable of an indicator for customer
engagement as it would be had there not been artificial restrictions in place. Indirect contributions
of CEBs are also aligned with the extended definition of customer loyalty, implying that loyal
consumers actively choose to both make repeated purchases and engage in such activities as
spreading positive word-of-mouth, referring their friends to the brand, providing feedback to the
company, i.e., the positive consumer engagement behaviors.

CEBs act both as manifestations and antecedents of loyalty: the more a consumer chooses
to engage with a brand, the stronger the bond they form with it. As such, So et al. (2014) assert
that customer engagement influences brand loyalty both directly and indirectly through brand trust
and service brand evaluation, being the best explanatory factor for brand loyalty out of the three.
It is this liaison that determines the importance of creating a fruitful footing for customer
engagement if a company wishes to reap the benefits of brand loyalty. As companies struggle to
comprehend and deconstruct the complex notion of loyalty in pursuit of short-term returns
(Markey, 2020), CEBs are more manageable since they represent a more specific and lower-level
construct than abstract loyalty. At the same time, customer engagement in itself is a
multidimensional construct: Brodie et al. (2013) suggest that is based on three pillars: cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral. Research aimed at developing scales designed to measure customer
engagement often refers to these dimensions when categorizing the items within the scale. This is
done, for example, by Hollebeek et al. (2014), So et al. (2014), and Harrigan (2017), although the
names for the dimensions vary across the literature.

Another area in which CEBs indirectly influence brand loyalty is through brand experience,
i.e., sensations, feelings, cognitions and behavioral responses evoked by brand-related stimuli that
are part of a brand's design and identity, packaging, communications, and environments (Brakus

et al., 2009). Brand experience is positively affected by customer engagement (Islam et al, 2020),
19



proving Nysveen and Pedersen's (2014) supposition that “to create positive sensory brand
experiences, [customers need to be] engaged in the brand.” In turn, if favorable, brand experience
positively influences loyalty (Brakus et al., 2009). Harrigan et al. (2017, 2018) also prove that
customer engagement acts as an antecedent for loyalty.

As the CEBs differ in their nature, Doorn et al. (2010) elaborated five dimensions of CEB:
valence, form or modality, scope, nature of its impact, and customer goals. As shown by Brady et
al, (2006) in terms of valence, customer engagement can be classified as positive or negative. As
for the form and modality, this dimension focuses on the ways consumer engagement can be
expressed by the customers. The dimension of scope can be analyzed both in terms of time and
geography. As such, consumer engagement can be momentary or ongoing (time), as well as local
such as a complaint expressed in person or global, e.g., a post on a website. The impact of CEBs
can be evaluated in terms of its intensity, immediacy, breadth, and longevity. Here, it is worth
noting that the channels chosen by consumers significantly influence the impact of CEBs.
Customer goals should be evaluated based on who the engagement is directed towards (the
company as a whole, a government regulator, or a certain employee), to what extent the
engagement is planned, and to what extent the goals are aligned with the company’s goals.

The authors assert that those customers that are either highly satisfied or highly dissatisfied
are the ones that most typically engage with the brand. Bearing in mind that some of the CEBs are
publicly manifested, it is in the best interest of a company to shape the channels of communication
according to their valence, bearing in mind the perceived cost of engagement, e.g. to ease the
process of delivering a complaint directly to the company so that consumers were less likely to
take their anger to forums and informal communities, but at the same time to open the floor for
brand-related initiatives, co-creation, and positive communication in the public field whenever
customer goals align with those of a company. Moreover, customers tend to not engage with brands
unless they are convinced that firms are willing to engage with them as well to create positive
experiences and value (Vivek et al., 2012), further implying the importance of careful design of
communication channels as well as underlying the reciprocal nature of consumer-brand
relationships that translates into customer engagement as well.

When elaborating a strategy for encouraging CEBs, it is necessary to understand what it is
that drives customers to engage with a brand and whether a brand can directly influence such
behavior. Kumar et al. (2010) identified 4 consumer engagement value dimensions, focusing only
on activities of positive valence: purchase behavior (repeated purchases, up-selling, cross-selling),
referral behavior, influencer behavior, and knowledge behavior. Referral behavior here is
extrinsically motivated and is executed through the incentivized formal programs introduced by a

company: e.g., Airbnb offers a voucher for each invited guest once they go on their first trip to
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both the referent and referee. Influencer behavior is similar to referral behavior in a sense that
consumer also endorses a brand to a potential customer; however, this dimension is characterized
by intrinsic motivation and is expressed in such behaviors as positive word of mouth. Knowledge
behavior manifests in the feedback that consumers provide the brand with and can be both
intrinsically and extrinsically motivated. Taking into consideration the motivation behind each
behavior type is important when developing a communication strategy, since it provides the
understanding of what a brand can directly influence and where an indirect approach is necessary.

Some of the channels available for brands and consumers involve social media. Goh et al.
(2012) demonstrated that engagement in social media result in significant increase in purchases.
Also, their research discusses the informative (how much do consumers learn from a post or a
comment) and persuasive effect (based on content valence) of consumer engagement on social
media. It turned out that consumer’s persuasive effect is 22 times higher than that of a marketer.
What is more interesting is that undirected contents (those that do not directly address a particular
person) are more effective for informative and persuasive customer-to-customer communication,
whereas direct contents, i.e., when a marketer communicates with consumers, show higher
effectiveness.

With that in mind, through understanding the opportunities that consumer engagement
behaviors provide and how to manage and use them to deepen the relationship with the customers,
companies can use it to their advantage when communicating with their consumers. In such a
competitive industry as passenger air travel that above everything faces a severe crisis, any
advantage over rivals can have a considerable and positive financial impact. If successful, a regular
positive consumer engagement may become a springboard to take consumers from satisfaction to
loyalty. One of the rapidly developing customer engagement channels available to airlines in the
light of the global pandemic and reduced in-person interactions with their customers is social
media.

1.2.5 Customer Engagement on Social Media

Kaplan & Haenlein (2010) provide the following definition to refer to social media
websites:

Social media can be defined as all internet-based applications, in accordance with
the principles of Web 2.0 and providing the creation and exchange of user-generated
content, while also facilitating interaction and collaboration between participants.

In particular, examples include blogs and microblogs, such as Twitter, social networking
sites (LinkedIn and Facebook), collaborative projects, e.g., Wikipedia, content community sites —
Youtube, and feedback-related websites, such as online forums (Chan & Gulliet, 2011, Mangold

& Faulds, 2009).
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Although a page on a social media website can be set up and run by a company in order to
communicate with their customers and general public, this means of communication leaves room
for interpersonal interaction between customers as well (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Even though
accounts on social media are easy to set up and start using (Ubeda et al., 2013), they can provide
valuable results if managed correctly, including but not limited to building brand loyalty beyond
traditional methods (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), raising brand awareness, brand recognition, and
brand recall (Gunelius, 2011), as well as lowering marketing costs (Schultz & Peltier, 2013). Social
media is used by brands to boost their sales, return on investment, stimulate word of mouth, and
spread information about themselves (Kumar et al., 2013). Castronovo and Huang (2012) go as
far as to suggest that marketing strategies should leverage the use of social media to the fullest,
since consumers tend to trust information shared on social media more than directly by companies
(Constantinides et al., 2013).

Although limited, research into social media as a customer engagement tool has shown
that, on the one hand, messages on social media lead to increased consumption of products, or
services discussed (Alhabash et al., 2015) — i.e., stimulate repeated purchases, while on the other
hand, the traffic generated by company’s social media plays a growing role in company’s value
(Luo et Zhang, 2013). Furthermore, Cambria et al. (2012) claim that messages found on social
media also help improve a company’s public image and increase customer equity. Social media
also serve as a valuable insight into the thoughts, habits, and opinions of customers about the
company through analyzing their conversations and activities on social platforms (Schweidel &
Moe, 2014).

Since social media is a relatively recent phenomenon, a holistic approach to managing it
has not yet been developed in the management academic literature. Some works have been
focusing on individual aspects of social media management, such as identifying the most effective
tone of communication (Gretry et al., 2017), other researchers, including Felix et al. (2016) have
attempted to provide an all-encompassing tool to help elaborate a fitting social media strategy.

Among the former researchers, Schultz (2017), when looking into details of designing
communication with customers strategy, particularly on social media, suggests that while the day
of the week does not play a significant role in consumer engagement intensity with a post, the
contents of what a company shares do. If a message only resonates with a part of the target
audience, it negatively affects post interaction levels. At the same time, interactive posts that
require a consumer to perform activities such as clicking on a link, a hashtag or a video (as long
as they do not directly take users away from a brand-related community or website) have shown
positive effect on the level of customer engagement. Ashley et al. (2015) found that the number of

channels used by a brand not only affects the number of followers, but also increases the
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engagement scores; the choice of the channels should depend on what the target audience of the
brand uses the most because the consumer reach is higher for them than for others. Brodie et al.
(2011) suggest that specific triggers, such as a need to reduce information search cost and
perceived risk, may prompt an individual to join, and/or participate in, the online community
devoted to a particular brand and ask a question instead of searching information elsewhere.

Another element of the social media strategy a brand can modify is the tone used when
communicating with its customers and followers. Gretry et al. (2017) found that informal
communication style only increases trust among consumers who are familiar with a brand. On the
contrary, in cases when consumers are unfamiliar with a brand, informal communication style
decreases the trust customers put in a brand. What is more, perceived appropriateness of the brand
communication style mediates the effect of the communication style on brand trust. Therefore,
when opting for a particular tone, a marketer should take into consideration both the interlocutor
and the circumstances in which the interaction occurs.

Having summarized the potential benefits of social media for improving consumer-brand
relationships, it should be recognized that social media is only one of the potential channels of
interaction with consumers, and the brand’s personality should be upheld while communicating
on various social platforms in the same manner as it would be conveyed through any other
communication channel. Felix et al. (2016) introduced the strategic social media marketing
framework that describes various patterns of behaviors companies take on social media that reflect
their personality. Following the framework (fig. 2) will help align social media marketing with the
vision, mission, corporate goals and culture of the company and truly make it a cohesive reflection

of the brand.
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Note. Felix, R., Rauschnabel, P. A., & Hinsch, C. (2016). Elements of strategic social media
marketing: A holistic framework. Journal of Business Research, 70, 118-126.
doi:10.1016/j.jbusres.2016.05.001

First of all, a brand, airline brands included, needs to decide how it is willing to use social
media in its marketing and determine its scope, i.e., whether it will be used for communicating
only with a few (or even one) stakeholders or exhaustively as a collaboration tool. The one who
choose the first path, per Felix at al. (2016), are called defenders: for them, social media is merely
a one-way communication tool used for either raising awareness about products or companies’
initiatives or for entertainment. It would not be significantly different from the news section on the
official website of the brand. Explorers, on the other hand, treat social media as a way to
collaborate and co-create value with multiple stakeholders, from employees and suppliers to
clients and even government agencies.

Considering that many stakeholders of airlines — such as regulatory bodies, or suppliers
(e.g., airports or aircraft manufacturers) are quite concentrated and limited in number (Caderholm,
2014), the most likely groups of stakeholders airline brands would use social media to connect
with are passengers and, provided that they are publicly traded companies, investors. The latter, in
the context of the Russian market, is only applicable to Aeroflot (Moscow Exchange, n.a.).
Therefore, for the airlines the difference between the two dimensions lies mostly in the way they
approach their communication with their passengers online. Instead of communicating to their
target audience, like defenders would, explorers communicate and interact with various
stakeholders, bringing their opinions to the table and building emotional bonds with them.

Another dimension to take into consideration is the social media marketing culture, ranging
from modernism, meaning that communication style employed by a brand is open, accessible, and
flexible; to comservativism, implying that the preferred communication style reminds of a
traditional, mass-advertised approach.

In the domain of structure, brands have the option to land between networks and
hierarchies, with the former implying that all employees are responsible for interaction and content
creation on social media platforms, as opposed to a stricter and more formal latter approach, calling
for a designated employee or department to run social media for a brand. While these are the
extremes of the dimension scale, a strategy closer to the network dimension in the context of
airlines could mean introducing such initiatives as, for example, “Instagram account takeover by
a pilot or a crew member” where they would share a typical work day.

Finally, social media marketing strategy can be approached in the domain of governance,
partially resonating a company’s approach to structure. As such, brands’ social media strategy can

vary between autocracy, i.e., following precise rules and guidelines in communication with
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stakeholders on social media, and anarchy, when everything is allowed and no particular limit is
set.

Even though described above are the most extreme scenarios, in reality most of the
companies would choose a strategy that would fall somewhere in-between the spectrum of
characteristics. Those airlines that, for example, practice a friendly and outgoing communication
style in flight, such as Southwest airlines, whose crew is allowed to exchange jokes with
passengers, are more likely to opt for modern and anarchical approach, while their direct
competitor, United, a company following strict rules and precise code of conduct with customers,
will likely choose a more conservative and autocracy-centered strategy.

Overall, social media is a promising and effective tool of stimulating positive customer
engagement. For airlines especially, such a tool can serve as a bridge from transactional
relationships with passengers to interactions beyond purchase, fostering the development of
stronger bonds and preparing the soil for building loyalty. While the particular steps relevant for
the passenger air travel industry in relation to building strong social media presence with the view
of enhancing consumer-brand relationships have not yet been identified, inspiration for the
baseline models to be tested further on in the research can be drawn from the hospitality industry
which is often combined with air travel to form a single research target of the so-called tourism
industry.

1.2.6 Conclusion

Many airlines struggled before the COVID-19 pandemic, with the existing business models
failing to produce satisfactory results and profits generated only because of relatively low oil
prices, with the exception of Gulf airlines and low-cost carriers (Dichter et al., 2016). COVID-19
exacerbated those problems leading airlines to a deep liquidity crisis amongst travel restrictions
by governments and falling demand for the remaining flights due to the expectations of a recession
and general anxiety over the pandemics.

Under such conditions, airlines take action both to stabilize their financial situation through
change in refund rules and by applying for the state financial aid, and to retain avid flyers and keep
them engaged with the brand until the ban on international travel is lifted. The latter would ensure
a steady demand for air travel in the post-pandemic world; however, due to the unprecedented
nature of the crisis, there are no specific rules developed for such events, and airlines adapt as the
situation develops using their imagination and knowledge of their core loyal frequent flyers.

Building and maintaining loyalty is crucial as never before, since the pace at which airlines
return to the pre-COVID crisis once the restrictions imposed due to the pandemic are lifted will
largely affect their financial standing. Considering those crucial antecedents of customer loyalty,

such as the quality of service, are unavailable for the lack of service provided at the moment,
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airlines can make use of the situation and invest into emotion-driven nurturing of customer
engagement behaviors beyond purchase. By focusing on social media as an intensively-evolving
and readily-available means of interacting with travel-deprived passengers, airlines can elaborate
effective strategies to foster customer engagement among the new and perspective passengers.
Furthermore, careful navigation of communication channels can help direct the angry and
dissatisfied passengers whose traveled plans were cancelled due to factors outside of the carrier’s
control outside of the public space, while providing an engagement platform for passengers who
long for travel and seek opportunities to connect with their favorite activity while it is unavailable.

As airlines establish their presence in social media, they will have to take into consideration
not only the particular websites and platforms — seeking to be present where most of their target
audience is — but also the social media strategy that would enable them to interact with their
passengers and encourage as much of fruitful positive customer engagement behaviors as the
platform allows. While the work by Felix et al. (2016) does provide a comprehensive review of
potential dimensions a social media strategy can take, the authors call for further research. In
particular, they suggest that the strategy has to be aligned with the firm’s internal influencers, such
as vision, mission, or corporate goals — yet leave the testing of this claim to other researchers to
explore.

Considering that some of the crucial elements for building trust between airlines and
passengers revolve around the safety of their clients as utmost priority (IATA, n.a.; ICAO, n.a.) in
order to prevent their customers from avoiding the airline in case of severe accidents (Yang et al.,
2018), carriers often include competence, qualification, and professionalism as recurring themes
in their communication with the passengers.

With Felix et al. (2016) suggesting that the choice of strategy has to reflect the internal
influencers, including brand personality, would this mean that if such companies as airlines that
often fall into a competent range of the personalities spectrum choose between the dimensions of
explorer (using social media as a tool for collaboration, bilateral communication, and interaction)
and defender (seeing social media as merely a tool for conveying messages from a brand to an
audience), would they need to opt for the latter option and dismiss the opportunity to establish
stronger relationships with their passengers?

At the same time, when research suggests that interacting with customers and fostering
positive consumer engagement behaviors lead to higher loyalty, they are considered universally
beneficial activities, with no specific emphasis is put on the personality of the brand. Yet if
research on brand personalities is evoked, Aaker (1997) further supports the suggestion of Felix et
al. (2016) by stating that brands’ personalities significantly affect the way their customers react to

their activities, yet it is not clear how such different personalities as competent (characteristic for
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many airlines) and exciting (embodied by some low cost carriers targeting younger audiences)
would impact customers’ reactions to brands willing to pursue the different dimensions of the
social media marketing scope.

To test how different personalities peculiar to airlines affect the scope in which they can
productively use social media platforms as a means to interact with their clients, the hypotheses
presented hereafter are proposed.

If a brand has an exciting personality, then it is perceived as energetic and lively by
customers. Therefore, an explorer dimension focusing on interaction and openness constitutes a
better fit for brands with exciting personalities. Research on customer engagement indicates when
there is such a fit, it has a positive impact on customer engagement. For example, Kim et al. (2001)
suggest that a brand’s personality should be an important influencer on the brand’s marketing
strategy in order to result in customers’ higher Identification, later confirmed to be one of the
components of customer engagement (So et al., 2014), and ultimately lead to increased loyalty.
On the other hand, if a brand has an exciting personality, it will go against its traits to employ a
defender dimension of a social media strategy that is characterized by reserved and impersonal
behavior. Such a misfit will have a negative impact on customer engagement. Formally, it is

hypothesized that:

[H1] if a brand with exciting personality employs a social media strategy in the "explorer"
dimension, it will produce stronger CE effects than if it were to employ a “defender” strategy

dimension.

On the contrary, brands with competent personalities are perceived as accomplished,
intellectual, and reliable; they are too serious to suggest their clients engage in additional fun
activities that are not related to their primary activity so as not to disperse the aura of their ultimate
competence in what they do, i.e., provide an excellent service of safely taking their passengers
from point A to point B. In this sense, the ‘defender’ strategy dimension represents a better fit for
competent airlines. Similarly, if a competent brand chooses to use social media as a collaborative
space, as the ‘explorer’ strategy dimension suggests, it might come across as not qualified enough
to make independent decisions and its clients might repulse it, constituting a misfit between a

personality and a strategy, resulting in the lack of positive synergies. Therefore,

[H2] if a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy in the
"defender" dimension, it will produce stronger CE effects than if it were to employ a “exciting”

strategy dimension.
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At the same time, if a brand with a competent personality chooses to open the floor of its
social media for discussions and collaboration while reiterating its core values and reacting to
customers’ engagement behaviors, according to the ‘explorer’ strategy dimension, in a manner
that upholds its personality traits of accomplishment and reliability, it might nevertheless increase
positive CEBs, thus demonstrating no support for the need of a fit between personalities and

strategy dimensions to observe positive CEBs. In this case,

[H3] if a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy in the
"explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger CE effects than if it were to employ a “defender”

strategy dimension.

It is worth noting, however, that since customer engagement is a second-order construct
(Calder et al., 2009), the hypotheses should be expanded in order to reflect its multi-
dimensionality. The scales developed by Hollebeek et al. (2014), So et al. (2014) and Harrigan et
al. (2017) for measuring customer engagement in different contexts suggest that there are several
factors composing it, thus suggesting that customer engagement will not be formed as a single
variable as a result of the factor analysis upon collecting the data. Therefore, it is not possible to
test the hypotheses in the way they are phrased at the moment using the data obtained through the
surveys without adjusting the hypotheses. As a result, the hypotheses are each developed further
into three sub-hypotheses, following the structure suggested by Harrigan et al. (2017), so as to
reflect the three dimensions of customer engagement: Identification, Absorption, and Interaction,

rather than focus on customer engagement as a singular construct.

[Hla] If a brand with exciting personality employs a social media strategy in the
"explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Identification effects than if it were to employ a
“defender” strategy dimension.

[H1b] If a brand with exciting personality employs a social media strategy in the
"explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Absorption effects than if it were to employ a
“defender” strategy dimension.

[Hlc] If a brand with exciting personality employs a social media strategy in the
"explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Interaction effects than if it were to employ a

“defender” strategy dimension.
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[H2a] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy in the
"defender" dimension, it will produce stronger Identification effects than if it were to employ a
“exciting” strategy dimension.

[H2b] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy in the
"defender" dimension, it will produce stronger Absorption effects than if it were to employ a
“exciting” strategy dimension.

[H2c] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy in the
"defender" dimension, it will produce stronger Interaction effects than if it were to employ a

“exciting” strategy dimension.

[H3a] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy in the
"explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Identification effects than if it were to employ a
“defender” strategy dimension.

[H3b] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy in the
"explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Absorption effects than if it were to employ a
“defender” strategy dimension.

[H3c] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy in the
"explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Interaction effects than if it were to employ a

“defender” strategy dimension.

Upon definition and estimation of the CE dimensions, it is possible to proceed with the
research design aimed at testing the discussed hypotheses and determine how and if these
dimensions are affected by different combinations of brand personalities and social media strategy
dimensions. Hereafter the three customer engagement dimensions will be analyzed separately as

they form three distinct factors.
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2. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

2.1 Experiment Overview

To test the hypotheses, an experiment was elaborated with two variables manipulated:
“brand personality” and “strategy dimension”. In order to manipulate the “brand personality”
variable, a description of a fictitious airline featuring descriptive adjectives peculiar to a particular
brand personality was given to respondents, whereas for the “strategy dimension” variable two
Instagram posts containing or lacking specific cues to foster interactivity and openness were
created. By providing two pieces of information — a description of a brand and a post — the two
variables can be controlled separately in order to avoid their interdependence on one another, were
the two variables incorporated in a post alone.

The respondents were presented with one of four different scenarios of a fictitious “Fly
Air” airline descriptions and Instagram posts: respondents chose one of the code names of the
versions, from “a” to “6” which led them to one of the scenarios. If there was a significant skew
towards one option or another, the most popular options were temporarily disabled to achieve

parity in the volumes of responses under given scenarios. The four versions represent different

combinations of SMM strategies and personalities. The combinations are presented as follows:

Version Brand Personality Strategy Dimension
a Exciting Explorer
B Exciting Defender
v Competent Explorer
o Competent Defender

Table 1 Personality and Strategy Dimension Distribution for the Experiment

There were two sets of questionnaires elaborated: one in Russian for Russian-speaking
audiences, and one in English, for non-Russian speaking respondents. The original survey was
created in English and subsequently translated into Russian. In order to achieve the consistency in
terminology employed in Russian-speaking academia on topics of consumer-brand relationships
and brand personalities in particular, a paper by Antonova & Morozova (2015) on brand
personality featuring Aaker’s (1997) framework, originally written in Russian, was used as a
reference for translation.

The choice of Instagram as a platform for the experiment was motivated by a higher number
of followers among major Russian airlines compared to other platforms, such as VK.com, Twitter

and Facebook, meaning it is there those airlines are more likely to reach their consumers.
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Furthermore, it is a social media website widely used both in Russia and abroad, unlike Facebook
which lacks popularity in Russia or VK.com, which is largely a local phenomenon to which
respondents from abroad cannot relate.
2.2 Creating Brand Personalities
With regards to personalities, the classification proposed by Aaker (1997) is used,

9% <c

according to which competent brands are described by consumers as “reliable”, “intelligent”, and
“successful”, while exciting brands are referred to as “daring”, “spirited”, “imaginative”, and “up-
to-date”. Respondents were provided with one of two descriptions of the “Fly Air” airline that
incorporated the descriptive adjectives peculiar to each personality before proceeding to a post
“generated” by the brand. In order to avoid excessive repetition, a longer list of adjectives used by
Aaker (1997) before condensing it to 3-4 adjectives per personality was applied. The adjectives
relevant to the airline’s personality were typed in italic to turn the respondents’ attention to them.
The introductions were identical, with the only difference being the adjectives used to describe the
“Air Fly” brand in order to achieve parity in the presentation and avoid potential external
influences.

The following descriptions of the airline were presented to the respondents (the changing
adjectives are highlighted in italic):

Exciting personality: Air Fly is an up-to-date spirited airline. It performs flights to over
50 destinations all over Europe and strives to deliver the best on-board experience to its passengers.

It is imaginative and daring in its approach to customer service, and has shown consistent
growth in passenger turnover in recent years. It is unique in its cool and contemporary stance on
passenger air travel.

Young and trendy, Air Fly has strong and independent personality: in addition to being both
cool and imaginative, most of all, knows what its passengers want!

Russian translation: Air Fly — cospemennas w snepeuunas auakommnanus. OnHa
OCYIIECTBJISIET IepeneTh 1o Oonee uem 50 HampaBiIeHUM 10 Beeil EBpore u cTpeMuTcst oka3aThb
CBOMM Hacca’kupaM BbICOYAHIINI ypOBEHb 00CITyKMBaHHS Ha OOPTY.

OHa mMOAXOAUT K OKa3aHUIO YCIYT cMeno WU ¢ bozcamwim 6oobpadcenuem, a eé
MaCCaKUPOIIOTOK B IMOCJIEAHUE TOJBI HEYKIOHHO pacTteT. OHA yHUKalbHa B CBOEM cCeedceM 1
cospemeHHOM B3TIISIE Ha MTACCAKUPCKUE aBUATICPEBO3KH.

Bynyan monoooti wu mpenoosoti, Air Fly ob0mamaer cunbHOW W Hezagucumoul
WHIMBHIyaIbHOCTBIO: OHA HE TOJIBKO COBpeMeHHas N MmeopuecKas, Ho, YTO BayKHEE BCEro, 3HAET,

Yero XOTAT €€ MacCa HUphl!
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Competent personality: Air Fly is a reliable and successful airline. It performs flights to
over 50 destinations all over Europe and strives to deliver the best on-board experience to its
passengers.

It is intelligent and technical in its approach to customer service, and has shown consistent
growth in passenger turnover in recent years. It is a true leader in its security-focused stance on
passenger air travel.

Confident and successful, Air Fly has an intelligent corporate personality: it's hard-
working and, most of all, knows what its passengers want!

Russian translation: Air Fly — naoexcnas n ycnewnas aBuakommanus. OHa OCyIIECTBIISICT
nepenetsl o Oonee uem 50 HampaBneHusM 1o Bceld EBpome u cTpeMuTcs OKaszaThb CBOUM
naccaxupam BbICOYaHIINIT ypOBEHb 00CITYKUBaHHs Ha OOPTY.

OHa unmennucenmno N mexHuyHo MOAXOIUT K OKa3aHUIO YCIYT, a € MacCaXUPOIOTOK B
MOCJIEIHUE T'OJIbI HEYKJIOHHO pacTeT. OHa HACTOSLIHNH Jidep B CBOEM B3IJISAZIC HA IMACCAKHUPCKUE
aBHAINEpeBO3KH, OPUEHTHPOBAHHBIE HA 0E30NACHOCb.

Bynyuu ysepennou n ycnewmnoii, Air Fly obnanaet unmeniucenmmnoii i KopnopamusHotl
WHIMBUIYAIBHOCTBIO: OHA MpYy00io0usa U, 9TO BaKHEE BCETO, 3HACT, UE€TO XOTSAT €€ MacCaXHUphI!
2.2.1 Pre-Test: Selecting Brand Personality

Although brand personalities were manipulated independently from the strategy
dimensions, there was a risk of them being perceived differently based on how Air Fly interacts
with its customers. Moreover, since respondents did not know that it was through the brand
description that the brand personality was manipulated, they might have tried to look for other
cues in the post or comments section or even in the photograph used for the Instagram post to
evaluate their personality. Considering that in two out of four scenarios the strategies employed
did not align with the brand personalities, the risk of misinterpretation was even higher for those
cases. Therefore, a pre-test was conducted in order to identify how the brand personalities would
be perceived based on the description of the brand alone. Such confirmation allows for further
exploration of the reasons for any discrepancies should they appear during the main experiment.

In the pre-test, two surveys were distributed, one for each brand personality. The
respondents could only take one of the surveys so that they would not have a prior familiarity with
the Air Fly brand and, subsequently, preconceived opinions of its personality based on the
descriptions they could have seen before. The respondents were shown one of the descriptions of
the brand introduced above, either for the exciting or competent personality. They were then asked
to evaluate how they felt the descriptive adjectives fit Air Fly’s personality on a 7-point Likert

scale. The adjectives shown were “exciting”, “competent”, “rugged”, “sincere”, and
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“sophisticated”” shown in a random order. The survey (see Appendix 4) was conducted in Russian,
similarly to the main survey in order to provide for the comparability of results.

A total of 40 responses were collected during the pre-test, 20 for each personality
manipulated. The results were analyzed with the aim of identifying how the brand personalities
were perceived based on the coding method selected. For each of the sets of data gathered through
the pre-test, the following procedures were applied:

(1) The means for each personality descriptive adjectives were calculated and compared

against each other in table 4.

Intended Mean for each descriptive adjective

Personality Exciting Competent Rugged Sophisticated Sincere
Exciting 5,650 4,950 3,400 3,550 4,800
Competent 4,600 5,600 3,450 3,850 4,100

Table 4, Pre-Test Perceived Personality Mean Comparison

In both cases, the personalities that were coded received, on average, higher sores from the
respondents than any other adjective presented.

(2) A paired t-test was run for the two highest-scoring adjectives to determine whether the
brand was perceived according to the descriptive adjective with the highest mean more than any
other personality.

In the case of exciting personality, it was determined during step 1 that the second to highest
scoring personality was competent. A paired t-test (table 5) was run to identify whether there was
a significant difference at a 95% significance level between the two means — and indeed, the

brand’s personality was perceived as exciting more so than any other.

Paired Differences

95% Confidence
Std. Interval of the
Std. Error Difference Sig (2-
Mean | Deviation | Mean | Lower | Upper t df tailed)
Exciting -
0,7000 1,4179 | 0,3171 | 0,0364 | 1,3636 | 2,208 19 0,040
competent

Table 5, Paired T-Test Results, Survey for “Exciting” Personality
Similarly, for the survey where the brand personality was manipulated as competent, the

second to highest scoring personality was exciting. However, after conducting the paired t-test
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(table 6) it was revealed that there was a significant difference between the two means at a 99%
significance level, meaning that Air Fly’s personality was perceived more as competent than any

other description.

Paired Differences

95% Confidence
Std. Interval of the
Std. Error Difference Sig (2-
Mean | Deviation | Mean | Lower | Upper t df tailed)
Exciting -
-1,0000 | 1,2566 | 0,2810 | -1,5881 | -0,4119 | -3,559 19 0,002
competent

Table 6 Paired T-Test Results, Survey for “Competent” Personality
(3) A one-sample t-test was run against the scale midpoint (for the 7-point Likert scale, the
value was 4) to demonstrate that the brand was indeed perceived as having a highest scoring

personality (tables 7 and 8).

Test Value =4

95% Confidence Interval
Sig. (2- Mean for the Difference
t df tailed) Difference Lower Upper
Exciting 4,931 19 0,000 1,6500 0,950 2,350

Table 7 One-sample T-Test Results, Survey for “Exciting” Personality

Test Value =4

95% Confidence Interval
Sig. (2- Mean for the Difference
t df tailed) Difference Lower Upper
Competent 8,718 19 0,000 1,600 1,216 1,984

Table 8 One-sample T-Test Results, Survey for “Competent” Personality
For both exciting and competent personalities, the null hypotheses were rejected, and the
one-sample t-tests demonstrated that there was a significant difference between the means of the

highest scoring personalities and the mid-point of the scale employed.
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With the pre-test demonstrating that, if manipulated independently, personalities are
perceived through the brand description as exciting and competent, and it is thus it is possible to

proceed with the data collection for the main part of the research.

2.3 Elaborating Social Media Marketing Strategies

After Air Fly is introduced, the respondents are presented with a screenshot of a post found
in the “airline’s” Instagram account, designed to convey either the “explorer” or the “defender”
social media marketing strategy dimension.

The “explorer” strategy dimension implies two-sided communication between a brand and
a consumer. In reality, however, a brand is only perceived by a consumer as an interlocutor with
certain personality traits due to the message cues used to maintain the illusion of a two-way
interaction. Labrecque (2014) applies the concept of parasocial interaction (PSI) to consumer-
brand relationships in social media environments. She defines PSI as an “illusionary experience,
such that consumers interact with personas as if they are present and engaged in a reciprocal
relationship ”. They foster PSI through openness and interactivity which they are able to convey
through specific cues and signals in their interactions with consumers. In order to create the desired
two-sided communication experience required for the “explorer” dimension while maintaining the
“defender’s” one-sided communication approach, the steps used by Labreque (2014) to foster PSI
are followed.

Openness was manipulated through the content of the post. Both the “defender” and the
“explorer” strategies employed the same visuals and text in the post, with the difference being the
lack of interactivity and openness clues for the former. It is done with the aim of assuring equality
in terms of visual presentation between the two strategies, similarly to only changing key
descriptive adjectives when introducing the “Fly Air” brand. Posts for both “explorer” (figure 1)
and “defender” (figure 2) strategies presented an announcement of the summer schedule and new
summer destinations to European resorts. While in both strategies Fly Air expressed excitement
about summer vacations, in the “explorer” strategy the narrator described their childhood
memories of going to the beach during school break with their family. This personal connection

was absent in the “defender” strategy.
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n fly._air

. , Openness cues through
fly._air We are happy to announce this season’s summer

schedule! Some of the fondest memories we‘ve made as kids personal stories
was when we spent summer school breaks by the sea with our
arents and we are thrilled to help you build memories with
our children, too. This time we will be adding over 10 new
beach destinations across Europe. They will be served daily
from May, 15 through September, 15.

Check out the schedule and book your tickets to the summer
paradise NOW on our website ‘% = 2

f<]

Figure 3 Explorer Strategy Post

; !‘- fly._air

Qv

fly._air We are happy to announce this season's summer openness cues

Impersonal post, no

schedule! Summer breaks at school are great to spend quality
family time and build fond memeries with your kids by the sea.
This time we will be adding over 10 new beach destinations
across Europe. They will be served daily from May, 15 through
September, 15.

Check out the schedule and book your tickets to the summer

paradise NOW on our website ‘% . 2,

Figure 4 Defender Strategy Post

Interactivity was manipulated through the comments to the post. In both scenarios in the
post shown to the respondents “passengers” would leave the same questions in the comments
section that would be typical for an airline brand community, such as those about cancelled flights
or availability of particular destinations. In the “explorer” strategy dimension (figure 3), replies to

passengers’ questions were personalized, i.e., the passengers were directly addressed by their
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names and came directly after the passenger’s questions, indicating the timely response (Song and
Zinkhan, 2008).

i beach_guy Is 50 minutes enough to make a
= connection at AMS?

Reply

M fly._air @beach_guy Should be enough if .
" your connecting flight is serviced in the . § :
Timely, personal replies

same terminal. Otherwise, please refer to the
Schiphol airport’s guide on connecting
flights: https://www.schiphol.nl/en/transfers/

Reply

'J(‘ ilove_flying | booked my tickets to Berlin for June
2 flight 3304 yesterday, but misspelled my
husband's name in the ticket, how can | fix that?
The booking reference is FFOO34. Thank you!

Reply

A fly._air @ilove_flying Thank you for reaching
" out. Please check your DM, we will help you
there

Reply

A, travelfan_4 Will you fly to Mallorca?

év Reply

N fly._air @travelfan_d4 yes! SVO-MLI flights are
" scheduled daily starting from May, 15

m Reply

Figure 5 Explorer Strategy Comment Section

In the “defender” strategy dimension (figure 4), however, passengers were not directly
addressed in comments; instead, the brand would only give a generic comment and refer to their
clients as “passengers”. The airline’s reply would also appear higher on the page to indicate a

longer time between responses.

fly._air Dear Passengers, please refer to our
e website for more information about the Q

destinations served as well as the FAQ section. )
Generic and late reply

The links can be found in our profile descriptions!

13m  Reply

£ beach_guy Is 50 minutes enough to make a ,
= connection at AMS? <

2h Reply

#(‘ ilove_flying | booked my tickets to Berlin for June

N 2 flight 3304 yesterday, but misspelled my
husband's name in the ticket, how can I fix that?
The booking reference is FFOO34. Thank you!

.\
Q

3h Reply

A travelfan_4 Will you fly to Mallorca? &

“_ Reply
Figure 6 Defender Strategy Comment Section

Similarly to the brand’s introductions, the posts and their comment sections were prepared

in both Russian and English (both versions are available in Appendix 2).
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2.4 Customer Engagement Measurement Tools

In order to measure customer engagement in different scenarios, a scale developed by So

et al. (2012) for online tourism brand community engagement and later transformed and validated

for social media websites by Harrigan et al. (2017) was employed. The 7-point Likert scale is

intended to measure the following constructs behind

absorption, and interaction.

The factor and item descriptions are as follows:

customer engagement: identification,

Factor Item description in English Item description in Russian
Identification =~ When someone criticizes Air Fly's Korma KTo-TO KpHTHKyeT aKKayHT
account, it feels like a personal insult. maHHOM aBHAKOMITAHUH, i
BOCIIPUHHMAK 3TO Kak JIMYHOE
OCKOpOJICHHE.
When I talk about Air Fly's account, I Korza s roBopto 06 akkayHTe JaHHOIK
usually say "we" rather than "they".  aBmakommanuu, si OOBIYHO TOBOPIO
"MbI", a HE "oHH".
When someone praises Air Fly's Korma xTo-To XBamuT akkayHT
account, it feels like a personal naHHOM aBHAKOMITAHUH, i
compliment. BOCIIPMHUMAIO 3TO KaK KOMIUIUMEHT,
a/IpeCOBaHHBIN JTMYHO MHE.
Absorption I am passionate about Air Fly's { c¢ »HTy3uasmoM oOTHOWmIYyCh K

account.

AKKAayHTY JIaHHOM aBHaKOMITAHHH.

I feel excited about Air Fly's account.

MeHsT  BOOAYWIEBIAET  aKKayHT

JTAaHHOM aBHaKOMITaHWH.

Anything related to Air Fly's account

grabs my attention.

Bce, 4rOo CBf3aHO € AKKayHTOM
JAHHOW aBHAKOMIIAHWH, MPHUBJIEKACT

MOC BHUMAaHHC.

When I am interacting with Air Fly's
account, [ forget everything else

around me.

Korma s B3aumopaeiicTByro ¢
AKKayHTOM JJAHHOW aBUAKOMIIaHUH, 5

3a0bIBat0 000 BCeM BOKPYT.

In my interaction with Air Fly's

account, I am immersed.

Bo Bpems B3aumMOAEHCTBHA  C
AKKayHTOM JaHHO! aBHAKOMIIaHUHU, 5

9yBCTBYIO cebs IOTJIOIICHHBIM.
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Interaction In general, I like to get involved inthe B memom, wmHE HpaBUTCS OBITH

airline community discussions. BOBJICUCHHBIM B  JIMCKYCCHH B

COO6H.I€CTB3X aBHaKOMITaHUM B

COIMAJIbHBIX CCTAX.

I am someone who enjoys interacting MHe HpaBHUTCS B3aMOJICHCTBOBATH C

with like-minded others in the airline eIMHOMBIIIUIEHHUKAMHA B

community. cooOmiecTBax  aBUAaKOMIIAHUM B

COIMAJIbHBIX CCTAX.

I often participate in activities of the $ wactro mnpuHuUMar0 ydvacTue B

airline community. JeSITeNIbHOCTH cooOmiecTB

aBHAKOMIIAHUM B COIIMAJILHBIX CETAX.

Table 2 Factor and Item Description for Customer Engagement Measurement Scale

In the original scale the phrase “this tourism site” is employed instead of “Air Fly’s
account”. The wording was altered to better reflect the object to which the scale items refer. The
full survey distributed among the respondents is available in Appendix 3.

2.5 Manipulation Check

In order to verify that the respondents perceive both the brand personalities and social
media marketing strategy dimensions as intended, manipulation check questions were asked after
the primary customer engagement survey. In the section related to the brand personality
perception, respondents were asked to evaluate whether the brand is sincere, exciting, competent,
sophisticated, or rugged, with the options presented in random order to avoid nudging the
respondents to one answer or the other. As for evaluating openness and interactivity, the variables
manipulated for the “explorer” and “defender” strategy dimensions, scales employed by Labreque
(2014) and adapted from McMillan and Hwang (2002), Song and Zinkhan (2008), and Thorson
and Rodgers (2006) were used for measuring perceived interactivity, while items from scales by

John (1984) and Anderson and Weitz (1992) were used for measuring openness.

Factor Item description in English Item description in Russian
Perceived Air Fly will talk back to me if [ post Air Fly orBerur wmHe, ecam o
Interactivity a message. OTHPABIIO COOOIICHHE.

Air Fly would respond to me quickly
and efficiently.

Air Fly orBerur MHEe OBICTpPO U

3 PEeKTHBHO.

39



Air Fly allows me to communicate Air Fly mo3Bossier MHe oOmarscs ¢

directly with it. HEel HampsAMYyIo.

Air Fly listens to what [ have to say. Air Fly npucnymwuBaercs x Tomy,

4ToO 51 X041y CKa3aThb.

Openness Air Fly is open in sharing Air Fly  orkpeito  nmenwrtcs
information. nHdopmMaruei.

Air Fly keeps me well informed. Air Fly XOPOLIO MEHS
UHPOPMHPYET.

Air  Fly doesn’t hold back Air Fly HE YAEPKUBAET

information. nH)OpMAITHIO.

Table 3 Factor and Item Description for Measuring PSI

Furthermore, the respondents were asked to evaluate the post they saw using two 7-point
Likert attitude-towards-the-ad scales. The spectrum “unfavorable” — “favorable” suggested by
Park and Young (1983) was used to measure the affective component of the post, while the
spectrum “uninformative” — “informative” by Burton and Lichenstein (1988) intended to measure
the cognitive component of the post.

At the end of the questionnaire, demographic questions were asked to determine the
heterogeneity — or lack thereof — of the sample. Apart from standard questions, such as age or
occupation, questions regarding the experience in using social media or traveling by air were

asked.
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3. DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
3.1 Data Collection and Sample

The data was collected through the platform of Google Forms, with the survey distributed
through social media and messengers. Although two identical versions of the survey — in English
and in Russian — were elaborated and distributed, the overwhelming majority of the answers came
from the Russian-speaking audience. Therefore, the two samples were not collapsed, and only the
responses received through the Russian survey were analyzed and interpreted. IBM SPSS Statistics
was used as a software tool for the analysis of the statistical data gathered.

Overall, 180 answers were received through the Russian survey, 45 for each version of the
survey. 89% of the respondents live either in Moscow (74 respondents) or in Saint Petersburg (87
respondents), with 71% (127 respondents) of the respondents coming from women. 68% of the
respondents were born between 1995 and 1999, with the age of all respondents ranging between
19 and 50. All of the respondents have obtained education at a level at least equivalent to a high
school diploma, with 71% (128 respondents) of them being either in the process or having obtained
a master’s degree. As for the occupation, 55 respondents (31%) are in the process of obtaining
higher education, and 114 (63%) work either full time (60 respondents) or in combination with
studies (54 respondents).

The respondents are quite familiar with social media, with over 85% indicating that they
use social media websites either “often” or “very often”. However, few of them follow any airlines
on social media, with 72,2% saying that they either “strongly disagree” or “disagree” with such a
statement. Of those 15,6% of the respondents that indicated this statement true about them, 10,2
p.p- only ranked it on a scale as “slightly agree”, meaning that while they might be following some
airline brands on social media, they are unlikely to be actively engaged in them. This indicates that
the respondents are not familiar with the behavior of a typical airline brand on social media.

With regards to travel experience, before the COVID-19 pandemic, 14% (25) of the
respondents would travel once a year or less, 51% (91) would travel 1-3 times a year, 28% (54) —
every 2-3 months, and 7% (13 respondents) would travel once a month or more frequently.
Furthermore, the respondents tend to compare different flight options to their target destinations
rigorously (with the mean value of responses being 5,983 out of 7).

3.2 Manipulation check: Strategy Dimensions

While in the pre-test the manipulation check of brand personalities was conducted, the way
that strategy dimensions were perceived by the respondents was evaluated in the main phase of
the research. The scales employed measured PSI and were discussed extensively in section 2.5.

To begin with, factor analysis (table 9) was conducted, resulting in the 7 items forming a

single factor designated as parasocial interaction (PSI).
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Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings
Component % of Cumulative % of Cumulative
Total Total
Variance % Variance %

1 5,387 76,954 76,954 5,387 76,954 76,954

2 ,836 11,949 88,903

3 ,225 3,212 92,115

4 ,209 2,983 95,098

5 ,145 2,073 97,171

6 ,116 1,660 98,831

7 ,082 1,169 100,000

Table 9 Factor Analysis for Items 17-23, Total Variance Explained

Since the 7 items of the scale load onto one factor which, on its own, explains 76,95% of
the variance, a new variable ‘PSI’ is created, with the value of an average score received for items
17-23. It is then possible to run the analysis described hereby to ensure that the strategy dimensions
were perceived as intended using the ‘PSI” variable as the base for the analysis.

(1) PSI is divided into two variables: ‘PSI_explorer’, whose values were constituted of the
PSI scores received in versions a and y, and ‘PSI_defender’, whose values were comprised of the
PSI scores received in versions f and 8. The mean values of the derived variables are 5,3174 and
3,6587 respectively.

(2) A paired t-test (table 10) was conducted to demonstrate that there is a significant

difference between the two and that the strategies were perceived differently.

Paired Differences
95% Confidence Sig
Std. Interval of the (2-
i t df | tailed
Std. Error Difference ailed)
Mean | Deviation | Mean Lower | Upper
PSI explorer —
1,6587 1,6789 0,177 1,3071 |2,0104 | 9,372 | 89 | 0,000
PSI defender

Table 10 Paired t-test between PSI_explorer and PSI_defender
Indeed, there is a significant difference between the two means, indicating that in two

different scenarios the strategies were perceived differently. However, this test alone is not

42



indicative of whether the respondents perceived the strategy dimensions as intended since it does
not take into consideration the position on the Likert scale that the means analyzed took.

(3) Therefore, in order to verify that in versions a and vy, unlike § and &, PSI was observed,
two one-sided t-tests were conducted against mid-point of the scale (i.e., 4). First, a test for

PSI explorer was conducted (table 11).

Test Value =4

95% Confidence Interval
for the Difference

Sig. (2- Mean
t df tailed) Difference Lower Upper
PSI explorer 11,585 89 0,000 1,3174 1,0915 1,5434

Table 11 One-sample T-Test Results, “Explorer” Strategy Dimension

Based on the one-sample t-test, there is a significant difference at a 99,9% level between
the mean value of PSI_explorer and the middle point of the scale. Therefore, the manipulation was
perceived as intended, and PSI was observed.

For PSI_defender, however, the results were different (table 12). It can be concluded that
— based on the significant difference between the mean of the variable in question and the mid-
point of the scale at a 95% significance level, there is a lack of parasocial interaction between the

Air Fly brand and the respondents, as intended.

Test Value =4

95% Confidence Interval for
the Difference

Sig. (2- Mean
t df tailed) Difference Lower Upper
PSI_defender -2,364 89 0,020 -0,3413 -0.6281 -0,0545

Table 12 One-sample T-Test Results, “Explorer” Strategy Dimension
Overall, it can be concluded that the manipulation of both strategy dimensions was
successful based on the correct interpretation of the two by the respondents.
3.3 Estimating Customer Engagement Dimensions Values
When the manipulation of the strategies and personalities is checked, it is then possible to
proceed with the main phase of the analysis.
The scales employed for measuring customer engagement are intended to measure three

dimensions of it: Identification (Q1 — Q3), i.e., whether the brand matches the self-image of the
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customers (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2006); Absorption (Q4 — Q8), i.e., a customer’s level of
concentration and engrossment in a brand (Schaufeli et al., 2002); and Interaction (Q9 —Q11), i.e.,
sharing and exchanging ideas, thoughts, and feelings towards a brand (Vivek, 2009). It is expected,
however, that for an imaginary brand that the respondents have not had a chance to interact with
on their own while only observing how a brand interacts with imaginary clients, the scores for
interaction will be low for any version of the survey, since none of the respondents were given the
opportunity to interact with the brand themselves.

Indeed, the means for the items composing Interaction are low, and so are the means for
Identification. All the means for the items comprising the three CE dimensions derived from the

surveys are provided in Table 13.

Factor Item description Mean Value

Q1. When someone criticizes Air Fly's account,
Identification . ) 1,656
it feels like a personal insult.

Q2. When I talk about Air Fly's account, |

1,611
usually say "we" rather than "they".
Q3. When someone praises Air Fly's account, it 1783
feels like a personal compliment. ’

Absorption Q4. I am passionate about Air Fly's account. 3,506

Q5. 1 feel excited about Air Fly's account. 3,711
Q6. Anything related to Air Fly's account grabs 3,028
my attention. ’
Q7. When I am interacting with Air Fly's 1783
account, I forget everything else around me. ’
Q8. In my interaction with Air Fly's account, |

2,394

am immersed.

Q0. In general, I like to get involved in the
Interaction o o ) 2,128
airline community discussions.

Q10. I am someone who enjoys interacting with 5 011
like-minded others in the airline community. ’
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Q11. I often participate in activities of the airline

community.

1,594

Table 13 Customer Engagement Dimensions Means

At this point, however, it is impossible to make any conclusions, since it is not clear

whether the items indeed comprise the factors they were intended to form, and if the low means

signify the overall low level of scores given on for each question or if they are affected by

particularly low scores given in the versions where the lack of interaction does not produce synergy

effects.

The next step of the analysis therefore is to verify if the items fall into the same factors as

Harrigan et al. (2017) intended. To do this, a factor analysis was run and, indeed, three factors

were extracted using principal component analysis (Table 14).

Rotation

Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Sums of

Loadings Squared

Loadings

% of | Cumulative % of | Cumulative
Component Total Variance % Total Variance % Total

1 5,591 50,824 50,824 | 5,591 50,824 50,824 3,683

2 1,268 11,523 62,347 1,268 11,523 62,347 4,234

3 1,177 10,704 73,052 1,177 10,704 73,052 3,787
4 0,718 6,524 79,576
5 0,534 4,850 84,426
6 0,464 4,223 88,648
7 0,359 3,262 91,910
8 0,284 2,577 94,488
9 0,266 2,419 96,906
10 0,210 1,913 98,819
11 0,130 1,181 100,000

Table 14 Factor Analysis for Items 1-11, Total Variance Explained, Attempt 1

As intended, three factors were extracted based on the eigenvalue exceeding 1. The items

were rotated using the Oblimin with Keizer normalization method (Table 15). The items that form

the same factor are color-coordinated.
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Component

1 2 3

Q1. When someone criticizes Air Fly's account, it feels like a
. ,880 ,062 ,033
personal insult.

Q2. When I talk about Air Fly's account, [ usually say "we"

,684 -, 157 -,041
rather than "they".
Q3. When someone praises Air Fly's account, it feels like a

,826 112 -,010
personal compliment.
Q4. I am passionate about Air Fly's account. ,074 -,884 ,012
Q5. I feel excited about Air Fly's account. -,039 -,967 ,054
Q6. Anything related to Air Fly's account grabs my attention. ,151 -,766 -,045
Q7. When I am interacting with Air Fly's account, I forget

7386 _)250 _,327
everything else around me.
Q8. In my interaction with Air Fly's account, I am immersed. ,060 -,545 =352

Q9. In general, I like to get involved in the airline community
) ] -,219 -,142 -,896
discussions.

Q10. I am someone who enjoys interacting with like-minded
. L , ,071 -,114 -,786
others in the airline community.

QI11. I often participate in activities of the airline community. 271 2211 -,786

Table 15 Factor Analysis for Items 1-11, Pattern Matrix, Attempt 1

As a result of the rotation, it was confirmed that all the items formed the same factors as
intended by the scale except for item Q7, whose loadings were split between factors 1 and 3
relatively evenly, with none of the loadings exceeding 0,4. Therefore, it was decided to exclude
this item from the analysis and run the factor analysis again (table 16) to confirm that this exclusion
would not provoke the remaining items to either form a different number of factors or form them

in a different manner.
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Rotation
P Extraction Sums of Squared Sums of
Initial Eigenvalues .
Loadings Squared
Loadings
% of | Cumulative % of | Cumulative
Component | Total Variance o, Total Variance o, Total

1 5,080 50,802 50,802 5,080 50,802 50,802 3,959

2 1,258 12,578 63,380 1,258 12,578 63,380 3,252

3 1,177 11,772 75,151 1,177 11,772 75,151 3,409
4 0,594 5,937 81,089
5 0,490 4,895 85,984
6 0,423 4,235 90,219
7 0,312 3,115 93,334
8 0,273 2,725 96,059
9 0,256 2,558 98,617
10 0,138 1,383 100,000

Table 16 Factor Analysis for Items 1-6, 8-11, Total Variance Explained, Attempt 2

After the item was removed, the items analyzed would explain 75,151% of the variance as

opposed to 73,052% obtained through the first attempt. Based on the pattern matrix (table 17)

produced after rotation using the same method as for attempt 1 (Oblimin with Keizer normalization

method), the items formed the same factors as intended. The items composing the same factor are

color-coordinated.

Component
1 2 3
Q1. When someone criticizes Air Fly's account, it feels like a
) -,055 ,880 ,014
personal insult.
Q2. When I talk about Air Fly's account, I usually say "we"
172 ,675 -,049
rather than "they".
Q3. When someone praises Air Fly's account, it feels like a
. ,123 ,826 -,027
personal compliment.
Q4. I am passionate about Air Fly's account. ,881 ,091 ,007
Q5. I feel excited about Air Fly's account. ,965 -,031 ,057
Q6. Anything related to Air Fly's account grabs my attention. , 172 ,148 -,041
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Q8. In my interaction with Air Fly's account, I am immersed. ,568 ,027 -,329
Q0. In general, I like to get involved in the airline community

. ) ,149 -,198 -,895
discussions.
Q10. I am someone who enjoys interacting with like-minded

) o . ,126 ,080 -,786

others in the airline community.
QI11. I often participate in activities of the airline community. -,191 ,265 -,784

Table 17 Factor Analysis for Items 1-6, 8-11, Pattern Matrix, Attempt 2

Based on the factor analysis above, 3 factors were extracted and named, as the customer
engagement scale suggested (Harrigan et al., 2017), as Identification (items 1-3), Absorption
(items 4-6, 8), and Interaction (items 9-11). Their value was calculated as an average of the values
of the items that form those factors. The mean values of the newly formed factors are presented in
table 18.

Std. Std.
Range Min Max Mean Error | Deviation | Variance
Identification 5,00 1,00 6,00 1,6833 | ,06880 ,92303 ,852
Absorption 5,25 1,00 6,25 3,1597 | ,10031 1,34584 1,811
Interaction 5,00 1,00 6,00 1,9111 | ,08819 | 1,18316 1,400

Table 18 Descriptive statistics for Customer Engagement Dimensions
3.4 Analysis of the Effect of the Interaction between Strategy Dimensions and Personalities

on Customer Engagement Dimensions
To set up the hypotheses testing, the two brand personalities and strategy dimensions were
recoded into binary variables, designated as “Coded Personality” and “Coded Strategy”
respectively, to run the subsequent analyses. The exciting personality was coded as “1”” and so was
the explorer dimension. Competent and Defender personalities were coded as “0”, resulting in 4
“0” and “1” combinations, unique for each of the versions of the survey presented to the

respondents. The versions were coded as follows:

Version  Brand Personality Code Strategy Dimension Code
a Exciting 1 Explorer 1
B Exciting 1 Defender 0
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Y Competent 0 Explorer 1

) Competent 0 Defender 0

Table 19 Coding Personalities and Strategy Dimensions into Dummy Variables

These dummy variables were used as independent variables for two-way ANOVA analyses
with the three customer engagement dimensions as dependent variables.

To prepare the data for the analysis, all significant outliers were removed: 10 items were
deleted for Identification after one iteration with no further outliers observed, and 22 items in total
were deleted for Interaction after 4 iterations. There were no significant outliers within the
Absorption variable.

Since the main question is whether there are synergy effects between the strategy employed
and the personality of a brand, the interaction between the two is examined.

In table 20, the mean values of the three dependent variables are presented for each of the
versions of the survey. As per table 19, the version “0; 07, for example, should be decoded as

version 0, combining competent personality with the defender strategy.

Variable Coded Personality | Coded Strategy Mean Std. Error
0 0 1,402 0,099
0 1 1,605 0,100
Identification
1 0 1,561 0,102
1 1 1,548 0,101
0 0 2,644 0,194
0 1 3,283 0,194
Absorption
1 0 3,022 0,194
1 1 3,689 0,194
0 0 1,417 0,126
0 1 1,605 0,130
Interaction
1 0 1,813 0,125
1 1 1,610 0,125

Table 20 Estimated Marginal Means for Identification, Absorption, and Interaction; coded

personality*coded strategy
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As expected, the mean values for Interaction are low across all versions (mean values for
all four versions are below 2 out of 7), since none of the participants had a chance to personally
interact with the Air Fly brand, and were only shown the manner in which the brand interacted
with other (also fictitious) customers. The questions on the scale, however, assume that it is the
respondent that interacts with the brand. Equally low are the mean value for Identification.

Such low results may be explained by the differences in the circumstances in which the
scale employed was used for the present research and in which it was validated. When Harrigan et
al. (2017) developed a three-item scale for measuring customer engagement with tourism social
media brands, the respondents were asked to answer the questions with regards to their favorite
travel brand. Similarly, when the original scales developed by So et al. (2014) were validated, the
respondents were asked to reply with regards to a travel brand (either airline or a hotel) based on
the last brand whose services they had purchased the most recently. Therefore, in both cases the
respondents had already had a chance to personally interact with a brand at least once during the
purchase phase. As for Identification, the fact that the respondents in the research by Harrigan et
al. (2017) used their favorite brands as a reference, made them more likely to identify themselves
with a brand, i.e., the degree of a consumer’s perceived oneness with or belongingness to the brand
(So et al., 2014), as opposed to a brand they have never heard of before and might have even
suspected to be fictitious, as is the case with Air Fly that was first introduced to the respondents at
the moment of their completing the questionnaire.

However, the present research required that the respondents would not have any biases or
pre-formed opinions about a brand in order to minimize external influences on the manipulations
of personality and strategy dimensions. While recognizing the limitations of the use of the scale
by Harrigan et al. (2017), it was decided that it was nevertheless a solid choice since it (a) measured
three distinct factors, and (b) was designed and validated specifically for both social media
communities and tourism brands. Other scales for customer engagement developed by So et al.
(2014), Hollebeek et al. (2014), Brodie et al. (2011, 2013) or Calder et al. (2009) were not
conceptually better suited for evaluating customer engagement with an imaginary brand, and did
not provide the benefits offered by the scale developed by Harrigan et al. (2017) with regards to
the suitability of use within the tourism sector.

While the mean values of the variables in question for each version seem to be different, it
is not yet clear how statistically different they are. Therefore, a one-way ANOVA is run for
Identification, Absorption, and Identification separately to assess if there is indeed a difference
between how respondents assess these customer engagement dimensions based on the different

combinations of brand personalities and social media marketing strategy dimensions.
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The first one-way ANOVA was run exclusively for responses given by the participants
evaluating customer engagement dimensions for the brand with an exciting personality. In this
case, strategy dimensions (“explorer” and “defender”) are treated as independent variables for each
of the customer engagement dimensions. The results of the one-way ANOVA analysis are

summarized in table 21.

Sum of Mean
Squares df Square F Sig.
Between Groups 0,04 1 0,004 0,008 0,930
Identification | Within Groups 38,280 81 0,473
Total 38,284 82
Between Groups 10,000 1 10,000 5,109 0,026
Absorption | Within Groups 172,247 88 1,957
Total 182,247 89
Between Groups 0,847 1 0,847 1,041 0,311
Interaction Within Groups 65,100 80 0,814
Total 65,947 81

Table 21 ANOVA for 3 CE Dimensions, Exciting Personality

Based on the p-value of 0,026, there is a significant difference at a 95% significance level
in how the respondents perceive Absorption in the “explorer” and “defender strategy”, suggesting
that Hypothesis H1b is supported. On the other hand, as expected, there is no significant difference
between the levels of either Identification or Interaction between different strategy dimensions for
the exciting brand personality. Therefore, among the hypotheses Hla-Hl1c, only H1b is supported
(table 22).

Hypotheses Result

[H1a] If a brand with exciting personality employs a social media strategy
in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Identification effects | Not supported

than if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.
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[H1b] If a brand with exciting personality employs a social media strategy
in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Absorption effects Supported!

than if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.

[H1c] If a brand with exciting personality employs a social media strategy
in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Interaction effects than | Not supported

if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.

Table 22 Hypotheses Hla-H1c Testing Results

Following a similar procedure, hypotheses H2a-H2c¢ and H3a-H3c that explore the
potential synergy effects of strategy dimensions on competent brands are tested. In this case, only
the responses given by the participants evaluating customer engagement dimensions for the brand
with a competent personality were evaluated, with strategy dimensions, again, acting as

independent variables. The results of the one-way ANOVA are summarized in table 23.

Sum of Mean
Squares df Square F Sig.
Between Groups 1,302 1 1,302 3,532 0,064
Identification | Within Groups 30,589 83 0,369
Total 31,890 84
Between Groups 11,750 1 11,750 8,590 0,004
Absorption | Within Groups 117,645 86 1,368
Total 129,395 87
Between Groups 1,088 1 1,088 2,648 0,108
Interaction Within Groups 30,811 75 0,411
Total 31,899 76

Table 23 ANOVA for 3 CE Dimensions, Competent Personality
Based on the p-value of 0,004, there is a significant difference at a 99% significance level
between how the respondents perceive Absorption in the “explorer” and “defender” strategy,

suggesting that Hypothesis H3b is supported, since the mean variable for Absorption is higher

1 At a 95% significance level
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for the explorer strategy dimension. Since Hypothesis H2b is the exact opposite of H3b, it is thus

rejected.

With the confidence interval at 95%, hypothesis H3a is also rejected. However, it is

supported at the significance level of 90%. Here, similarly to Absorption, stronger Identification

effects are observed for the explorer strategy dimension. Since Hypothesis H2a is the exact

opposite of H3D, it is rejected.

At the same time, there is no significant difference between the Interaction effects observed

in the versions where either social media marketing strategy dimension is employed. Therefore,

both hypotheses, H2¢ and H3c, are rejected.

The results of hypotheses testing for the competent personality are summarized in table 24.

Hypotheses

Result

[H2a] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy
in the "defender" dimension, it will produce stronger Identification effects

than if it were to employ a “exciting” strategy dimension.

Not supported

[H2b] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media
strategy in the "defender" dimension, it will produce stronger Absorption

effects than if it were to employ a “exciting” strategy dimension.

Not supported

[H2¢] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy
in the "defender" dimension, it will produce stronger Interaction effects

than if it were to employ a “exciting” strategy dimension.

Not supported

[H3a] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy
in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Identification effects

than if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.

Supported?

[H3b] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media
strategy in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Absorption

effects than if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.

Supported?

[H3¢] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy
in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Interaction effects than

if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.

Not supported

Table 24 Hypotheses H2a-H2c, H3a-H3c Testing Results

2 At a 90% significance level
3 At a 99% significance level
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Taking into account that none of the hypotheses H2a-H2c were supported, we can reject

the initial hypothesis 2 altogether; i.e., there is no empirical support to a synergetic effect of the

competent personality and the “defender” strategy dimensions that would produce stronger

customer engagement effects. As for the two remaining hypotheses, although it is not possible to

neither confirm nor reject any of them in their original phrasing, there is statistically significant

empirical evidence that the “explorer” strategy dimension produces stronger Absorption effects

for both the exciting and competent personalities. At a 90% significance level, there are stronger

Identification effects when both the “explorer” strategy dimension and the competent personality

are present.

The final results of the hypotheses testing can be summarized as follows:

Hypotheses

Result

[H1a] If a brand with exciting personality employs a social media strategy
in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Identification effects

than if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.

Not supported

[H1b] If a brand with exciting personality employs a social media strategy
in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Absorption effects

than if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.

Supported*

[H1c] If a brand with exciting personality employs a social media strategy
in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Interaction effects than

if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.

Not supported

Hypothesis 2

If a brand with competent personality employs a social media strategy in
the "defender" dimension, it will produce stronger CE effects than if it

were to employ a “exciting” strategy dimension.

Not supported

[H3a] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media
strategy in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger
Identification effects than if it were to employ a “defender” strategy

dimension.

Supported®

4 Ata 95% significance level
5> At a 90% significance level
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[H3b] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media

effects than if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.

strategy in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Absorption Supported®
effects than if it were to employ a “defender” strategy dimension.

[H3c] If a brand with competent personality employs a social media

strategy in the "explorer" dimension, it will produce stronger Interaction Not supported

Table 25 Hypothesis testing results

To sum up, there is an empirical support at a 95% significance level to the hypotheses

suggesting that the “explorer” strategy dimension, in the airline brand context, enables for stronger

Absorption effects, i.e., the cognitive dimension of customer engagement. Taking into account that

there is no significant difference between the strength of Identification and Interaction effects

observed in the exciting and competent brand personalities, it can be concluded that for both

personalities the use of the “explorer” social media marketing strategy dimension will produce

overall stronger customer engagement effects than in the case of the “defender”” dimension.

6 Ata 99% significance level
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4. DISCUSSION
4.1 Discussion of the Results

The aim of the given research was to identify feasible actions airline brands can take in
building their social media marketing strategy to encourage positive customer engagement
behaviors with the view of building loyalty among their passengers. It was achieved through
analyzing the current market literature on consumer-brand relationships and social media
marketing as well as conducting an experiment to test the hypotheses elaborated as a result of the
existing academic literature review.

Throughout the study, the following research questions were answered:

(a) How can an airline engage with their customers?

(b) What social media marketing strategies depending on the airline’s brand personality

are most effective?

(c) What social media strategies are effective in fostering customer engagement among

airline passengers and building strong emotional bonds beyond transaction?

In particular, the aim was achieved through fulfilling the research objectives, and as the
objectives were reached, the research questions mentioned above were answered.

First of all, through literature review it was determined that (a) airline brands can engage
with their passengers either through transaction and during service provisioning (at the airport an
on board) or beyond purchase, for example, by using social media platforms to encourage
passengers to engage with the brand, which is particularly useful in times when the industry is
experiencing the worst crisis of crashing demand in its history.

A theoretical framework designed to elaborate social media strategy by Felix et al. (2016)
was tested through an experiment, evaluating which combinations of brand personality and social
media strategy dimensions would produce stronger customer engagement effects. Empirical
support was found for the hypotheses suggesting that (b) airlines, regardless of their brand
personality, should use the “explorer” strategy dimension, i.e., they should treat social media as a
versatile tool for communication and collaboration with multiple stakeholders, rather than a one-
way communication tool, simply mirroring the news section on the airline’s website.

Finally, (c) a list of “good practices” for fostering customer engagement among airline
passengers on social media is elaborated in the “Managerial Implications” section, illustrated with
examples of “dos” and “don’ts” to further facilitated the implementation of the strategies tested
and shown effective in fostering customer engagement through the experiment.

4.2 Theoretical Implications
The present research was conducted with the aim of filling in the research gap in the

marketing literature on the strategies used to foster customer engagement among airline
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passengers. Having applied the social media marketing strategy framework developed by Felix et
al. (2016) to the airline industry, the given research adds to the marketing literature by providing
empirical evidence in support of using particular strategies to foster customer engagement in the
context of the airline industry, thus filling in the identified gap. It was revealed through an
experiment that the use of social media as a multi-faceted tool for cooperation and interaction with
multiple stakeholders produces stronger customer engagement effects regardless of the airline
brand’s personality than if social media were used as a one-way communication tool, i.e., if the
“defender” strategy dimension was used.

Furthermore, since the theoretical framework employed for the study has not yet been
tested in the context of a particular industry, the present research contributes to its development
by applying it to the passenger air travel industry.

Additionally, the given study further elaborates the theoretical framework by Felix et al.
(2016) by investigating how internal influencers, such as a brand personality, impact the choice of
a social media marketing strategy, particularly in the scope dimension of the framework. No
connection was found between the brand personality and the choice of the scope of the social
media marketing strategy, at least in the aviation industry. One of the explanations for such a
phenomenon can be that the airline industry in general prioritizes security over everything else and
treats the safety of travel as integral and paramount aspect of their business (IATA, n.a.; ICAO,
n.a.). As such, when passengers encounter an airline with a competent personality, i.e., the one
described as “reliable”, “secure”, and “technical” (Aaker, 1997) among other descriptions, they
may attribute these adjectives not only to the brand’s personality, but also to the mere affiliation
of the brand with such a security-focused industry, assuming that any airline should be, above all,
secure and reliable no matter what its brand personality is. Therefore, in this sense, airlines with a
competent personality might experience more freedom in how they choose to interact with its
passengers than competent brands from other industries where the focus on security represents a
differentiation factor rather than the undisputed industry norm.

4.3 Managerial Implications

At its core, the thesis is practically-oriented, since it seeks to provide airlines with the tool
suitable for communicating with their passengers beyond transaction, especially now that the
demand has been superficially cut to record-breaking levels. The managerial implications are split
into two parts: first, general conclusions from the empirical section of the thesis are discussed;
then, a list of good practices identified through literature review and the experiment design are
compiled to ensure that airlines make best use of their social media accounts.

To begin with, it was identified that the nature of the current consumer-brand relationships

in the airline industry is generally quite transactional, suggesting that passengers are likely to
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switch between airline brands often depending on each individual offer, including, for example,
price, airport and time of departure and arrival, length of layover and even lack thereof (Milioti et
al., 2015). Customers that are loyal to an airline, however, are more likely to fly frequently with
the airline of choice regardless of the competitors’ offers (So et al., 2013), not to mention their
engagement in positive word-of-mouth and acting as self-proclaimed brand ambassadors (See-To
and Ho, 2014), prompting for other passengers to use the airline’s service with a positive bias
towards the brand upon their first transactional encounter. Considering the current state of the
airline market with the unprecedented decline in demand provoked by the global pandemic, loyal
customers willing to support the brand will serve as a basis for a more rapid recovery compared to
competitor airline brands as the demand picks up. While loyal customers do engage with brands
(e.g., they participate in discussions around the brand, share reviews and recommendations, and
reach out to the brand), customer engagement also acts as an antecedent of loyalty (Harrigan et al.,
2017, 2018). Therefore, if an airline brand manages to foster customer engagement, its loyal
customer base is likely to expand, resulting in a larger share-of-pocket.

With social media being one of the few tools available to airline brands to engage with
customers, the choice of strategy for social media marketing will determine whether customer
engagement improves or not. Felix et al. (2016) elaborated a comprehensive framework for
establishing a social media marketing strategy depending on such internal influencers of a brand
as its stakeholders, mission, personality, and goals. In the given research, it was determined that
an “explorer” strategy dimension of the afore-mentioned framework, i.e., treating social media as
a versatile tool for interaction, collaboration, and cooperation with various stakeholders, increases
customer engagement levels regardless of the airline’s brand personality. Therefore, the airlines
should not be afraid to come across as “unprofessional” or “too trendy” by employing social media
as a versatile platform for communication with their passengers, since pursuing the “defender”
dimension that is more conservative, controlled, and allows for larger distance between passengers
and an airline brand does not produce higher customer engagement results. Consequently, the
airline brand’s desire to create a professional and reliable image through a competent personality
does not interfere with the choice of social media marketing strategy.

In order to create an interactive space and foster positive CE through the “explorer” strategy
dimension, it is possible to turn to the phenomenon of parasocial interaction, where consumers
feel as if they were communicating with a real person, rather than an abstract “brand”. To do so,
airline brands should employ openness cues in their posts and interact with its passengers, since
they are unlikely to engage unless they see proof of potential response by the brand (Vivek et al.,
2012). Openness cues involve sharing personal stories told, for example, from the viewpoint of

pilots or cabin crew. Interactivity is achieved through providing timely, personal, and informative
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replies to customers reaching out to the brand. A good example among Russian carriers would be
S7 Airlines that replies directly to passengers reaching out and usually does not follow scripted
reply pattern (S7 Airlines, 2021), creating an illusion that the customers communicate with a real
person.

The choice of social media platforms should be based on the platforms which most of the
airline’s passengers use, particularly if an airline has a pronounced focus on a specific market. It
is notable, for example, that Aeroflot has the largest number of followers on Instagram, yet
continues to only reply to their passengers’ questions on selected platforms, notably vk.com (572
thousand followers), Facebook (257 thousand), and Twitter (178 thousand), where the number of
followers is significantly lower than on Instagram (658 thousand). On Instagram, many comments
left by the brand simply ask passengers making inquiries to use other channels, thereby causing
frustration (Aeroflot, 2021a, 2021b, 2021¢; My Aeroflot, 2021).

It is crucial, however, to note that not all customer engagement is desirable in the public
space. For example, a dissatisfied customer, if unable to find ways to reach the brand directly and
make sure they are heard, may turn to public platforms and express their dissatisfaction there. As
such, passengers are quite active on the UTair official community page on vk.com. However, the
overwhelming majority of the comments are related to the fact that the passengers’ flights were
cancelled or rescheduled without consulting with them first; passengers also express great
dissatisfaction with the fact that they were unable to reach the airline through other channels and
are obliged to resort to a public space where they feel the airline brand would be more likely to
react (UTair, 2021). Therefore, airline Brands, especially during crisis situations, should provide
exhaustive and timely functioning channels for feedback and problem-solution to avoid negative
customer engagement behaviors in the public space.

4.4 Limitations and Areas for Further Research

There are a number of limitations inherent in the given study. First of all, the respondents
were mainly from Russia, with the majority of them born between 1995 and 2002. Thus, the
conclusions and recommendations derived from the analyses conducted are applicable first and
foremost to the Russian market. At the same time, the age of the respondents is not such a strict
limitation as the geography of the sample, since (a) there are representatives of generations Y and
Z, and (b) the overwhelming majority of them frequently use social media, which is representative
of both generations (Rosenthal et McKeown, 2011) and which is a more meaningful characteristic
of the sample with social media marketing strategies being the subject of the study. Therefore, the
results obtained through the research generally can be applied to Russian social media users. The
research could be extended to other markets and additionally verified by specifically incorporating

older millennials into the sample.
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A limitation related to the interpretation of the results lies in the scale employed in the
research. While the scale for measuring customer engagement by Harrigan et al. (2017) was
developed for the travel industry in the context of social media, the authors validated it using the
brands respondents were familiar with — worse still, their favorite travel brands. Since the nature
of the experiment required eliminating any potential interference with the manipulated variables,
it was necessary that the respondents would not have any preconceived biases towards a brand
they were evaluated. Therefore, it was decided to create a fictitious brand to ensure the reliability
and clarity of the experiment, while keeping in mind that the respondents would likely have a hard
time identifying themselves with a brand they have never seen before or evaluate their experiences
interacting with it while only observing someone else’s comments, thus potentially affecting the
Interaction and Identification scores. However, treating the three customer engagement factors
measured by the scale separately allowed to make relevant conclusions. A larger scale of the
research could allow for a more elaborated social media account of the Air Fly airline and a study
where participants could interact with the brand themselves over a course of time. This would
allow them to get to know the brand, enabling them to evaluate the Identification and Interaction
dimensions of customer engagement based on their personal experience.

Additionally, the strategies were only tested in the context of Instagram — a platform that
heavily relies on visual stimulation and that provides a variety of interaction functions beyond
commenting and replying. The platform was selected because major international and Russian
airlines had the largest followers’ base on the platform, meaning that it was an important social
media platform for communicating with the airlines’ target audience. In further research, other
social media websites can be explored, such as vk.com, Facebook or Twitter that do not rely as
heavily on the visual aspect of posts as Instagram.

Furthermore, the major focus of the study was the comparison between the “defender” and
the “explorer” dimension of the social media marketing strategy framework by Felix et al. (2016).
Other dimensions, such as Culture, Governance, and Structure, can be explored. Specifically,
synergetic effects produced by certain combinations of the four dimensions could be studied, as
well as whether there are differences in levels of customer engagement when these dimensions are
combined with brand personalities on different platforms.

In the given research, the afore-mentioned strategy dimensions were studied in conjunction
with two brand personalities that are most prevalent among airlines, notably exciting and
competent. The 3 remaining brand personalities (sophisticated, rugged, and sincere), although not
as common for the industry, could be explored further to complete the study of the combinations
of personalities and strategy dimensions. Also, the theoretical framework by Felix et al. (2016)

mentions multiple internal influencers that could determine the choice of the social media
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marketing strategy. While brand personality alone was the focus of the given research, other
influencers could be studied as well.

Finally, the study focuses specifically on airlines and therefore, its results should only be
interpreted in the context of the passenger air travel. Further research is needed to extrapolate the

results to other industries.
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APPENDIX
Appendix 1
Select Frequent Flyers program’ structure

1. Aeroflot-bonus elite levels structure

Privileges elite levels &v_—__ =
Silver > Gold > Platinum >

Requirements to achieve an elite status:
e Silver — 25 000 qualifying miles or 25 segments in a year;
e Gold — 50 000 qualifying miles or 50 segments in a year;
e Platinum — 125 000 qualifying miles or 50 segments flown in business class in a year.

2. S7 Priority FFP structure

| e

Silver
Classic Classic Classic Classic Classic
Junior Master Expert Top
0-3 flights 4-7 flights 8-11 12-15 16-19 20-49 50-74 75+ flights

flights flights flights flights flights
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Texts of Fly Air’s Instagram posts and comment section in English

Defender strategy dimension:

Ay

Qv

fly._air We are happy to announce this season’s summer
schedule! Summer breaks at school are great to spend quality
family time and build fond memories with your kids by the sea.
This time we will be adding over 10 new beach destinations
across Europe. They will be served daily from May, 15 through
September, 15.

Check out the schedule and book your tickets to the summer
paradise NOW on our website ‘&

LS

Explorer strategy dimension:

n fly._air e

Qv

fly._air We are happy to announce this season’s summer
schedule! Some of the fondest memories we've made as kids
was when we spent summer school breaks by the sea with our
parents and we are thrilled to help you build memories with
your children, too. This time we will be adding over 10 new
beach destinations across Europe. They will be served daily
from May, 15 through September, 15.

Check out the schedule and book your tickets to the summer

paradise NOW on our website T ¥ .

fly._air see

fly._air Dear Passengers, please refer to our

moe website for more information about the
destinations served as well as the FAQ section.
The links can be found in our profile descriptions!

13m  Reply

beach_guy Is 50 minutes enough to make a
connection at AMS?

1

2h Reply

‘ ilove_flying | bocked my tickets to Berlin for June
- 2 flight 3304 yesterday, but misspelled my
husband's name in the ticket, how can | fix that?
The booking reference is FFOO34. Thank you!

3h Reply

A travelfan 4 Will you fly to Mallorca?
4h Reply

. beach_guy Is 50 minutes enough to make a
connection at AMS?

16m  Reply

A fly._air @beach_guy Should be enough if

™" your connecting flight is serviced in the
same terminal. Otherwise, please refer to the
Schiphol airport’s guide on connecting
flights: https://www.schiphol.nl/en/transfers/

5m  Reply

4, ilove flying | booked my tickets to Berlin for June
% 2 flight 3304 yesterday, but misspelled my
husband's name in the ticket, how can | fix that?
The booking reference is FFOO34. Thank you!

16m  Reply

A fly._air @ilove_flying Thank you for reaching
™" out. Please check your DM, we will help you
there

10m  Reply

A, travelfan 4 Will you fly to Mallorca?
77m  Reply

A fly._air @travelfan_4 yes! SVO-MLI flights are
""" scheduled daily starting from May, 15

7m  Reply

Appendix 2
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Texts of Fly Air’s Instagram posts and comment section in Russian

Defender strategy dimension:

Qv

fly._air Mbi pagbl 06bSIBUTH O HOBOM /IETHEM pacnucaHum!
JleTHWe KaHWKyNbl — 3TO OTNIUYHbIA NOBO/, NPOBECTH CEMEMHBbIN
oTnyck Ha Gepery Mops. B 3ToM rogy Mmbi npefnaraem 6onee
10 HOBbIX Hanpas/eHWid No Bcei EBpone. Pewchbl byayT
OCYLLLeCTBAATLCA exeaHeBHO ¢ 15 mas no 15 ceHTabps.

HoBoe pacnucaHuve yxe Ha caiTe: BpoHuUpyiTe GuneTsl B pain
npamo CEVMHAC ‘B &

Explorer strategy dimension:

fly._air

Qv W

fly._air Mbl pagbl 06B4BUTb O HOBOM NeTHEM pacnucaHum!
Hawwm camble Tennbie ETCKUE BOCMIOMUHAHMA O TOM, Kak Mbl
MPCBOAWAN NIETHWNE KaHWKY/bl Y MOPS C HAlWWMKU POANTENAMM,
a Tenepb Halla o4epeb OTBO3UTL AeTel Ha lor. B aTam rogy
Mbl Npefnaraem 6onee 10 HOBbIX HaNpaBneHui No Bcei
EBpone. Pelicbl ByayT 0CywecTBaTbCs exeaHesHo ¢ 15 mMas
no 15 ceHTAbpA.

Hoeoe pacnucaHue yxe Ha caiiTe: GpoHUpyiTe BuneTbl B pan
npamo CEMYAC ‘B 2,

fly._air YBaxxaemble Maccaxupbl, Ha HaweMm

moue  CalTe NpeacTaBneHa uHdopmaums o
HanpaBnNeHWsX HalMX aBUapeincosB, a Takxe
paspen 4acTto 3apaBaeMblx BONPocoB. CCbinku
MOXHO HaWTN B onucaHuv npoouns!

11m  Reply

4, ilove flying Buepa s 3a6poHupoBana 6unetbl B

N BepnuH Ha 2 uioHs (pevic 3304), HOo nponycTuna
6yKBY B UMEHUW MY>a — 3TO MOXHO UCMNPaBUTb?
BpoHb FFOO34
2h Reply

", beach_guy XBatut n1 50 MUHYT Ha nepecaaky B
= [lomopenoso?

3h Reply

A\ travelfan_4 ByayT nu peiicbl Ha Maitopky?
4h Reply

‘ ilove_flying Byepa s 3abpoHupoBana 6unetbl B
9 BepnuH Ha 2 nioHs (peiic 3304), Ho nponycTuna
6yKBY B UMEHU MYy>a — 3TO MOXHO UCNPaBUTbL?
Bpoxb FFOO34

12m  Reply

A fly._air @ilove_flying cnacu6o 3a
""" obpauienune! Hanucanu Bam B nc,
nonpobyem pasobpaTbcs

4s  Reply

™. beach_guy XBatut v 50 MUHYT Ha nepecaaky B
= [omopenoso?

12m Reply

A fly._air @beach_guy nonxHo xsaTuTb, ecnu

" CTbIKOBOYHbIN PeiiC BbINONHAETCA B TOM Xe
TepMuHane. bonblwe nHGopMaLMn MOXHO
y3HaTb B COOTBETCTBYIOLLEM pa3aene Ha
caunTe asponopTa: https://www.dme.ru/
transfer/

2m  Reply

A, travelfan_4 ByayT nu peiicbl Ha Maitopky?
13m  Reply

A fly._air @travelfan_4 ga! Peicbl no
" mapuwpyTy SVO-PMI 6yayT BbINOAHATCA
exefHeBHO, Ha4ynHas ¢ 15 mas

32s  Reply
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Appendix 3
Customer Engagement with Airline Brands Survey
Section 1
The question presented in this section is used to allocate you to one of the groups for the

experiment. Please pick any of the options below.

Please select any of the following’:

o
e B

Y
e

Please, take a look at the description of Air Fly airline and one of the posts featured in its
Instagram carefully. Pay close attention both to the text of the post and how the airline
interacts with the passengers. You will NOT be able to come back to this information,

therefore, take your time.

7 Depending on the option selected, the respondents would be shown one of the combinations of the Air Fly brand
descriptions and the brand’s Instagram post
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Version a

Air Fly is an up-to-date spirited airline. It performs flights to over 50 destinations all over
Europe and strives to deliver the best on-board experience to its passengers.

It is imaginative and daring in its approach to customer service, and has shown consistent
growth in passenger turnover in recent years. It is unique in its cool and contemporary stance on
passenger air travel.

Young and trendy, Air Fly has strong and independent personality: in addition to being both

cool and imaginative, most of all, knows what its passengers want!

fly._air

oy

™. beach_guy Is 50 minutes enough to make a
= connection at AMS? @

16m  Reply

A fly._air @beach_guy Should be enough if

" your connecting flight is serviced in the Q@
same terminal. Otherwise, please refer to the
Schiphol airport’s guide on connecting
flights: https://www.schiphol.nl/en/transfers/

5m  Reply

4, ilove flying| booked my tickets to Berlin for June
- 2 flight 3304 yesterday, but misspelled my Q
husband's name in the ticket, how can | fix that?
The booking reference is FFO034. Thank you!

16m  Reply

ﬂ fly._air @ilove_flying Thank you for reaching

out. Please check your DM, we will help you Q
o Q V there
i . Om  Reply
fly._air We are happy to announce this season's summer
schedule! Some of the fondest memories we've made as kids
was when we spent summer school breaks by the sea with our A travelfan_4 Will you fly to Mallorca?
parents and we are thrilled to help you build memories with f\' 7m  Reply o

your children, too. This time we will be adding over 10 new

beach destinations across Europe. They will be served daily

from May, 15 through September, 15. fn  fly._air @travelfan_4 yes! SVO-MLI flights are
™" scheduled daily starting from May, 15

Check out the schedule and book your tickets to the summer

i ? 7m  Repl
paradise NOW on our website & . & ' py
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Version 8

Air Fly is an up-to-date spirited airline. It performs flights to over 50 destinations all over

Europe and strives to deliver the best on-board experience to its passengers.

It is imaginative and daring in its approach to customer service, and has shown consistent

growth in passenger turnover in recent years. It is unique in its cool and contemporary stance on

passenger air travel.

Young and trendy, Air Fly has strong and independent personality: in addition to being both

cool and imaginative, most of all, knows what its passengers want!

fly._air

Fy i

7

QY W

fly._air We are happy to announce this season’s summer
schedule! Summer breaks at school are great to spend quality
family time and build fond memories with your kids by the sea.
This time we will be adding over 10 new beach destinations
across Europe. They will be served daily from May, 15 through
September, 15.

Check out the schedule and book your tickets to the summer
paradise NOW on our website ‘% . 2

VR

e

fly._air Dear Passengers, please refer to our
website for more information about the
destinations served as well as the FAQ section.
The links can be found in our profile descriptions!

13m  Reply

beach_guy Is 50 minutes enough to make a
connection at AMS?

2h Reply

ilove_flying | booked my tickets to Berlin for June
2 flight 3304 yesterday, but misspelled my
husband's name in the ticket, how can | fix that?
The booking reference is FFOO34. Thank you!

3h Reply

A, travelfan 4 Will you fly to Mallorca?

4h Reply



Version vy

Air Fly is a reliable and successful airline. It performs flights to over 50 destinations all
over Europe and strives to deliver the best on-board experience to its passengers.

It is intelligent and technical in its approach to customer service, and has shown consistent
growth in passenger turnover in recent years. It is a true leader in its security-focused stance on
passenger air travel.

Confident and successful, Air Fly has an intelligent corporate personality: it's hard-

working and, most of all, knows what its passengers want!

ﬂ fly._air

e

-
! . beach_guy Is 50 minutes enough to make a
» connection at AMS? @
16m  Reply
A fly._air @beach_guy Should be enough if
""" your connecting flight is serviced in the Q
same terminal. Otherwise, please refer to the
Schiphol airport’s guide on connecting
flights: https://www.schiphol.nl/en/transfers/
5m Reply
'* &
o £, ilove flying | booked my tickets to Berlin for June
id * . 2 flight 3304 yesterday, but misspelled my v
)’; * husband's name in the ticket, how can | fix that?
‘ﬁ e as 3 The booking reference is FFOO34. Thank you!
: .Eﬁ 16m  Reply
7 &\ N fly._air @ilove_flying Thank you for reaching
; B0 """ out. Please check your DM, we will help you @
oQv A
Om  Reply
fly._air We are happy to announce this season's summer
schedule! Some of the fondest memories we've made as kids .
was when we spent summer school breaks by the sea with our A, travelfan_4 Will you fly to Mallorca? o
parents and we are thrilled to help you build memories with & . Reply &
your children, too. This time we will be adding over 10 new
beach destinations across Europe. They will be served daily
from May, 15 through September, 15. fi  fly._air @travelfan_4 yes! SVO-MLI flights are
""" scheduled daily starting from May, 15 Q
Check out the schedule and book your tickets to the summer 7m  Reply

paradise NOW on our website = . &,
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Version

Air Fly is a reliable and successful airline. It performs flights to over 50 destinations all
over Europe and strives to deliver the best on-board experience to its passengers.

It is intelligent and technical in its approach to customer service, and has shown consistent
growth in passenger turnover in recent years. It is a true leader in its security-focused stance on
passenger air travel.

Confident and successful, Air Fly has an intelligent corporate personality: it's hard-

working and, most of all, knows what its passengers want!

R fly._air

-
fly._air Dear Passengers, please refer to our
website for more information about the @
destinations served as well as the FAQ section.
The links can be found in our profile descriptions!
13m  Reply
_, beach _guy Is 50 minutes enough to make a
connection at AMS? @
2h Reply
ilove_flying | booked my tickets to Berlin for June
Q Q 74 2 flight 3304 yesterday, but misspelled my o
husband's name in the ticket, how can | fix that?
fly._air We are happy to announce this season’s summer The booking reference is FFOO34. Thank you!
schedule! Summer breaks at school are great to spend guality i
family time and build fond memories with your kids by the sea. 20 Reply
This time we will be adding over 10 new beach destinations
across Europe. They will be served daily from May, 15 through -
September, 15. A, travelfan_4 Will you fly to Mallorca? o
” 4h Reply

Check out the schedule and book your tickets to the summer
paradise NOW on our website ‘& . g,
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Section 2

Now that you have studied the “Air Fly’s post”, please respond to the following statements by
choosing the most appropriate number on the scale:

(for questions Q1 to Q11, the 7-point Likert scale is used, where 1 is “strongly disagree” and 7 is
“strongly agree”)

Q1. When someone criticizes Air Fly's account, it feels like a personal insult.

Q2. When I talk about Air Fly's account, I usually say "we" rather than "they".

Q3. When someone praises Air Fly's account, it feels like a personal compliment.

Q4. I am passionate about Air Fly's account.

Q5. I feel excited about Air Fly's account.

Q6. Anything related to Air Fly's account grabs my attention.

Q7. When I am interacting with Air Fly's account, I forget everything else around me.

Q8. In my interaction with Air Fly's account, I am immersed.

Q0. In general, I like to get involved in the airline community discussions.

Q10. I am someone who enjoys interacting with like-minded others in the airline community.

Q11. I often participate in activities of the airline community.

Q12. How would you rate Air Fly's post? (7-point Likert scale, 1 stands for “very unfavorable”
and 7 stands for “very favorable™)

Q13. How would you rate Air Fly's post? (7-point Likert scale, 1 stands for “very uninformative”
and 7 stands for “very informative”)

Q14. I am likely to choose Air Fly company next time I need to buy a flight ticket. (7-point Likert
scale, 1 stands for “strongly disagree” and 7 stands for “strongly agree”)

Q15. If T know someone looking to buy a flight ticket, I am likely to recommend him/her to choose
Air Fly brand. (7-point Likert scale, 1 stands for “strongly disagree” and 7 stands for “strongly

agree”)
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Section 3

Please, evaluate each statement below on a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means "strongly disagree"

and 7 means "strongly agree" unless asked otherwise.

Q16. Brand personalities can be characterized with unique adjectives. Based on the information

you were presented about Air Fly brand, which of the adjectives below do you think best describes

Fly Air brand?

Please, evaluate each statement below on a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means "strongly disagree'

Sincere
Exciting
Competent
Sophisticated
Rugged

1

and 7 means "strongly agree".

Q17. Air Fly will talk back to me if [ post a message.

Q18. Air Fly would respond to me quickly and efficiently.

Q19. Air Fly allows me to communicate directly with it.

Q20. Air Fly listens to what I have to say.

Q21. Air Fly is open in sharing information.

Q22. Air Fly keeps me well informed.
Q23. Air Fly doesn’t hold back information.
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Section 4

Q24. Considering the time before COVID-19, how often did you travel?
e Once a year or less
e -3 times a year
e Every 2-3 months

e Once a month or more often

Q25. I am the one who makes thorough research into an airline before I choose to fly with it. (7-

point Likert scale, 1 stands for “strongly disagree” and 7 stands for “strongly agree™)

Q26. I am the one who compares different flight options to my target destination rigorously. (7-

point Likert scale, 1 stands for “strongly disagree” and 7 stands for “strongly agree™)

Q27. How often do you use social media? (7-point Likert scale, 1 stands for “not at all” and 7

stands for “very often”)

Q28. I follow airline brands on social media websites. (7-point Likert scale, 1 stands for “not at all

true of me” and 7 stands for “very true of me”)
Q29. Your gender
e Male
e Female
e Prefer not to say
Q30. What year were you born in? (open question)
Q31. Where do you live?
e Moscow
e Saint Petersburg
e Other:
Q32. What is your marital status?
e Married
e In arelationship
e Divorced
e Single
e Widowed
Q33. What is the highest degree you obtained or are in the process of obtaining?
e High school diploma (unfinished or finished)
e Associate degree (unfinished or finished)
e Bachelor's degree (unfinished or finished)

e Master's degree (unfinished or finished)
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e Doctoral degree (unfinished or finished)
Q34. What is your current occupation?
e Student
e Employed (I combine work with studies)
e Employed full-time
e Entrepreneur/business owner
e Freelancer/self-employed
e Retired
e Unemployed
Q35. Which of the options best characterize your financial situation?
e [ only have enough to cover my food expenses
e [ have enough to purchase clothing but I need to save to purchase small domestic appliances
e [ have enough to purchase small domestic appliances, but I will have to save to purchase
such goods as computer, refrigerator, or washing machine
e [ can afford almost everything, but will need to save or take a loan to buy a car or an
apartment

e [ can afford everything
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Appendix 4
Personality Manipulation Check Surveys (run entirely in Russian)

Title: VccnemoBanue BOBIEYEHHOCTH TMOTpedUTeNel ¢ OpeHIaMu aBHAKOMITAHWN:
WHIMBUYaTbHOCTH OpeHIa

Introduction:

3npascTByiiTe!

Mens 30ByT Jlapbs, s cTyneHTKa MarucTpaTypbl Beicineit Ll konsr Menemxmenta CIIOIY.
S 1npoBOXKYy HCCIENOBAHHE, KOTOPOE IIOMOXET BBIABUTh CBSI3b MEXKIY pPa3IMYHBIMU
XapaKTepUCTUKaMU OpeHIa M ONTHMAaIBHOM CTpaTeTHeld MApKETHHTA B COLMAIBHBIX CETSX.

OTOT oOmpoc HYKEH, 4YTOObl IIOMOYb MHE MPOBEPUTH COOpaHHBIC MJaHHBIE JUIS
uccinefoBaHusa. Bce OTBETbl MOJHOCTbIO AHOHUMHBI U OyOyT MCHOJIB30BAHBI TOJBKO B
aKaJeMHUYECKUX LIEJAX B paMKaX yKa3aHHOI'O HCCIIEIOBaHMS.

Cnacu6o 3a Bam Bkiaz B uccienoBanue!

B cnyuyae BO3HMKHOBEHUS BOPOCOB, BeI MOkeTe 00paTUTHCS MO JIEKTPOHHOMY aJIpecy:

st079294@student.spbu.ru

Buxynosa [apss,

cryaenTka maructpatypst BIIIM CIT6IY

Brand Descriptions:

Survey A

Air Fly — cospemennas u snepeuunas aBnakommnanus. OHa OCyIIECTBISIET TIEPENIETHI 110
Oonee uem 50 HampaBieHHMsIM O Bceil EBpome M CTpeMHTCS OKa3aTh CBOMM Iaccakupam
BbICOUAlIINil ypoBeHb 00CITy)KUBaHHSI Ha OOPTY.

OHa NOAXOAUT K OKAa3aHUIO YCIYT cMeno WU ¢ bozcambim 6oobpadicenuem, a eé
[IACCaXKUPOIIOTOK B IOCJENHUE IOJbl HEYKJIOHHO pacTeT. OHa yHHMKalbHa B CBOEM cgediceM U
cOo6pemMeHHOM B3TTIAl€ Ha IaCCAKUPCKHUE aBUANIEPEBO3KHU.

Byayun wmonooou wu mpenoosoii, Air Fly oOnamaer cunmbHOM u  He3zaguCUMOLL
UHIVBUAYAIBHOCTBIO: OHA HE TOJIBKO COBPEMEHHAA U MEOp4ecKasi, HO, UYTO BaKHEE BCETO, 3HAET,
Yero XOTAT €€ MacCaXuphbl!

Survey B

Air Fly — naoeoicnas u ycnewnas apuakommanus. OHa OCYIIECTBIISIET MEPEIETHI IO Ooree
yeMm 50 HampaBieHUSAM 1O Bceil EBpone u cTpeMuTcs: 0Ka3aTh CBOMM IACCaXKUPaM BbICOYANIINI
YpOBEHb 00CITy>)KUBaHHS Ha OOPTY.

Ona unmennuzenmHuo 1 MEXHUYHO TMOIXOOUT K OKA3aHUIO YCIYT, a €€ MacCaXUpPONOTOK B
HocJeJHUE FoJbl HEYKJIOHHO pacTeT. OHa HACTOSAILIMM 1udep B CBOEM B3IVISJIE HA MMAacCCaKUPCKUE

aBUAINICPECBO3KKU, OPUCHTHPOBAHHBLIC Ha bezonacrHocmo.
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Bynyuu ysepennou v ycnewmnoii, Air Fly obnanaet unmeniucenmmnoii i KopnopamusHotl
WHIMBUIYAIBHOCTBIO: OHA MpYy001i00usa U, 9TO BaKHEE BCETO, 3HACT, YE€TO XOTAT €€ MacCaXHuphI!

Questions (adjectives displayed in random order, the same question was asked in both
surveys):

51 mymaro, 9TO HHIUBHUIyadbHOCTh aBuakoMmanuu Air Fly MoxxHO omucats, Kak:

Apkyro, sHepruuHyro (mkana Jlalikepra, rae 1 — «IONMHOCTBIO HE coryiaceH», 7 —

«TIOJTHOCTHIO COTJIACEH);

Kowmnerentnyto (mkana Jlalikepra, rae 1| — «1OTHOCTBIO HE COTJIaceH», 7 — «MOTHOCTHIO

COTJIaceH);

MyskectBeHHYIO (mKana Jlalikepta, rjie 1 — «[OJTHOCTBIO HE COTTIACeH», 7 — «IOTHOCTHIO

COTJIaceH);

YTonuennyto (mkana Jlalikepta, Tae | — «IONHOCTBIO HE cOrjaceH», 7 — «MOIHOCTHIO
COTJIaceH);

Uckpennmoro (mkana Jlafikepra, rae 1 — «IIOTHOCTBIO HE COTJIACeH», 7 — IMOIHOCTHIO

COTJIacEH).
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