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Abstract 

Engaging consumers has become a central objective in contemporary marketing practice due to its 

well-established benefits for firms. Given this practical importance, consumer engagement has 

emerged as a consistent priority of marketing research scholarship. Yet, while recent research has 

taken an interest in the dark side of engagement, it has largely focused on negative manifestations 

from the firm's perspective, leaving the consumer experience of dysfunctional consumer 

engagement undertheorized. This dissertation aims to advance understanding of consumer 

engagement by theorizing dysfunctional consumer engagement manifestations, the conditions that 

facilitate their development, and the associated well-being costs. Dysfunctional consumer 

engagement is conceptualized as a process in which consumers' dispositions and behaviors 

directed toward connected actors in a service system deviate from the functional assumptions of 

genuine and bounded resource investment, generating well-being costs across ecosystem levels. 

Using a multi-study, mixed-methods design grounded in the self-tracking context, the dissertation 

identifies two manifestations of dysfunctional consumer engagement: over-engagement and faked 

engagement behaviors. Dysfunctional consumer engagement emerges through the interplay of 

technology affordances alongside individual and contextual factors, generating well-being costs 

across ecosystem levels which diffuse into broader marketplace and societal logics. Critically, 

dysfunctional consumer engagement operates through a self-reinforcing cycle: well-being costs 

recalibrate technology design and social norms, thereby sustaining further dysfunctional consumer 

engagement. These findings reflect the engagement paradox: while engagement is designed to 

create value for actors, it can simultaneously manifest in a vicious cycle. Taken together, these 

findings extend consumer engagement theory by conceptualizing dysfunctional consumer 

engagement, opening a broad and fruitful area of inquiry for future research. For practitioners, 

these findings urge a shift away from strategies designed and evaluated around engagement 

maximization, toward quality engagement for the collective good. Finally, the well-being costs 

documented here produce systemic harm that risks intensifying over time, positioning 

dysfunctional consumer engagement as a governance challenge requiring coordinated responses 

from regulators, policymakers, and educators. 

Keywords: consumer engagement, dysfunctional, well-being, technology affordances, paradox  
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Résumé 

L'engagement des consommateurs est devenu un objectif central de la pratique marketing 

contemporaine et une priorité constante de la recherche en marketing, en raison de ses bénéfices 

bien établis pour les entreprises. Si l'engagement des consommateurs a longtemps été étudié sous 

un angle positif, la recherche récente sur ses aspects néfastes demeure ancrée dans la perspective 

de l'entreprise, laissant l'expérience du consommateur face à l'engagement dysfonctionnel sous-

théorisée. Cette thèse vise à approfondir la compréhension de l'engagement des consommateurs en 

théorisant ces manifestations dysfonctionnelles, les conditions qui facilitent leur développement, 

et les coûts pour le bien-être qui leur sont associés. L'engagement dysfonctionnel du consommateur 

est conceptualisé comme un processus par lequel les dispositions des consommateurs dévient des 

hypothèses fonctionnelles d'investissement de ressources authentique et délimité, générant des 

coûts pour le bien-être. S'appuyant sur un design multi-études et multi-méthodes ancré dans le 

contexte du suivi personnel, cette thèse identifie deux manifestations dysfonctionnelles de 

l'engagement: le sur-engagement et les comportements d'engagement falsifiés. Cet engagement 

dysfonctionnel émerge de l'interaction entre les affordances technologiques et des facteurs 

individuels et contextuels, générant des coûts pour le bien-être se diffusant dans des logiques 

marchandes et sociétales plus larges. Il opère à travers un cycle auto-renforçant: les coûts pour le 

bien-être recalibrent les choix de conception technologique et les normes sociales, soutenant ainsi 

un engagement dysfonctionnel ultérieur. Ces résultats reflètent le paradoxe de l'engagement: bien 

qu'il soit conçu pour créer de la valeur pour les acteurs, il peut simultanément se manifester sous 

la forme d'un cycle vicieux. Pris ensemble, ces résultats étendent la théorie de l'engagement des 

consommateurs en conceptualisant l'engagement dysfonctionnel, ouvrant un champ de recherche 

vaste et fécond. Pour les praticiens, ces résultats invitent à s'éloigner des stratégies conçues et 

évaluées autour de la maximisation de l'engagement, au profit d'un engagement de qualité orienté 

vers le bien commun. Enfin, les coûts pour le bien-être documentés ici produisent des effets 

néfastes systémiques susceptibles de s'intensifier avec le temps, positionnant l'engagement 

dysfonctionnel du consommateur comme un défi de gouvernance nécessitant une réponse 

coordonnée des régulateurs, des décideurs politiques et des institutions éducatives. 

Mots clés: engagement du consommateur, dysfonctionnel, bien-être, affordances technologiques, 

paradoxe   
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Chapter 1 General introduction 

Consumer engagement: a converging priority for practice and scholarship 

Consumer engagement has become a central objective in contemporary marketing practice. 

Organizations across sectors invest substantially in strategies intended to foster meaningful 

connections and sustained interactions with consumers, including loyalty programs, branded 

applications, gamified experiences, and social media communities. The global consumer 

engagement solutions market was valued at approximately USD 23.45 billion in 2023 and is 

projected to reach USD 50 billion by 2030, growing at a compound annual rate of 11.8% (Grand 

View Research, 2024). This growth reflects the strategic importance firms place on engagement. 

The rationale is well established: engaged consumers demonstrate higher purchase frequency, 

greater loyalty, and increased advocacy (Harmeling et al., 2017; Pansari & Kumar, 2017). As a 

result, engagement metrics have become key indicators of organizational performance and inform 

investment decisions. For example, Starbucks' Rewards program, designed with engagement 

marketing techniques such as gamification and personalization, reached 34.3 million active U.S. 

members in 2024, with members spending more per visit than non-members. These outcomes have 

guided further investments in AI-driven analytics and cross-brand loyalty partnerships with Bank 

of America and Marriott Bonvoy (Starbucks Corporation, 2024). 

Given its practical importance and relevance, consumer engagement has emerged as a consistent 

priority of marketing research scholarship across successive cycles of the Marketing Science 

Institute's agenda, from its initial inclusion in 2010 (documented in Brodie, Hollebeek, et al., 2011) 

through its most recent iterations (Marketing Science Institute, 2020; 2022; 2024). Dedicated calls 

for research within review papers and special issues in leading marketing and service management 

outlets have further reinforced scholarly interest in better understanding the concept of consumer 

engagement (e.g., Hollebeek, Kumar, et al., 2022 in the Journal of Service Research; Kumar et al., 

2025 in the Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science; Lim et al., 2022 in the Journal of 

Business Research). 

The convergence of managerial priorities and scholarly attention highlights the centrality of 

consumer engagement as a research domain. However, advancing the field requires not only the 

accumulation of evidence within established assumptions but also the critical examination of those 
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assumptions (MacInnis, 2011). The following sections review the foundations and developments 

of the consumer engagement literature and subsequently examine emerging research and current 

knowledge gaps that challenge its core assumptions. 

Conceptualizing consumer engagement: foundations and developments 

Prior to its development in marketing, engagement was explored across disciplines, including 

sociology, psychology, political science, and organizational behavior, where it was described as a 

range of phenomena, from civic participation and employee investment to social interaction and 

student learning (Brodie, Hollebeek, et al., 2011). Within marketing scholarship, two 

complementary streams of consumer engagement have emerged through distinct theoretical lenses. 

The first builds on relationship marketing, in which engagement is conceptualized as a relational 

construct that strengthens consumer-brand bonds and drives firm-relevant outcomes (Bowden, 

2009; Hollebeek et al., 2014; Kumar et al., 2010). The second conceptualizes engagement as a 

mid-range theory grounded in service-dominant logic (SDL), wherein interactive, co-creative 

experiences between actors generate value within service relationships (Brodie, Hollebeek, et al., 

2011; Brodie, Saren, et al., 2011; Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014). Both perspectives have 

progressively evolved beyond their initial dyadic focus, increasingly acknowledging that 

engagement occurs among multiple actors and across multiple objects simultaneously within 

broader service ecosystems (Brodie et al., 2019; Hollebeek, Kumar, et al., 2022; Kumar et al., 

2019). Consumer engagement is accordingly defined as a dynamic, iterative process reflecting 

actors' dispositions to invest resources in their interactions with other connected actors within a 

service system (Brodie et al., 2019, p. 183). 

Consumer engagement is largely conceptualized as a multidimensional phenomenon comprising 

cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions (Bowden, 2009; Brodie, Hollebeek, et al., 2011; 

Hollebeek et al., 2014). Accordingly, engagement is both regarded as a psychological state 

consisting of dispositions to invest resources (i.e., affective and cognitive dimensions) and as the 

observable behavioral manifestations of engagement dispositions (i.e., behavioral dimension). 

This last dimension is often studied through engagement behaviors, which include the extra-

transactional behaviors consumers direct toward a brand or firm, such as word-of-mouth, 

recommendations, and content creation, that generate value beyond the core purchase (Jaakkola & 
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Alexander, 2014; Pansari & Kumar, 2017; Van Doorn et al., 2010). Engagement dimensions are 

complementary: the psychological state underlies and motivates behavioral manifestations, which, 

in turn, shape subsequent engagement dispositions (Lim et al., 2022). 

Consumer engagement research has accumulated substantial knowledge over the past two decades, 

as summarized below. The engagement actor has predominantly been the consumer or customer1, 

with more recent work broadening this to multiple actor types within service ecosystems (Aksoy 

et al., 2022; Brodie et al., 2019; Hollebeek, Kumar, et al., 2022). The brand has historically been 

the dominant engagement object (Hollebeek, Sharma, et al., 2022; Ng et al., 2020), consistent with 

early theoretical lens-building in relationship marketing. As engagement research increasingly 

builds upon the SDL logic, it acknowledges simultaneous engagement across multiple objects 

(including communities, platforms, and other actors) within broader ecosystems (e.g., Dessart et 

al., 2016; Fehrer et al., 2018; Sim et al., 2018). Technology has largely been treated as an 

engagement context rather than a direct object of engagement in the marketing literature (Blut et 

al., 2023; Hollebeek, Sharma, et al., 2022; Lim et al., 2022), though technological affordances are 

considered material to how engagement unfolds (Morgan-Thomas et al., 2020; Storbacka et al., 

2016). A parallel stream in information systems research has conceptualized user engagement as a 

quality of the interaction experience with technology itself (O’Brien & Toms, 2010). While 

informative, this perspective focuses on discrete interaction episodes and interface design 

effectiveness rather than the broader motivational disposition and its relational consequences 

across actors and objects that characterize consumer engagement in marketing, and thus falls 

outside the scope of this dissertation.  

As discussed above, engagement manifestations can be cognitive, affective, or behavioral. Valence 

and intensity are recognized as key dimensions of these manifestations (Dessart, 2017; Li et al., 

2018; Ng et al., 2020; Wang, Fehrer, et al., 2023). Engagement dynamics have increasingly been 

conceptualized as evolving processes rather than static states (Bowden, 2009; Fehrer et al., 2018; 

Hollebeek, Kumar, et al., 2022). Consequences of engagement have been extensively documented 

in terms of firm-level benefits (such as performance, competitive advantage, word-of-mouth, and 

                                                
1 Although the terms “customer engagement” and “consumer engagement” are different semantically, the literature 
emphasizes a high degree of similarity in their conceptual core (Hollebeek et al., 2019; 2022). They are used 
interchangeably in this dissertation. 
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brand outcomes; Aksoy et al., 2022; Blut et al., 2023; Pansari & Kumar, 2017), alongside the 

broader assumption of mutual value co-creation across actors (Brodie et al., 2019; Jaakkola & 

Alexander, 2014). 

However, this prevailing perspective on consumer engagements rests on a set of assumptions that 

merit closer examination. Research has predominantly examined engagement in hedonic and 

positively valenced contexts, treating it as an inherently enjoyable and beneficial phenomenon 

(Barrett et al., 2025; De Oliveira Santini et al., 2020), while negative or detrimental expressions of 

engagement remain comparatively understudied (Ng et al., 2020). Consequences have been 

evaluated primarily from the firm's perspective, with consumer outcomes, when addressed, often 

reduced to firm-adjacent constructs such as loyalty and satisfaction (e.g., Fehrer et al., 2018; Ng 

et al., 2020). Where consumer well-being has been considered, research has predominantly 

documented its beneficial effects (Henkens et al., 2021; Roy et al., 2023), with the conditions under 

which engagement may harm consumer well-being comparatively less examined (Hollebeek, 

Sharma, et al., 2022; Hollebeek & Belk, 2021). More broadly, how consumers actually experience 

engagement in their daily lives remains understudied (Flaherty et al., 2019; Ng et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, the assumption of synergetic mutual value co-creation obscures the reality that 

different actors may extract different levels of perceived value from the same engagement 

interactions, with some actors experiencing these as negative rather than beneficial under certain 

conditions (Alexander & Vallström, 2023; Hollebeek, Kumar, et al., 2022). 

The dark side of consumer engagement: emerging knowledge and current gaps 

In response to these knowledge limitations, recent research has begun to investigate the detrimental 

manifestations of consumer engagement, as well as its unintended consequences, thereby 

contributing to an emerging literature on the dark side of engagement. Table 1.1 provides a 

synthesized overview of this developing body of knowledge. 
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Authors 
(year) 

Methodology Engagement 
manifestation 

Tech-
nology 
design 
role 

Perceived value Key findings 

Cluster 1: Negatively valenced engagement and disengagement 
Azer and 
Alexander 
(2018) 

Qualitative 
(unobtrusive 
netnography) 

Negatively valenced 
influencing behaviors 
Object: Firm 

No Consumer: / 
Firm (-): financial, 
relational, 
reputational harm 
Ecosystem (+): 
community 
information benefits  

Identifies six forms of negatively valenced influencing 
behaviors and their cognitive-emotional antecedents, 
demonstrating actor-dependent value perception within service 
ecosystems. Consumer well-being and technology design 
remain unaddressed. 

Naumann et 
al. (2020) 

Quantitative 
(survey, SEM) 

Negative engagement 
Object: 
Firm/Community 

No Consumer: / 
Firm: / 
Ecosystem: / 

Provides the first quantitative operationalization of both 
negative and positive engagement valence. No genuine value 
consequences for any actor are examined (word-of-mouth 
treated as outcome conflates with engagement behaviors). 
Consumer well-being and technology design remain 
unaddressed. 

Rahman et 
al. (2022)  

Quantitative 
(time-series 
cross-sectional 
data, 
simultaneous 
equation 
modelling) 

Negative engagement 
Object: Firm  

No Consumer: / 
Firm (-): reduced 
equity and financial 
performance 
Ecosystem: / 

Provides objective empirical evidence that negative 
engagement reduces brand equity and financial performance, 
establishing firm-side consequences of negative engagement. 
Consumer well-being and technology design remain 
unaddressed. 

Abboud et al. 
(2023) 

Qualitative 
(interviews) 

Negative engagement 
Disengagement 
Object: Firm 

No Consumer (-): 
well-being harm 
Firm: /  
Ecosystem: / 

Establishes perceived power imbalance as an individual factor 
driving negative engagement and disengagement, with 
documented harm to consumer financial, physical, and hedonic 
well-being. Technology design remains unaddressed. 

Do and 
Bowden 
(2024) 

Quantitative 
(survey, SEM) 

Negative engagement 
behaviors 
Disengagement 
Object: Firm 

No Consumer: / 
Firm: / 
Ecosystem: / 

Identifies manifestations and antecedents of negative 
engagement behaviors and disengagement. Consumer well-
being and technology design remain unaddressed. 

TABLE 1.1 Emerging research on the dark side of consumer engagement 
Note: Papers were identified through a targeted Scopus search combining consumer engagement terms with detrimental pattern-related terms (e.g., 
‘dark side’, ‘negative’, ‘unintended’, ‘stress’, ‘well-being’), restricted to peer-reviewed articles published after 2015 in leading marketing and 
service management journals. Additional papers were included through purposive selection based on direct relevance to the dissertation's focus.  
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Authors 
(year) 

Methodology Engagement 
manifestation 

Tech-
nology 
design 
role 

Perceived value Key findings 

Hammedi et 
al. (2024) 

Quantitative 
(multi-study, 
field and 
laboratory 
experiments) 

Engagement satiation 
Object: Gamified 
activity 

Yes  Consumer (-): 
experience  
Firm (-): reduced 
engagement 
Ecosystem: / 

Shows that repeated exposure to gamification affordances 
produces satiation, reducing experience quality and 
engagement, and tests design-level solutions as moderators. 
Consumer well-being beyond experience quality with the focal 
engagement object remain unaddressed. 

Lee et al. 
(2025) 

Conceptual Negative engagement  
Object: 
Technological 
platform/Community  

Yes Consumer (+): 
material, social, 
emotional benefits 
Firm (-): platform 
integrity 
Ecosystem (-): 
harm to community 

Theorizes platform affordances as facilitators of consumer 
misconduct (i.e., negative engagement in the form of 
information falsification and harassment). Well-being outcomes 
for the focal consumer are seen as positive, demonstrating 
actor-dependent value perception within service ecosystems. 
 

El Midaoui et 
al. (2026) 

Mixed-methods 
(survey, SEM, 
interviews) 

Negative engagement 
Object: Brand 

Yes  Consumer: /  
Firm: / 
Ecosystem: / 

Documents active and passive negative engagement driven by 
expectation violation, with chatbot design as a moderating 
factor. Consumer well-being and broader technology design 
affordances beyond the use of a specific technology remain 
unaddressed. 

Cluster 2: Other detrimental engagement manifestations 
Eisingerich 
et al. (2019) 

Mixed-methods 
(interviews, field 
study, simulation 
study) 

Compulsive app use 
Object: 
Technological 
platform 

Yes  Consumer: /  
Firm (-): sales 
Ecosystem: / 

Demonstrates that specific gamification affordances induce 
compulsive use, reducing engagement and firm outcomes. 
Consumer well-being remains unaddressed. 

Okazaki et 
al. (2021) 

Quantitative 
(survey, SEM) 

Compulsive social 
media use 
Object: 
Brand/Technological 
platform 

No Consumer (-): 
stress, compulsive 
buying  
Firm: / 
Ecosystem: / 

Shows that brand engagement triggers compulsive social media 
use leading to consumer stress and compulsive buying, with 
personality traits intensifying this relationship. Technology 
design remains unaddressed. 

Lervik-Olsen 
et al. (2024) 

Quantitative 
(survey, SEM) 

Compulsive social 
media use 
Object: 
Technological 
platform 

Yes Consumer (-): 
disconnection 
anxiety 
Firm: / 
Ecosystem: / 

Establishes platform accessibility affordances and social norms 
as drivers of compulsive use, with documented platform-
relational anxiety. Broader consumer well-being consequences 
beyond the relationship with the focal object of engagement are 
unaddressed. 

TABLE 1.1 Emerging research on the dark side of consumer engagement (continued)  
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Authors 
(year) 

Methodology Engagement 
manifestation 

Tech-
nology 
design 
role 

Perceived value Key findings 

Moriuchi et 
al. (2025) 

Quantitative 
(surveys, SEM) 

Addictive smartphone 
use 
Object: 
Technological 
platform 

Yes  Consumer (-): life 
satisfaction 
Firm: / 
Ecosystem: / 

Documents notification affordances as drivers of addictive 
smartphone use harming life satisfaction, considering 
engagement as a buffer of this relationship. Technology 
affordances beyond notifications and conditions under which 
engagement itself becomes detrimental remain unaddressed. 

Alexander et 
al. (2026) 

Qualitative 
(interviews) 

Engagement 
behaviors for self-
presentation 
Object: Brand 

No Consumer: / 
Firm: / 
Ecosystem: / 

Reveals self-presentational engagement as a form of 
inauthentic resource investment disconnected from genuine 
brand connection, invisible to conventional metrics. Consumer 
well-being and technology design remain unaddressed. 

Cluster 3: Engagement and well-being tensions 
Kumar et al. 
(2022) 

Conceptual Consumer 
engagement 
Object: Firm 

Yes  Consumer (-): 
stress 
Firm: reduced 
engagement (-) 
Ecosystem: / 

Proposes a framework considering technology affordances as 
stressors that deplete consumer resources and reduce 
engagement. Empirical validation remains needed. 

Hollebeek et 
al. (2023) 

Conceptual Hindrance 
engagement 
Object: Multiple 
(brand ecosystem) 

No Consumer (-): 
stress  
Firm: / 
Ecosystem: / 

Introduces hindrance engagement a driver of resource depletion 
and consumer stress, with individual resources intensifying this 
relationship. Empirical validation and the role of technology 
design remain unaddressed. 

Xie et al. 
(2023) 

Mixed methods 
(interviews, 
survey, SEM) 

AI engagement 
Object: technological 
platform (chatbot) 

Yes  Consumer (-): 
technology 
dependence 
Firm: / 
Ecosystem: / 

Identifies individual factors (i.e., trust, loneliness) alongside 
personification affordances as drivers of AI engagement, 
resulting in relationship formation and technology dependence. 
Well-being consequences beyond dependence and broader 
design technology landscape remain unaddressed. 

This 
dissertation 

Mixed methods 
(interviews, 
netnography, 
survey, scenario 
and field 
experiments) 

Dysfunctional 
engagement 
Object: Multiple 
(technological 
platform ecosystem) 

Yes  Consumer (-): 
hedonic and 
eudaimonic well-
being 
Firm: / 
Ecosystem (-): 
group and societal 
well-being 

Identifies over-engagement and faked engagement behaviors as 
two forms of dysfunctional consumer engagement which 
generate well-being costs across ecosystem levels. 
Dysfunctional consumer engagement is shaped by the interplay 
of technology affordances, individual, and contextual factors. 

TABLE 1.1 Emerging research on the dark side of consumer engagement (continued)
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Regarding emerging detrimental engagement manifestations, scholarly attention has 

predominantly focused on disengagement and negatively valenced engagement (as evidenced in 

Cluster 1, Table 1.1). Although these are often labeled as ‘negative’ in the literature, it is important 

to note that engagement behaviors are not inherently valenced as resource investments are valence-

free in themselves (Li et al., 2018); what is perceived as negative reflects the interpretation of one 

or more actors in the service ecosystem rather than a property of the engagement manifestation 

itself (Hollebeek, Kumar, et al., 2022). Within this stream, negatively valenced engagement refers 

to dispositions and behaviors whose perceived outcomes are experienced as harmful by at least 

one actor, whether the firm, other consumers, or the community (Abboud et al., 2023; Azer & 

Alexander, 2018; Bowden et al., 2017; Do & Bowden, 2024; El Midaoui et al., 2026; Naumann et 

al., 2020). Disengagement reflects a withdrawal of resource investment (Abboud et al., 2023; Do 

& Bowden, 2024; El Midaoui et al., 2026). Engagement satiation, in which repeated exposure to 

the same engagement stimuli leads to declining experience quality and behavioral engagement, 

represents a related but distinct manifestation of diminishing resource investment (Hammedi, 

Leclercq, et al., 2024). A growing stream, evidenced in Cluster 2 (Table 1.1), also examines 

compulsion or addiction with technological platforms (Eisingerich et al., 2019; Lervik-Olsen et 

al., 2024; Moriuchi et al., 2025). However, these are predominantly studied as antecedents or 

consequences of engagement rather than as a manifestation of engagement itself. More recently, 

scholars have begun to examine engagement for self-presentation that lacks a genuine cognitive 

or emotional connection to the focal object (Alexander et al., 2026), raising fundamental questions 

about the validity of engagement behaviors as indicators of underlying dispositions. 

Regarding the conditions facilitating detrimental manifestations of engagement, the role of 

technology design has received growing but still limited attention. In most studies, technology 

appears as an empirical context rather than an object of theoretical inquiry, with its specific 

affordances and their role in shaping detrimental engagement left unspecified. Drawing on 

Gibson's (1986) foundational concept, affordances refer to the potential for action that an object's 

materiality offers to users—not as fixed properties of the technology itself, but as relational 

possibilities that emerge when consumers' needs and motivations align with platform features 

(Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). A small but growing number of studies constitute meaningful 

exceptions, explicitly theorizing specific affordances: gamification affordances such as progress 
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tracking, rewards, and prompts have been shown to induce compulsion (Eisingerich et al., 2019); 

platform accessibility affordances and notification design have been linked to compulsive 

technology use (Lervik-Olsen et al., 2024; Moriuchi et al., 2025); and platform structural 

affordances including anonymity, digital detachment, and content interactivity have been theorized 

as facilitators of negative engagement (Lee et al., 2025). While they remain fragmented across 

specific affordances, these contributions demonstrate the relevance of technology design in 

understanding the dark side of engagement. Individual and contextual factors have received 

comparatively less attention: while some studies acknowledge the moderating roles of personality 

traits and individual resource levels (Hollebeek et al., 2023; Okazaki et al., 2021; Xie et al., 2023), 

these remain peripheral rather than central to theoretical development. 

Firm-side outcomes of detrimental engagement dominate the emerging literature, mirroring a 

broader bias toward taking a firm perspective in the established engagement literature. Reduced 

brand equity, financial performance, and market value are relatively well-documented 

consequences of detrimental engagement (Azer & Alexander, 2018; Eisingerich et al., 2019; 

Rahman et al., 2022). Moreover, many studies implicitly frame disengagement, satiation, and 

compulsive engagement as detrimental insofar as they ultimately reduce engagement (Abboud et 

al., 2023; Eisingerich et al., 2019; Hammedi, Leclercq, et al., 2024), consistent with the view of 

engagement as a key performance indicator in marketing strategy (Harmeling et al., 2017; Pansari 

& Kumar, 2017). This firm-centric perspective reflects an important blind spot: how consumers 

experience detrimental engagement in their daily lives. 

Recent studies (evidenced in Cluster 3, Table 1.1) have begun to address this gap, with stress 

emerging as the most documented consumer-side consequence, though largely through conceptual 

frameworks rather than empirical investigation (Hollebeek et al., 2023; Kumar et al., 2022). Other 

consumer-side outcomes remain narrow and platform-relational, including declining experience 

quality and disconnection anxiety (Hammedi, Leclercq, et al., 2024; Lervik-Olsen et al., 2024). A 

small number of studies have begun to empirically examine consumer well-being as an outcome 

of engagement (Abboud et al., 2023; Moriuchi et al., 2025; Okazaki et al., 2021; Xie et al., 2023). 

However, these contributions remain limited in two important respects. First, where well-being 

harm is documented, it tends to be associated with negatively valenced engagement, thus implicitly 

preserving the assumption that positively valenced engagement benefits consumers (Abboud et al., 
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2023). Second, compulsion, addiction, and technology dependence are predominantly framed as 

outcomes of engagement rather than as dysfunctional manifestations of engagement itself, leaving 

the possibility that engagement, as a process, can be inherently detrimental largely unexamined 

(Moriuchi et al., 2025; Okazaki et al., 2021; Xie et al., 2023). 

Collectively, the emerging literature on the dark side of consumer engagement reveals three 

interconnected shortcomings: a limited conceptualization of detrimental engagement 

manifestations beyond negative valence and disengagement; an undertheorized role of technology 

design in shaping detrimental manifestations; and an underexamined relationship between 

detrimental engagement manifestations and consumer well-being. Addressing these gaps defines 

the research agenda for this dissertation, as outlined in the subsequent section. 

Research objectives and dissertation scope: dysfunctional consumer engagement with 

technological platforms 

The overarching objective of this dissertation is to advance understanding of consumer 

engagement by examining dysfunctional manifestations and their associated well-being costs. This 

work builds on Brodie et al.'s (2019) SDL-informed conceptualization of engagement to define 

dysfunctional consumer engagement. 

Dysfunctional consumer engagement is a process in which consumers' dispositions and 

behaviors directed toward connected actors in a service system deviate from the functional 

assumptions of genuine and bounded resource investment, generating well-being costs 

across ecosystem levels. 
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Concept Definition Theoretical 
foundation 

Core nature  Locus of 
phenomenon 

Focal actor 
perspective  

Relationship to 
engagement 

Key references 

Negatively 
valenced 
engagement 

Dispositions and behaviors 
characterized by unfavorable 
thoughts, feelings, and 
actions toward a focal object, 
whose perceived outcomes 
are experienced as harmful 
by at least one actor in the 
service ecosystem 

Engagement 
(Relationship 
marketing, 
SDL) 

Multidimensional 
(cognitive, 
affective, 
behavioral); 
reactively 
triggered, 
intentionally 
enacted 

Perceived 
outcomes 
(valence 
attributed by 
actor 
perception) 

Firm/brand and 
ecosystem; 
consumer well-
being largely 
unaddressed 

Extends 
engagement 
through valence 
attribution to 
outcomes; resource 
investment process 
unquestioned 

(Azer and 
Alexander, 
2018; 
Hollebeek and 
Chen, 2014; 
Naumann et al., 
2020) 

Disengagement Process of concluding or 
reducing resource 
investment with a focal 
object, ranging from 
temporary dormancy to 
permanent termination 

Engagement 
(Relationship 
marketing, 
SDL) 

Behavioral; 
reactively 
triggered, 
intentionally 
enacted as 
withdrawal 

Reduction or 
termination of 
the resource 
investment 
process 

Firm/brand; 
consumer well-
being largely 
unaddressed 

Grounded in 
engagement; 
theorized as a 
terminal stage of 
the resource 
investment process 

(Bowden et al., 
2015; Do and 
Bowden, 2024) 

Compulsive/ 
problematic 
technology use 

Uncontrollable, repetitive 
pattern of technology use 
that persists despite negative 
consequences, driven by 
urges or obsessive passion 
that override self-regulation 

Psychology; 
Consumer 
behavior 

Behavioral and 
dispositional; 
emergent and 
unintended 

Outcome of 
technology 
interaction and 
engagement 
dynamics 

Individual 
consumer; 
well-being 
costs 
documented 

Partial; 
engagement 
appears as 
antecedent, 
moderator, or 
consequence of 
compulsive use 

(Eisingerich et 
al., 2019; 
Lervik-Olsen et 
al., 2024; 
Okazaki et al., 
2021) 

Technostress Stress experienced by 
individuals due to their use 
of technology, resulting from 
demands that exceed their 
ability to cope 

Information 
systems; 
Organiza-
tional 
psychology 

Psychological 
state; emergent 
and unintended 

Outcome of 
technology 
interaction and 
engagement 
dynamics 

Individual; 
well-being 
costs 
documented 

Adjacent; stress 
and engagement 
theorized as 
mutually 
influencing but 
distinct phenomena 

(Hollebeek et 
al., 2023; 
Kumar et al., 
2022; Tarafdar 
et al., 2019) 

TABLE 1.2 Positioning dysfunctional consumer engagement among related concepts  
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Concept Definition Theoretical 
foundation 

Core nature  Locus of 
phenomenon 

Focal actor 
perspective  

Relationship to 
engagement 

Key references 

Impression 
management/ 
self-
presentation 

Strategic process through 
which individuals selectively 
manage information 
disclosed to others to project 
a desired identity and 
generate favorable 
impressions 

Sociology; 
Social 
psychology 

Behavioral and 
cognitive; 
deliberate and 
intentional 

Identity 
projection 
toward an 
audience 

Individual; 
well-being 
costs 
documented 

Not grounded in 
engagement; self-
presentation 
recently identified 
as a motivational 
driver of 
engagement 
behaviors that 
deviate from 
genuine cognitive 
or emotional 
connection to the 
focal object 

(Alexander et 
al., 2026; 
Goffman, 
1959) 

Consumer 
misbehavior 

Behavioral acts by 
consumers that violate 
generally accepted norms of 
conduct in consumption 
situations or disrupt 
otherwise functional service 
encounters 

Consumer 
behavior; 
Service 
management 

Behavioral; 
intentionality 
variable 

Disruption of 
the service 
encounter or 
consumption 
order 

Firm, 
employees, and 
other 
consumers; 
consumer well-
being of the 
actor absent 

Theoretically 
distinct; 
engagement 
dispositional at its 
core, whereas 
consumer 
misbehavior 
operates 
exclusively at the 
behavioral level 

(Fisk et al., 
2010; Fullerton 
& Punj, 2004; 
Harris & 
Reynolds, 
2003) 

Dysfunctional 
consumer 
engagement 

Process in which consumers' 
dispositions and behaviors 
directed toward connected 
actors in a service system 
deviate from the functional 
assumptions of genuine and 
bounded resource 
investment, generating well-
being costs across ecosystem 
levels 

Engagement 
(Relationship 
marketing, 
SDL) 

Multidimensional 
(dispositional, 
behavioral) and 
processual; 
deviation 
emergent through 
interplay of 
technology 
affordances and 
individual and 
contextual factors 

Deviation 
within the 
resource 
investment 
process itself 

Consumer 
primarily; well-
being costs 
documented 
across micro, 
meso, and 
macro 
ecosystem 
levels 

Central; formally 
defined against 
implicit functional 
engagement 
assumptions 

This 
dissertation 

TABLE 1.2 Positioning dysfunctional consumer engagement among related concepts (continued) 
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This conceptualization deliberately departs from terms such as 'negative engagement,' 'detrimental 

engagement,' or 'dark side of engagement,' as these conflate the perceived negativity of 

engagement outcomes for one or more actors with a property of the engagement manifestation 

itself. What distinguishes dysfunctional engagement is not its perceived valence but its deviation 

from the assumptions that underpin engagement as a marketing strategy. First, it deviates from the 

assumption that resource investments are genuine, a notion that has received nascent attention in 

recent work on engagement for self-presentation, revealing that observable behavioral engagement 

may fail to reflect genuine connection with the focal object (Alexander et al., 2026). Second, it 

deviates from the assumption that resource investments are bounded, an assumption that remains 

largely unexamined. Compulsion and addiction are largely studied as antecedents or consequences 

of engagement rather than as engagement itself exceeding functional boundaries (Eisingerich et 

al., 2019; Lervik-Olsen et al., 2024; Moriuchi et al., 2025; Xie et al., 2023), leaving the threshold 

beyond which resource investment becomes dysfunctional theoretically unaddressed. Third, it 

deviates from the assumption that resource investments generate mutual value for connected actors 

in the service ecosystem by considering the potential of engagement to simultaneously generate 

both well-being costs and benefits. Engagement is thus considered within the technology well-

being paradox (McLean et al., 2025), moving toward a nuanced account of the perceived value of 

technology relationships (Belghiti et al., 2026). 

Positioning dysfunctional consumer engagement as a distinct concept also requires clarity about 

its boundaries with adjacent phenomena that share similarities but differ fundamentally in their 

theoretical foundations and locus (see Table 1.2). Compulsive and problematic technology use 

documents well-being costs in technology contexts but is theorized as an outcome of technology 

interaction and engagement dynamics rather than as a manifestation of the engagement process 

itself, and is not defined at the dispositional level central to engagement research (Eisingerich et 

al., 2019; Lervik-Olsen et al., 2024; Okazaki et al., 2021). Similarly, technostress captures the 

stress individuals experience from technology-induced demands but operates outside the 

engagement process as a psychological state rather than a dispositional deviation within it 

(Hollebeek et al., 2023; Kumar et al., 2022; Tarafdar et al., 2019). Impression management and 

self-presentation explain how actors strategically project desired identities, but they operate at the 

level of cognitive and behavioral identity management rather than at the level of resource 
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investment in a service system (Alexander et al., 2026; Goffman, 1959). Consumer misbehavior 

refers to violations of behavioral norms in consumption settings but is defined exclusively at the 

behavioral level, without reference to the dispositional foundations central to engagement (Fisk et 

al., 2010; Fullerton & Punj, 2004; Harris & Reynolds, 2003). Dysfunctional consumer engagement 

is theoretically distinct from these related concepts: it is formally defined as a deviation from the 

functional assumptions of the engagement process itself, operating simultaneously at the 

dispositional and behavioral levels, and generating well-being costs that diffuse across ecosystem 

levels. Dysfunctional consumer engagement is thus theoretically bounded by its locus (i.e., a 

deviation within the resource investment process itself), its dispositional and behavioral nature, 

and its grounding in the functional assumptions implicit in consumer engagement research. 

This dissertation investigates dysfunctional consumer engagement with technological platforms as 

its focal object. Technological platforms represent an increasingly prevalent engagement object, 

characterized by diverse affordances and multiple simultaneous engagement objects within their 

ecosystems, including the platform itself, associated brands, communities, and other consumers. 

The role of technology in shaping consumer experiences is an expanding area of research (Furrer 

et al., 2020). The term "consumer" is used to reflect the marketing perspective adopted in this 

work, while acknowledging that engagement with technological platforms does not always involve 

monetary exchange. In platform contexts, consumption extends beyond traditional transactions: 

consumers invest time, personal data, attention, and network contributions in exchange for access 

and value, constituting a form of resource-based exchange. The focus on consumers emphasizes 

individual experiences of dysfunctional engagement manifestations, while recognizing that these 

occur within broader service ecosystems (Brodie et al., 2019; Landry & Furrer, 2023). 

To examine the costs of dysfunctional consumer engagement, this dissertation adopts consumer 

well-being as its primary outcome, focusing on the consumer as the focal actor whose resource 

investments and consequences are examined. Consumer well-being is conceptualized as a 

multidimensional phenomenon encompassing both hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions (Ryan & 

Deci, 2001). Hedonic well-being refers to consumers' subjective evaluations of their affective 

states, including positive and negative emotions, mood, and stress (Diener & Emmons, 1984; Ryan 

& Deci, 2001). Eudaimonic well-being captures consumers' sense of self-realization, purpose, and 

fulfillment derived from acting in accordance with their values (Waterman, 1993). In the context 
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of technology, these dimensions are not independent: the same engagement that may enhance 

hedonic well-being through enjoyment and social connection may simultaneously undermine 

eudaimonic well-being through compulsion, loss of autonomy, or identity-related tensions, a 

duality captured in the technology well-being paradox (McLean et al., 2025). Consistent with an 

ecosystem view of engagement, well-being in this dissertation is examined at multiple levels 

(individual, group, and societal), while remaining anchored in the consumer's perspective on how 

dysfunctional engagement generates consequences that extend beyond themselves into the broader 

service ecosystem (Landry & Furrer, 2023). 

Against this background, the present dissertation addresses the following research questions: 

RQ1: How does dysfunctional consumer engagement manifest? 

RQ2: What conditions facilitate the development of dysfunctional consumer engagement? 

Specifically: (a) What is the role of technology design in shaping dysfunctional consumer 

engagement? (b) What are the individual factors that intensify dysfunctional consumer 

engagement? (c) What are the contextual factors that intensify dysfunctional consumer 

engagement? 

RQ3: What are the well-being costs of dysfunctional consumer engagement? 

Research philosophy, design, and empirical context 

A pragmatist, multi-study, mixed-methods approach 

This dissertation employs a multiphase, mixed-methods design across three empirical chapters, as 

illustrated in Figure 1.1. Chapter 3 adopts a QUAN(qual) mixed-methods design, combining a 

cross-sectional survey, scenario-based experiment, and longitudinal field study—grounded in an 

objectivist paradigm—with complementary in-depth interviews drawing on an interpretivist lens. 

The integration of quantitative and qualitative evidence in Chapter 3 enables both systematic 

testing of over-engagement mechanisms and their well-being costs, and a deeper understanding of 

how compulsive thoughts, feelings and behaviors are experienced by consumers (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2018). Chapters 4 and 5 adopt fully qualitative designs, drawing on in-depth 

interviews, and semi-structured interviews alongside a netnography respectively, consistent with 
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an interpretivist epistemology (Whittle & Reissner, 2025). The combination of methods follows a 

complementarity logic (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004), whereby 

each method and phase addresses aspects of the research questions that others cannot. The three 

phases build sequentially: Chapter 3 establishes over-engagement empirically, Chapter 4 deepens 

its understanding qualitatively by examining how over-engagement trajectories unfold, and 

Chapter 5 explores a second manifestation of dysfunctional engagement (i.e., faked engagement 

behaviors) motivated by the observation that dysfunctional engagement can also emerge from the 

social visibility of engagement in platform contexts. Each chapter specifies its own methodological 

choices and justifications in detail. 

 

FIGURE 1.1 Multiphase mixed-methods design across empirical chapters 
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Self-tracking technologies as the empirical context2 

Self-tracking technologies are tools enabling the automatic collection and analysis of physiological 

and behavioral data linked to an individual's activities (Swan, 2013). Ranging from mobile 

applications such as Apple Health and Samsung Health to wearables including Garmin watches, 

Oura rings, and fitness trackers, these technologies provide users with detailed, personalized 

information about their health and well-being across multiple dimensions of daily life (Lupton, 

2016). Their rapid diffusion reflects broader societal trends toward health consciousness and self-

optimization: the digital health and well-being market is projected to reach approximately 80 

billion euros by 2030 (Statista, 2025a), with around 25 million health and well-being applications 

downloaded globally in January 2025 alone (Statista, 2025b). Scholarly interest has grown 

accordingly, with research examining self-tracking technologies across marketing, information 

systems, and sociology literatures. Current knowledge predominantly takes an adoption and 

continued use perspective, assuming that engaging with such technologies is inherently beneficial 

for well-being (Baiwir et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2024; Sweeney et al., 2015). 

The engagement potential of self-tracking technologies is deeply embedded in their design through 

technological affordances. Self-tracking technologies are deliberately designed around three 

categories of affordances that map onto the fundamental psychological needs identified in self-

determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000): monitoring affordances (e.g., progress tracking, 

performance dashboards, personalized notifications) that satisfy the need for competence; control 

and goal achievement affordances (e.g., goal-setting, behavior change prompts, and achievement 

gamification such as badges and rewards) that support autonomy; and social comparison 

affordances (e.g., social gamification such as leaderboards and community challenges, activity 

sharing, social media) that fulfill the need for relatedness. Together, these affordances are designed 

to drive engagement while promoting healthy behaviors, and research has predominantly focused 

on their beneficial effects, mirroring the positive bias identified in the broader consumer 

engagement literature (Chen et al., 2024; Jain et al., 2025; Mwangi et al., 2024). 

                                                
2 The content of this subsection is largely drawn from a chapter contribution: Baiwir, L. (2026). L’effet paradoxal des 
technologies de suivi personnel: entre bien-être et tensions. In N. Neysen & G. Briganti (Eds.), La santé à l’ère du 
numérique: regards croisés sur les défis contemporains (pp. 131-146). Presses Universitaires de Mons. ISBN: 978-2-
8733-5881-8. 
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Self-tracking technologies constitute a particularly relevant empirical context for studying 

dysfunctional consumer engagement, for four key reasons. First, they are embedded in strong 

societal norms around health, fitness, and self-optimization (Berry et al., 2021; Pione et al., 2025), 

creating conditions under which consumers may feel compelled to engage beyond functional 

assumptions (i.e., genuine and bounded resource investment), heightening the potential for 

dysfunctional manifestations. Second, engagement with self-tracking platforms is inherently 

multi-object: consumers simultaneously engage with the technology itself, associated brands, and 

peer communities, alongside their health and fitness goals, reflecting experiential engagement 

(Mankute et al., 2025). This is consistent with the ecosystem view of engagement and the tension 

stemming from the multiplicity of engagement objects, which creates competing demands on 

consumer resources, as consumers cannot fully invest in all objects simultaneously (Sim et al., 

2018). Third, self-tracking technologies exemplify the technology well-being paradox (McLean et 

al., 2025): the same affordances designed to enhance well-being through self-knowledge, 

empowerment, and social connection can simultaneously generate dependence on data, 

compulsive use, and negative upward social comparison (Akdevelioglu et al., 2022; Constantiou 

et al., 2023; Toner, 2018). This makes them an ideal context to observe the paradoxical nature of 

consumer engagement and the potential for dysfunctional manifestations to disrupt value co-

creation. Fourth, their affordance-rich design provides a rich landscape for examining how 

technology design may facilitate dysfunctional engagement. 

Overview of dissertation chapters  

The present dissertation consists of one context-setting chapter and three empirical chapters, 

framed by a general introduction and general conclusion. The three empirical phases build 

sequentially: Chapter 3 establishes over-engagement through a mixed-methods design, Chapter 4 

deepens its understanding qualitatively, and Chapter 5 explores a second manifestation of 

dysfunctional consumer engagement. Table 1.3 provides a synthetic overview of each chapter, 

including its objective, theoretical lens, methodology, research questions addressed, and key 

results. 

Chapter 2 serves as a context-setting contribution, drawing on a narrative literature review of 

gamification in brand management. It reveals that the combined role of game affordances, 
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individual factors, contextual factors, and brand strategy type shapes positive brand outcomes. 

Consumer engagement acts as the central mediating mechanism through which gamification 

creates value for brands. This chapter focuses on positive brand outcomes of gamification and 

stresses the abundance of research in this stream. It concludes by calling for research addressing 

the dysfunctional engagement consequences of gamification and their well-being costs. 

The three empirical chapters address the dissertation's three research questions through 

complementary methodological approaches. Chapter 3 investigates when, why, and for whom 

achievement and social gamification affordances contribute to consumer stress. Drawing on the 

conservation of resources theory and a multi-study design combining a cross-sectional survey, a 

scenario-based experiment, a longitudinal field study, and interviews, the chapter provides 

consistent evidence that gamification affordances induce over-engagement—a manifestation of 

dysfunctional consumer engagement characterized by compulsive thoughts and behaviors—

which, in turn, generates consumer stress. It further identifies individual (i.e., consumer goal 

orientation) and contextual (i.e., distance to goal) factors that intensify the relationship between 

gamification, over-engagement, and stress. In doing so, Chapter 3 advances understanding of how 

dysfunctional engagement manifests (RQ1), illuminates the role of individual and contextual 

factors in facilitating its development (RQ2b, RQ2c), and documents its well-being costs (RQ3). 

Chapter 4 examines how distinct engagement trajectories, shaped by individual and contextual 

factors, determine whether engagement with self-tracking technologies benefits or harms 

consumer well-being. Drawing on the conservation of resources theory and interviews with 30 

participants, the chapter shows that consumers with high data dependency are particularly 

susceptible to over-engagement trajectories, which lead to dysfunctional engagement and both 

hedonic and eudaimonic well-being costs. Fluctuating contextual goals produce variable 

engagement intensity and well-being outcomes over time. These findings advance understanding 

of how dysfunctional engagement manifests (RQ1), illuminate the role of individual and 

contextual factors in facilitating its development (RQ2b, RQ2c), and document its well-being costs 

(RQ3). 

Chapter 5 examines faked engagement behaviors as a second manifestation of dysfunctional 

consumer engagement. Combining netnography and semi-structured interviews, the chapter 
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conceptualizes faked engagement behaviors as deliberate actions through which consumers select, 

edit, or fabricate the resources used to display engagement toward a focal object without 

corresponding resource investment, aimed at projecting a desired self-image to others. It further 

identifies the conditions that facilitate their emergence. Specifically, social norms, enhanced and 

facilitated by technology design, shape faking behaviors, while discursive ownership enables 

consumers to make sense of and normalize them. Critically, faked engagement behaviors pollute 

the resources available to other ecosystem actors, distorting the value co-creation process and 

generating well-being costs across ecosystem levels. These dynamics are self-reinforcing: 

distorted resources recalibrate evaluative standards, sustaining the social norms and technology 

design that motivate faking. Chapter 5 thus advances understanding of dysfunctional engagement 

manifestations (RQ1), illuminates the role of technology design and contextual factors in 

facilitating their development (RQ2a, RQ2c), and documents their multi-level well-being costs 

(RQ3). 
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Chapter Chapter 2 Chapter 3 Chapter 4 Chapter 5 
Objective Review knowledge on 

gamification, engagement, and 
brand management.  

Investigate when, why, and for 
whom achievement and social 
gamification affordances 
contribute to consumer stress. 

Examine how distinct 
engagement trajectories may 
benefit versus harm consumer 
well-being. 

Examine faked engagement 
behaviors, their manifestations, 
the conditions of their 
emergence, alongside well-
being costs across ecosystem 
levels. 

Theoretical 
lens 

NA Conservation of resources 
theory 

Conservation of resources 
theory 

Engagement as SDL-informed 
mid-range theory development 

Research 
questions 
addressed 

Contextual grounding RQ1 (manifestation) 
RQ2a (technology design) 
RQ2b (individual factors) 
RQ2c (contextual factors) 
RQ3 (well-being costs) 

RQ1 (manifestation) 
RQ2b (individual factors) 
RQ2c (contextual factors) 
RQ3 (well-being costs) 

RQ1 (manifestation) 
RQ2a (technology design) 
RQ2c (contextual factors) 
RQ3 (well-being costs) 

Methods 
and sample 

Narrative literature review QUAN(qual):  
Online survey (N=189), 
Scenario experiment (N=267), 
Field experiment (N=62), 
Interviews (N=21) 

QUAL:  
Interviews (N=30) 

QUAL:  
Interviews (N=31) 
Netnography (N=25) 

Key 
findings 

The combined role of game 
affordances, individual factors, 
contextual factors, and brand 
strategy type shapes positive 
brand outcomes, with consumer 
engagement acting as the 
central mediating mechanism.  

Achievement and social 
gamification affordances induce 
dysfunctional engagement in the 
form of over-engagement, which 
in turn generates consumer 
stress. Consumer goal 
orientation and distance to goal 
intensifying the relationship 
between gamification, over-
engagement, and stress. 

Engagement trajectories, 
shaped by data dependency and 
fluctuating goals, determine 
when engagement harms well-
being. Consumers developing 
high data dependency are 
particularly susceptible to over-
engagement, while fluctuating 
contextual goals produce 
variable engagement intensity 
and well-being outcomes over 
time. 

Faked engagement behaviors 
are driven by pervasive social 
norms and facilitated by 
technology design, with 
discursive ownership enabling 
their normalization and 
emergence. As a form of 
dysfunctional engagement, they 
pollute ecosystem resources, 
distorting value co-creation and 
generating well-being costs 
through a self-reinforcing cycle 
that sustains the conditions 
motivating faking. 

TABLE 1.3 Overview of core chapters 
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Chapter 6 General conclusion 

Towards a better understanding of dysfunctional consumer engagement 

This dissertation introduces dysfunctional consumer engagement, conceptualized as a process in 

which consumers' dispositions and behaviors directed toward connected actors in a service system 

deviate from the functional assumptions of genuine and bounded resource investment, generating 

well-being costs across ecosystem levels. It further identifies over-engagement and faked 

engagement behaviors as two manifestations of dysfunctional consumer engagement. Over-

engagement is characterized by resource investment that exceeds functional boundaries, deviating 

from the functional assumption of bounded resource investment. Faked engagement behaviors are 

conceptualized as deliberate actions through which actors distort resources used to display 

engagement toward a focal object without corresponding resource investment, deviating from the 

functional assumption of genuine resource investment. 

Dysfunctional consumer engagement generates well-being costs across ecosystem levels. At the 

hedonic level, dysfunctional engagement relates to negative affect such as stress, frustration, and 

decreased enjoyment. At the eudaimonic level, dysfunctional engagement is linked to compulsion 

across engagement objects alongside heightened self-evaluative pressures through reduced self-

image and upward social comparison. Beyond individual well-being, this dissertation documents 

that dysfunctional engagement generates harm that extends across ecosystems, including the 

recalibration of social norms and evaluative standards, whose consequences diffuse into broader 

marketplace and societal logics alongside technology design choices. At such, dysfunctional 

engagement operates through a self-reinforcing cycle: well-being costs recalibrate technology 

design and social norms that shape further dysfunctional engagement. These findings reflect the 

engagement paradox: while engagement is designed to create value for actors, it can 

simultaneously manifest in a vicious cycle of dysfunctional engagement and well-being costs. 

This dissertation further shows that technology affordances (i.e., achievement and social 

gamification, quantification, and social media) shape manifestations of dysfunctional engagement. 

In parallel, this dissertation highlights individual and contextual factors (including goal orientation, 

data dependency, and social norms) as facilitating factors that condition whether and how 



 

 

40 

dysfunction manifests. Dysfunctional consumer engagement thus emerges through the interplay 

of technology affordances, alongside individual and contextual factors.  

Figure 6.1 synthesizes these findings into an integrative framework, contrasting the traditional 

view of functional consumer engagement—characterized by resource integration and exchange, 

ecosystem benefits, and synergetic value co-creation—with this dissertation's extension into 

dysfunctional consumer engagement. Critically, the same consumer, engaging with the same 

technology design, may experience both functional and dysfunctional engagement simultaneously 

or across time, reflecting the engagement paradox at the heart of this dissertation. As highlighted 

in Figure 1.1, the three empirical chapters contribute complementary evidence to this framework. 

Chapter 3 establishes over-engagement empirically through a mixed-methods design, 

demonstrating that achievement and social gamification affordances shape over-engagement, 

generating consumer stress, with goal orientation and distance to goal as intensifying conditions. 

Chapter 4 deepens this understanding qualitatively, showing how over-engagement trajectories 

unfold and how data dependency renders certain consumers particularly susceptible to 

dysfunctional engagement and its hedonic and eudaimonic well-being costs. Chapter 5 explores 

the second manifestation, faked engagement behaviors, revealing how social norms and platform 

affordances motivate resource distortion and how the resulting well-being costs diffuse across 

micro, meso, and macro ecosystem levels through a self-reinforcing cycle. Together, the three 

chapters demonstrate that dysfunctional consumer engagement manifests in distinct forms, shaped 

by different configurations of technology design, individual, and contextual factors, with well-

being costs extending across ecosystem levels and feeding back into the conditions that sustain its 

emergence and reinforcement.
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Figure 6.1 Integrative framework of dysfunctional consumer engagement, contrasted with the traditional view of functional consumer engagement
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Contributions to knowledge 

Advancing consumer engagement research through a dysfunctional lens 

Dysfunctional consumer engagement departs from existing dark side knowledge of engagement in 

two theoretically meaningful ways. First, building on the recognition that engagement 

manifestations carry no inherent valence (Li et al., 2018), this dissertation reframes dysfunction 

not as perceived negativity of outcomes (e.g., Abboud et al., 2023; Do & Bowden, 2024; Naumann 

et al., 2020) but as deviation from the functional assumptions underpinning engagement as a 

theoretical construct. These findings thus extend Brodie et al.'s (2019) conceptualization of 

engagement: resource investment dispositions remain the foundational mechanism, but this 

dissertation advances the recognition that such dispositions can take dysfunctional forms (i.e., 

exceeding functional boundaries or misrepresenting underlying resource investment) that the 

framework did not theorize. Second, this dissertation positions dysfunctional consumer 

engagement as a process unfolding across ecosystem levels rather than an episodic individual 

phenomenon. It further provides empirical grounding for this process dimension through a self-

reinforcing cycle in which well-being costs recalibrate the technology design that sustains 

dysfunctional engagement, consistent with conceptualizations of engagement as dynamic and 

iterative (Bowden, 2009; Brodie et al., 2019; Fehrer et al., 2018). In doing so, this dissertation 

provides the field with a unified construct for studying engagement dysfunction, enabling 

systematic investigation of when, how, and for whom engagement generates costs rather than 

value, and holding technology design accountable for the dysfunctional manifestations it 

contributes to shaping. 

Building on this conceptualization, this dissertation advances engagement theory through two 

theoretically meaningful extensions. First, it establishes that engagement intensity carries a 

dysfunctional threshold—a point beyond which resource investment exceeds the functional 

boundaries of the engagement process. This departs from the existing literature's treatment of 

compulsion as an antecedent or consequence of engagement (e.g., Moriuchi et al., 2025; Okazaki 

et al., 2021; Xie et al., 2023). Engagement research has acknowledged intensity across its active 

and passive expressions and in relation to engagement versus disengagement (Bowden et al., 2015; 
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Do & Bowden, 2024), but has left the upper boundary of intensity (i.e., the point at which resource 

investment itself becomes dysfunctional) theoretically unaddressed. Second, it introduces veracity 

as a dimension of engagement manifestations alongside the established dimensions of valence and 

intensity: the degree to which visible behavioral engagement reflects underlying resource 

investment varies systematically, with low veracity constituting a form of dysfunctional 

engagement. While existing research has touched upon veracity as a potential dimension of 

engagement (Alexander et al., 2026; Ng et al., 2020), its theoretical implications remain 

unaddressed. Given the importance of engagement with technological platforms for identity work 

(e.g., Batat & Hammedi, 2023; Belk, 2013; Dessart & Cova, 2021), the veracity of engagement is 

increasingly important to consider. Together, these extensions call for engagement research to 

incorporate both bounded intensity and veracity as necessary dimensions for capturing the full 

range of how consumers invest resources in service ecosystems. 

This dissertation further advances understanding of technology's role in consumer engagement by 

demonstrating that technology affordances are integral to shaping dysfunctional manifestations of 

consumer engagement, contributing to their emergence within platforms. Therefore, it establishes 

technology design as a structural condition of dysfunctional engagement rather than a contextual 

factor (Diaz Ruiz, 2025; Morgan-Thomas et al., 2020). In doing so, this dissertation aligns with a 

growing body of research on the role of technology in consumption experiences (Furrer et al., 

2020) and responds to calls for research on how technology design may shape distinct engagement 

manifestations (Kumar et al., 2022; Ng et al., 2020). 

This dissertation departs from the firm-centric perspective that has dominated consumer 

engagement research. By recentering on the consumer as the focal actor, this dissertation provides 

systematic empirical evidence that dysfunctional engagement generates well-being costs across 

both hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions. These costs emerge from engagement itself rather than 

from disengagement or negatively valenced engagement manifestations. In doing so, it provides 

empirical grounding for the technology well-being paradox (McLean et al., 2025), demonstrating 

that engagement with technological platforms can manifest in both functional and dysfunctional 

forms, generating benefits alongside costs for well-being. This nuanced approach is particularly 

relevant as technology evolves and may create asymmetric value for actors (Belghiti et al., 2026). 
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It thus extends the emerging but predominantly conceptual literature linking engagement to 

consumer well-being costs (Hollebeek et al., 2023; Kumar et al., 2022), and responds to calls for 

research examining platform-facilitated engagement and its effects on outcomes beyond the firm, 

such as consumer well-being (Batat & Hammedi, 2023; Hollebeek, Sharma, et al., 2022; Hollebeek 

& Belk, 2021; Ng et al., 2020). 

Beyond individual well-being, this dissertation advances the recognition that dysfunctional 

engagement generates costs across ecosystem levels through an endogenous, emergent dynamic 

rather than as an episodic side effect of individual engagement interactions (Polonsky et al., 2026; 

Vargo et al., 2023). Particularly, dysfunctional engagement is shaped by the interplay of technology 

design, individual, and contextual factors—becoming institutionally embedded through collective 

engagement practices that sustain and perpetuate the factors that facilitate dysfunctional 

engagement (Alexander et al., 2018; Ozgen Genc et al., 2025). Therefore, this dissertation aligns 

with a growing body of research acknowledging that value co-creation outcomes are actor-

dependent: the same engagement process that generates benefits for some actors may harm others 

(Alexander & Vallström, 2023; Hollebeek, Kumar, et al., 2022; Landry & Furrer, 2023). By doing 

so, this dissertation responds to calls for a multi-level ecosystem perspective on well-being 

(Landry & Furrer, 2023) and shows that dysfunctional engagement challenges the mutually 

beneficial resource integration that engagement research assumes (Brodie et al., 2019; Vargo & 

Lusch, 2016). Finally, by empirically grounding the self-reinforcing cycle through which well-

being costs recalibrate the conditions sustaining dysfunctional engagement, this dissertation 

advances the process dimension of engagement, which has been theorized but remains empirically 

underexplored (Bowden, 2009; Fehrer et al., 2018; Hollebeek, Kumar, et al., 2022). 

Advancing gamification and self-tracking research 

This dissertation also contributes to the gamification literature, which has been dominated by 

research on positive firm-centric outcomes (e.g., increased engagement, loyalty, and performance), 

leaving the psychological costs of gamification and consumers' lived experience comparatively 

undertheorized (Ciuchita et al., 2023; Koivisto & Hamari, 2019). By providing consistent 

empirical evidence that gamification affordances shape dysfunctional consumer engagement and 

generate well-being costs, this dissertation addresses the comparative lack of knowledge on the 
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psychological costs of gamification from the consumer perspective (Ciuchita et al., 2023; 

Hammedi, Leclercq, et al., 2024; Koivisto & Hamari, 2019). Additionally, this dissertation joins 

the effort in considering the individual and contextual factors conditioning gamification’s role in 

consumer experiences through longitudinal design (e.g., Leclercq et al., 2017; Leclercq, Poncin, 

& Hammedi, 2020) 

This dissertation further contributes to the self-tracking technology literature, which has been 

characterized by a predominantly positive bias: research has focused overwhelmingly on adoption, 

usage, and the assumption that engaging with self-tracking technologies is inherently beneficial 

for well-being (Chen et al., 2024; Mwangi et al., 2024; Sweeney et al., 2015). This dissertation 

advances this literature in two ways. First, it goes beyond positivist adoption and usage 

frameworks to examine how consumers actually experience engagement with self-tracking 

technologies, contributing to an understanding of their lived experience rather than merely their 

adoption behavior (Flaherty et al., 2019; 2021). Second, it demonstrates that self-tracking 

affordances shape dysfunctional consumer engagement, generating well-being costs that extend 

beyond the individual consumer. The recalibration of evaluative standards subsequently shapes the 

logics and social norms of the health and fitness marketplace, including those around self-

optimization, addressing calls for research on a better understanding of the social pressures 

influencing consumer relationships with self-tracking (Berry et al., 2021). 

Advancing methodological approaches to consumer engagement research 

This dissertation advances methodological approaches to consumer engagement research through 

a multiphase, mixed-methods design that addresses limitations identified across the engagement, 

gamification, and self-tracking literatures. The heavy reliance on surveys and cross-sectional 

designs (Ng et al., 2020) is addressed through a combination of in-depth interviews, netnography, 

cross-sectional survey, scenario-based experiment, and a longitudinal field study. The longitudinal 

field study further responds to calls for designs that capture engagement processes and user profiles 

over time (Hammedi, Leclercq, et al., 2024; Mwangi et al., 2024), while the qualitative studies 

respond to calls for research on consumers' lived experience with technology (Chen et al., 2024; 

Ng et al., 2020). Critically, the integration of quantitative and qualitative evidence within Chapter 

3 provides both systematic evidence of over-engagement mechanisms alongside experiential 



 

 

46 

understanding of how compulsive thoughts, feelings and behaviors are lived by consumers 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Together, these methodological choices demonstrate the value of 

complementary mixed-methods designs for studying experiential, dynamic, and context-

dependent consumer engagement phenomena. 

Challenging engagement marketing practices 

Research has increasingly recognized that well-being (vs. firm-centric metrics such as profits, 

market share, or satisfaction) should be the ultimate measure of service value (e.g., transformative 

service research; Anderson et al., 2013; Anderson & Ostrom, 2015). Recent marketing scholarship 

has called for redirecting marketing practices, such as engagement, toward collective good and 

societal well-being rather than solely toward firm-beneficial outcomes (Alexander et al., 2025; 

Hammedi, Parkinson, et al., 2024). Yet this recognition has not sufficiently translated into 

engagement marketing practice, where strategies continue to be designed and evaluated around 

behavioral engagement metrics and firm-beneficial outcomes. This dissertation builds on that gap 

and makes the translation urgent: dysfunctional engagement is not an unfortunate side effect of 

otherwise functional engagement strategies but a structurally embedded outcome of how 

engagement is designed and optimized. Once documented, it becomes a foreseen harm that 

practitioners have a responsibility to anticipate and manage rather than treat as acceptable 

externality (Polonsky et al., 2026; Diaz Ruiz, 2025). The ability to regulate consumers' emotions 

during consumption experiences has also been shown to generate positive firm outcomes and 

competitive advantage (Delcourt et al., 2013, 2016, 2025; Belghiti et al., 2026), suggesting that 

platforms designed to detect and respond to consumer emotional states could turn well-being into 

a strategic asset rather than an afterthought. The implications that follow are a direct expression of 

this reorientation, from engagement maximization toward bounded, genuine, and conscious 

engagement practices (O'Brien et al., 2022). 

For platform and technology designers, this dissertation provides consistent evidence that 

dysfunctional consumer engagement is not an unintended design failure but a predictable 

consequence of technology design. Accordingly, treating bounded and genuine resource 

investment as design criteria is a professional and ethical responsibility. Concretely, this calls for 

building friction into gamification affordances that signal when engagement intensity becomes 
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dysfunctional; redesigning quantification affordances to capture qualitative and contextual 

dimensions alongside numerical metrics, actively encouraging and rewarding breaks from 

quantification; and reducing the social pressure embedded in social media affordances by making 

performance visibility opt-in rather than opt-out by default. More fundamentally, platforms could 

rebalance their reward structures away from visible performance display and toward forms of 

engagement associated with genuine resource investment and collective benefit, including 

knowledge sharing, peer support, and progress relative to one's own prior performance rather than 

others'. In this way, designers would embrace the engagement paradox rather than ignore it, 

designing platforms that actively steer consumers toward the synergetic value co-creation that 

functional engagement can drive. 

These design choices become still more urgent as AI and immersive technologies scale the very 

affordances this dissertation identifies as constitutive of dysfunctional engagement. In particular, 

AI-driven systems could monitor early signs of over-engagement (e.g., compulsive checking 

frequency, goal-distance ratios, and activity volume relative to personal baselines) and adaptively 

reduce gamification pressure when individual thresholds are exceeded, shifting from uniform 

design toward personalized, well-being-informed engagement experiences. Immersive 

technologies that extend consumers' perceptions of self, time, and social connection (Batat & 

Hammedi, 2023; Kostyk et al., 2024) introduce additional risks of engagement intensity and 

resource distortion: by blurring the boundary between physical and digital experience, they may 

amplify data dependency, deepen over-engagement trajectories, and escalate resource distortion to 

new forms. Accordingly, designers of immersive platforms should proactively assess these risks 

before deployment. Concretely, immersive platforms could embed real-time emotional regulation 

features, such as detecting stress or over-engagement indicators and surfacing them as legible 

signals to consumers. This would turn the technology's capacity to extend perception inward rather 

than outward. Rather than deepening platform dependency, immersive design could enhance 

consumer self-awareness and enable informed disengagement before dysfunctional trajectories 

build up. 

For marketing managers and firms, this dissertation challenges two foundational assumptions of 

current engagement strategy. First, that more engagement is always better. Over-engagement 
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generates consumer stress, frustration, and evaluative pressures. These well-being costs are not 

only a consumer concern. Consumers experiencing dysfunctional engagement may disengage, 

withdraw genuine resource investment, or develop negative associations with the platform, 

ultimately undermining the sustainable consumer relationships that engagement marketing 

depends on. Concretely, firms designing or evaluating engagement strategies should set maximum 

engagement intensity thresholds per user segment and design disengagement-friendly exits. This 

makes it easy for consumers to reduce engagement without penalizing them. Program effectiveness 

should be evaluated against consumer stress and well-being indicators alongside firm-beneficial 

outcomes, rather than relying exclusively on behavioral engagement metrics as proxies for success.  

Second, the assumption that engagement metrics reliably reflect consumer dispositions. If faked 

engagement behaviors inflate clicks, shares, and interaction frequency, and if over-engagement 

produces compulsive rather than genuine resource investment, behavioral metrics may 

systematically overestimate engagement quality. Firms should therefore treat visible engagement 

indicators as evidence to be interpreted rather than facts to be accepted, augmenting behavioral 

proxies with affective and cognitive indicators. Concretely, this means incorporating consumer 

stress levels, self-reported sense of agency and control, and perceived social pressure into 

engagement audits and campaign evaluations. This shifts the standard of engagement quality from 

how much consumers engage to how they experience that engagement. Where faked engagement 

behaviors are likely, particularly in influencer marketing and user-generated content contexts, 

firms should establish explicit veracity standards, specifying what constitutes acceptable content 

editing, required disclosures, and performance context. They should also evaluate creator 

partnerships against authenticity indicators and connection with the audience rather than 

engagement volume alone. Taken together, these steps would align measurement more closely with 

the quality of engagement. 

Critically, because dysfunctional engagement operates through a self-reinforcing cycle, platform-

level and firm-level efforts must be coordinated rather than pursued in isolation. In practice, this 

means firms conditioning their platform partnerships and media investments on evidence of 

bounded engagement design, and platforms making well-being-informed design choices 

independently of firm-side pressure to maximize behavioral metrics. Moving toward synergetic 
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cycles of value co-creation requires both. At the same time, the self-reinforcing nature of 

dysfunctional engagement means that firm and platform efforts alone remain insufficient. The 

conditions sustaining dysfunction are also societal, requiring governance, regulation, and 

education to address. 

Beyond the firm: societal implications for governance, regulation, and consumer education 

The well-being costs documented in this dissertation extend beyond individual consumers into 

recalibrated norms and marketplace logics, producing systemic harm that risks intensifying over 

time. Accordingly, this positions dysfunctional engagement as a governance challenge that 

individual- and firm-level efforts alone cannot address. 

For regulators and policymakers, a first priority is holding platforms accountable for the 

dysfunctional engagement manifestations shaped by their design. Platform affordances are 

designed to generate value that can benefit firms and consumers alike. Yet as this dissertation 

shows, the same affordances that drive engagement and value creation simultaneously constitute 

the conditions for dysfunctional engagement and well-being harm. This paradox makes regulation 

both necessary and complex. Manipulative design undermines consumers' ability to make 

informed choices, and existing legal enforcement tools are increasingly being mobilized to address 

them (Raval, 2026). Accordingly, this dissertation's findings support three concrete regulatory 

priorities. First, require platforms to offer gamification-free modes for equivalent marketplace 

offerings, removing the design conditions this dissertation documents as constitutive of over-

engagement. Second, mandate periodic platform assessments to proactively identify consumers at 

risk of over-engagement or stress, treating dysfunctional engagement as a foreseeable design 

outcome rather than an individual failing. Third, require disclosure cues for synthetic or materially 

altered content, directly addressing the conditions that facilitate faked engagement behaviors and 

the distortion of resources circulating in service ecosystems. 

These recommendations align with accelerating regulatory momentum. The EU's forthcoming 

Digital Fairness Act, expected Q4 2026, explicitly targets dark patterns, addictive design features 

including gamification, exploitative personalization, and problematic influencer practices, directly 

mapping onto the technology affordances this dissertation documents as constitutive of 



 

 

50 

dysfunctional engagement (Carroll et al., 2025). The UK Online Safety Act 2023 and a landmark 

California ruling finding social media platforms liable for psychological harm caused by addictive 

design (Kleinman, 2026) further signal an accelerating shift toward regulatory responses that treat 

dysfunctional engagement as a platform-level responsibility rather than an individual one. As AI 

amplifies these affordances through hyper-personalized gamification prompts, synthetic social 

signals, and agentic self-optimization systems, the case for proactive regulation becomes still more 

urgent. Concretely, regulators could require algorithmic impact assessments for AI-driven 

engagement systems before deployment, evaluating their potential to induce over-engagement or 

resource distortion, rather than waiting for consumer harm to materialize before acting. 

A second priority is equipping consumers with the knowledge and skills to engage with 

technological platforms critically and purposefully. Technology dependence depletes cognitive 

resources and increases susceptibility to deceptive design (Stewart et al., 2024), underscoring the 

need for digital literacy as a public health imperative. This dissertation's findings give content to 

that imperative. Consumers need to understand specifically how dysfunctional engagement 

emerges: how gamification affordances can induce compulsive checking and goal-fixation that 

exceeds functional boundaries; how quantification affordances can create data dependency that 

makes disengagement psychologically costly; and how social visibility mechanisms generate the 

evaluative pressure that motivates resource distortion. Particular attention should be given to 

consumers most susceptible to dysfunctional engagement, including those with high data 

dependency, strong goal orientation, or high susceptibility to social comparison, as this 

dissertation's findings show these individual factors intensify dysfunctional engagement 

trajectories. 

Concretely, secondary school curricula could integrate platform literacy modules that teach 

students to recognize gamification mechanics, understand how quantified self-tracking shapes 

behavior, and critically evaluate socially visible engagement metrics, building the interpretive 

skills needed before susceptibility patterns solidify. Workplace wellness programs and public 

health initiatives could extend this to adults, offering accessible training sessions on recognizing 

and responding to early signs of over-engagement in everyday platform use. As younger 

generations become embedded in technological platforms at an increasingly early age, parents 
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represent a critical but often overlooked vector for digital literacy. Accompanying parents through 

targeted programs that help them understand how dysfunctional engagement emerges and how to 

recognize its signs in their children's platform use would extend protective capacity beyond formal 

educational settings and into the household. Restoring the balance of power between platforms 

and consumers requires systemic educational investment rather than placing the burden of 

protection on individuals alone (Dickinson-Delaporte et al., 2020). 

Ultimately, this dissertation contributes to a growing call to place human values at the center of 

how digital technology is designed, governed, and evaluated (Alexander et al., 2025; Anderson et 

al., 2013; Anderson & Ostrom, 2015; Hammedi, Parkinson, et al., 2024). Engagement was 

conceptualized as a mechanism for generating mutual value across actors (Brodie et al., 2019; 

Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014). This dissertation's findings demonstrate that mutually beneficial 

value co-creation is not self-fulfilling. It requires deliberate design, governance, and educational 

choices that place consumer and societal well-being alongside firm-beneficial outcomes. The 

convergence of scholarly evidence, regulatory momentum, and legal accountability documented 

in this section suggests that such a reorientation is both timely and necessary. 

Ethical reflections on engagement marketing 

This dissertation raises fundamental ethical questions about the practice of engagement marketing. 

Technology design that deliberately maximizes engagement intensity is not an ethically neutral 

act. Quantification carries particularly significant ethical stakes: the capture, specification, and 

appropriation of numerical data from consumers' experience impose a particular regime of value 

on embodied life, reducing rich contextual experience to measurable performance and 

concentrating interpretive power asymmetrically in the hands of platform designers (Islam, 2022). 

Drawing on Foucault's (1975) analysis of disciplinary power, platforms that make engagement 

visible, measurable, and comparable create conditions of self-surveillance in which consumers 

regulate their behavior to conform to visible norms, even when doing so generates dysfunctional 

engagement. The ethical question this raises extends beyond cost documentation: it concerns 

whether marketers and platform designers have the right to engineer engagement in the first place. 

Reversing that engineering raises an equally important tension—even protective design 

interventions are paternalistic choices made by designers rather than consumers. In this regard, 
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collaborating with consumers in the design development of technologies increasingly becomes a 

necessity (Belghiti et al., 2026). 

The ethical stakes extend into the ideological conditions that make engagement marketing 

culturally legitimate. The self-optimization discourse embedded in engagement marketing reflects 

a neo-liberal ideology that frames self-development as individual moral responsibilities 

marketized through consumption (Silchenko & Askegaard, 2021). Within this context, over-

engagement is easily reframed as discipline, and the suffering generated by excessive resource 

investment becomes a marker of virtue rather than a signal of harm (Scott et al., 2017). Faked 

engagement behaviors also illustrate this dynamic as they are shaped by a socio-cultural system 

that subordinates authenticity to appearance across engagement contexts, from health and fitness 

to broader brand communities (Alexander et al., 2026). This dissertation's findings invite reflection 

on whether the marketing of self-optimization ultimately serves consumers or primarily the system 

that profits from their engagement. 

A final reflection concerns the socio-cultural boundaries of this dissertation's scope. The well-

being costs documented are consequential, though experienced within conditions of relative 

privilege—by consumers who are digitally literate, financially resourced, and sufficiently 

positioned to invest in self-optimization. This dissertation cannot speak to those excluded by cost, 

health literacy, or digital access. If engagement with self-optimization platforms generates 

systemic harm even for those with the resources to participate, the consequences for those without 

those resources warrant scholarly attention. Consumer research would benefit from expanding its 

scope to include the structural conditions that determine who benefits from engagement—and who 

bears its costs. 

Boundaries of the present dissertation: methodological, theoretical, and contextual 

limitations 

Several limitations of this dissertation warrant acknowledgment. The empirical studies rely on 

self-reported testimonials, which may be subject to social desirability bias, particularly for 

sensitive constructs such as over-engagement and faked engagement behaviors. Additionally, 

consumer engagement in this dissertation is primarily approached through its behavioral 
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dimension, which is particularly observable compared to the affective and cognitive dimensions. 

The operationalization of over-engagement and faked engagement thus warrants development. The 

dissertation's empirical scope is deliberately bounded: it examines well-being costs of consumer 

engagement with technological platforms, within predominantly European samples. While this 

focus generates theoretical depth, findings may not transfer directly to other technological 

platforms, engagement objects, or cultural contexts where dysfunctional engagement dynamics 

and related outcomes may differ. Theoretically, the dissertation builds on the service-dominant 

logic and conservation of resources theory; alternative frameworks may complement these lenses 

and illuminate dimensions of dysfunctional engagement left unaddressed here. Self-determination 

theory, given its explicit focus on autonomous motivation and psychological needs, offers a 

particularly promising avenue, as does institutional theory, which could further illuminate how 

dysfunctional engagement manifestations become embedded and normalized. Finally, technology 

design and social norms evolve rapidly; the specific affordances examined here may be replaced 

by new platform features, and the social norms facilitating dysfunctional engagement may 

recalibrate over time, requiring findings to be interpreted within their technological and cultural 

moment. Several of these limitations point directly toward avenues for future research, as outlined 

in the section that follows. 

Extending the field: future research agenda on dysfunctional consumer engagement 

This dissertation formally establishes dysfunctional consumer engagement as a concept, 

documents two of its manifestations (i.e., over-engagement and faked engagement behaviors) and 

empirically investigates their driving factors, well-being costs, and self-reinforcing dynamics. In 

doing so, it creates the theoretical foundation for a sustained and ambitious research program. The 

agenda that follows represents a structured program organized around the theoretical possibilities 

that dysfunctional consumer engagement as a concept creates for the field. This future research 

agenda is organized across three themes that mirror the dissertation's theoretical architecture and 

is summarized in Table 6.1. 

The first theme questions the functional assumptions underpinning consumer engagement and 

develops the construct's theoretical foundations. This dissertation demonstrates that two 

foundational assumptions, genuine and bounded resource investment, do not always hold. This 
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raises a productive question for the field: which other assumptions warrant similar scrutiny, and 

what new phenomena do they reveal when examined? The voluntary nature of consumer 

engagement is increasingly recognized as shifting across engagement interactions (Hammedi et 

al., 2021; Hollebeek, Kumar, et al., 2022), yet conditions under which engagement becomes 

structurally forced remain undertheorized. Engagement theory assumes reciprocal resource 

exchange, yet this dissertation documents asymmetric value outcomes that raise questions about 

how power differences contribute to dysfunctional engagement. Two emerging phenomena push 

the construct's boundaries further. First, the growing prevalence of quantification and immersion 

affordances challenges the assumption that engagement always involves a distinct external actor, 

calling for a better understanding of the projected self as an engagement object. Second, the 

growing use of virtual influencers and AI-generated engagement behaviors raises fundamental 

questions about the dispositional foundations of engagement and whether engagement dispositions 

can be expressed by technologies.  

More broadly, over-engagement and faked engagement behaviors are the first two manifestations 

of dysfunctional consumer engagement to be formally identified and empirically investigated. Yet, 

they are unlikely to be the only ones. Examining what other manifestations exist across different 

platform contexts, actor types, and cultural settings represents one of the most generative directions 

this agenda opens. Underpinning all of this is a foundational need for formal construct 

operationalization: developing and validating measurement instruments for dysfunctional 

consumer engagement, testing them across platform contexts, and establishing the construct's 

nomological validity through empirical examination of its relationships with established 

engagement and well-being constructs.  

The second theme extends knowledge on the specific manifestations of dysfunctional engagement 

identified in this dissertation. Having identified over-engagement and faked engagement behaviors 

as two manifestations of dysfunctional consumer engagement, this theme deepens understanding 

of each. For over-engagement, foundational questions remain about the threshold beyond which 

intensity becomes dysfunctional, whether distinct profiles exist across cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral dimensions, and how over-engagement might spill over across engagement objects 

within the same service ecosystem. For faked engagement behaviors, the veracity dimension 



 

 

55 

introduced here requires operationalization and measurement before it can be studied 

quantitatively, and the individual, contextual, and evaluative pressures under which faking emerges 

and spreads remain underexplored. Two research questions connect both manifestations: whether 

and how disengagement serves as a recovery mechanism from dysfunctional engagement, and how 

the two forms might co-occur or amplify one another in practice. 

The third theme extends the nomological network of dysfunctional consumer engagement, 

including its antecedents, consequences, boundary conditions, and pathways to mitigation. This 

dissertation provides empirical evidence of a self-reinforcing cycle in which well-being costs 

recalibrate the institutional arrangements sustaining dysfunctional engagement. Understanding the 

conditions under which that cycle can be disrupted or reversed is one of the most practically urgent 

directions for the field. The engagement paradox documented here raises equally important 

questions about how consumers navigate the coexistence of beneficial and detrimental engagement 

outcomes over time, and about the role of temporal discounting in sustaining dysfunctional 

engagement despite accumulating well-being costs. Beyond individual consumers, the 

consequences of dysfunctional engagement for consumer-brand relationships and service 

ecosystems represent significant avenues for future research. Cultural factors, consumer 

empowerment and agency, and new affordance configurations introduced by generative AI and 

immersive technologies extend the agenda further, calling for cross-cultural, longitudinal, and 

experimental designs.  

Taken together, this research agenda positions dysfunctional consumer engagement as a 

theoretically generative concept capable of reshaping how the field understands the relationship 

between engagement, technology, and well-being. 
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Sub-theme Research questions Suggested methodological approaches 
Theme 1: Theoretical foundations and construct development 
Voluntary resource 
investment 

Under what conditions does consumer engagement shift from 
voluntary resource investment to forced participation (e.g., when not 
engaging is structurally difficult)? How does this shift relate to 
dysfunctional engagement manifestations? 

Exploratory qualitative (interviews, netnography, 
focus groups); LLM analysis of social media 
discourse 

Reciprocal resource 
exchange 

How do asymmetries in resource investment and value extraction 
across actors contribute to dysfunctional engagement?  

Multi-stakeholder qualitative interviews; social 
exchange theory and institutional theory as 
potential guiding frameworks 

The projected self as 
engagement object 

Does the interaction between a consumer and their platform-mediated 
self (whether through quantification affordances or immersive 
affordances) constitute genuine resource exchange in the SDL sense?  
If so, what functional assumptions govern self-engagement, and 
under what conditions does it become dysfunctional? 

Conceptual development; exploratory qualitative; 
photovoice diary study; the extended self as 
potential guiding framework 

Human dispositions at 
the source of 
engagement 

How do consumers interpret and respond to AI-generated 
engagement? Does the perceived authenticity of engagement change 
when consumers know it is artificially generated or delegated to an 
agent? 

Exploratory qualitative; survey; experimental 
design 

Typology of 
dysfunctional 
manifestations 

Beyond over-engagement and faked engagement behaviors, what 
other manifestations of dysfunctional consumer engagement exist 
across different platform contexts, actor types, and cultural settings? 
How do they relate to deviations from functional engagement 
assumptions? 

Conceptual development; exploratory qualitative 
across multiple platform contexts; comparative 
case study 

Construct 
operationalization 

How should dysfunctional consumer engagement be formally 
operationalized as a construct, and what dimensions and indicators 
best capture it across contexts and manifestations? 

Conceptual development; expert panel; qualitative 
interviews; scale development 

Table 6.1 Future research agenda 
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Sub-theme Research questions Suggested methodological approaches 
Theme 2: Extending knowledge on over-engagement and faked engagement behaviors 
Over-engagement What factors determine where the intensity threshold lies for 

different consumers, contexts, and affordance configurations? 
Longitudinal field study; experience sampling 

 Are there distinct profiles of over-engagement across cognitive, 
affective, and behavioral dimensions, with different antecedents and 
well-being consequences? 

Qualitative interviews; survey-based latent profile 
analysis 

 Can over-engagement spill over across engagement objects within 
the same service ecosystem? 

Photovoice diary study; longitudinal survey 

 How should engagement intensity be measured across its full range 
(from passive engagement through active engagement to over-
engagement) integrating cognitive, affective, and behavioral 
dimensions? 

Scale development 

Faked engagement 
behaviors 

How does exposure to faked engagement behaviors influence 
subsequent faking, through social learning, norm updating, or 
institutionalization? 

Experimental design; longitudinal survey; LLM 
analysis of social media discourse 

 What individual factors determine susceptibility to faked engagement 
behaviors?  

Survey-based latent profile analysis 

 Under what conditions do evaluative pressures (e.g., leaderboards, 
public rankings, large audiences) strengthen the motivation to fake 
engagement? 

Experimental design 

 How should the veracity dimension of engagement be 
operationalized and measured in empirical research? 

Scale development 

 How do veracity cues (e.g., disclosure labels, verification badges) 
influence consumers' interpretation of engagement and their 
behavioral responses? 

Experimental design 

Interaction between 
engagement 
manifestations 

What is the role of disengagement as a recovery mechanism from 
dysfunctional engagement? Under what conditions does 
disengagement facilitate return to functional resource investment? 

Exploratory qualitative; photovoice diary study; 
experimental design 

 How might over-engagement and faked engagement behaviors co-
occur or interact? Under what conditions might one manifestation 
facilitate or amplify the other? 

Exploratory qualitative; photovoice diary study; 
longitudinal study 

Table 6.1 Future research agenda (continued)  
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Sub-theme Research questions Suggested methodological approaches 
Theme 3: Extending the nomological network of dysfunctional consumer engagement 
Emergence Under what conditions can institutionalized dysfunctional 

engagement be de-institutionalized? What actors, practices, or 
interventions can facilitate that reversal? 

Longitudinal netnography; multi-stakeholder 
interviews; comparative case study; natural 
experiments 

Well-being paradox 
for consumers 

Under what conditions do the beneficial and detrimental outcomes of 
dysfunctional engagement coexist for consumers?  

Photovoice diary study; longitudinal survey; 
experimental design 

 How do consumers navigate that paradox? What is the role of 
temporal discounting, given that immediate perceived benefits may 
outweigh diffuse well-being costs? 

Exploratory qualitative; longitudinal survey; diary 
study 

Actor consequences What are the consequences of dysfunctional engagement for 
consumer-brand relationships? Can dysfunctional engagement erode 
brand trust or drive negative word-of-mouth?  

Survey, experimental design 

 What are the long-term consequences of sustained dysfunctional 
engagement for consumers and service ecosystems? 

Conceptual development; Integrative review; 
Longitudinal multi-stakeholder interviews; 
transformative service research as potential guiding 
framework 

Boundary conditions 
and interventions 

What is the role of cultural factors (including self-construal, 
uncertainty avoidance, and individualism vs. collectivism) in shaping 
dysfunctional engagement manifestations and their well-being costs? 

Cross-cultural comparative survey; experimental 
design 

 How do consumers' perceived power and agency in relation to 
platform design and engagement marketing strategies shape their 
susceptibility to dysfunctional engagement? 

Survey; experimental design 

 How do new affordance configurations introduced by generative AI, 
agentic technologies, and immersive environments facilitate 
dysfunctional engagement manifestations beyond those identified in 
this dissertation? 

Exploratory qualitative; survey 

 How can technology be designed to prevent or reduce dysfunctional 
engagement? What is the effectiveness of bounded engagement 
design interventions? 

Experimental design, A/B testing 

 What educational interventions and public policy mechanisms are 
most effective in helping consumers recognize and manage 
dysfunctional engagement manifestations? 

Multi-stakeholder interviews; field experiment; 
experimental design 

Table 6.1 Future research agenda (continued) 



Concluding statement 

This dissertation is motivated by the observation that consumer engagement, widely regarded as a 

key contemporary marketing imperative, has been predominantly examined in terms of its benefits 

to firms, with comparatively limited attention to its costs for consumers and society. By 

investigating engagement with technological platforms, the findings reveal a fundamental 

paradox: the same affordances intended to drive engagement and create value also shape 

dysfunctional manifestations that generate well-being costs across ecosystem levels. This paradox 

is structural, embedded in the design, optimization, and governance of engagement platforms. In 

advancing knowledge of dysfunctional consumer engagement, this dissertation introduces new 

conceptual tools (including over-engagement and bounded intensity, faked engagement behaviors, 

and veracity) and documents a self-reinforcing dynamic in which well-being costs recalibrate the 

factors that shape dysfunctional manifestations. While much remains to be explored, the proposed 

future research agenda outlines directions for deepening and extending understanding of 

dysfunctional engagement. This dissertation challenges marketing practice and public policy to 

move beyond behavioral engagement metrics and toward accountability for the costs generated by 

engagement strategies. Ultimately, it contributes to a broader call to reimagine engagement 

marketing as a practice oriented toward human flourishing rather than solely maximizing 

consumer resource investment for corporate objectives. 
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