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Executive Summary 


Purpose: This study intends to provide valuable insights into social media marketing strategies of 
 gym chains and the consumers’ motivations to engage with gym chains online. The key objective is 
 to examine the extent to which gym chains can  influence  and create customer-based brand equity 
 through their social media marketing strategies in order to stay successful. The gym chain John Reed 
 serves hereby as an illustration. 


Design/methodology/approach: This study applies a qualitative research approach by conducting 
 semi-structured in-depth interviews with a marketing expert of the fitness industry and 12 consumers. 


Findings: The results indicate a high importance of social media for gym chains. Consequently, a 
 successful  social  media  marketing  strategy  is  a  competitive  advantage  to  maintain  a  favorable 
 industry position. Social media marketing can enhance the creation of customer-based brand equity, 
 especially the brand assets of brand awareness and brand associations. 


Implications: Marketing managers of gym chains should consider the importance of customer-based 
 brand  equity  through  social  media  in  their  overall  marketing  strategy.  Thereby,  individual  brand 
 assets  can  be  enhanced  through  various  social  media  marketing  measures.  However,  a  clear 
 communication of unique selling points must be ensured with focus on the current values and needs 
 of the consumers. 


Limitations/future research: This study underlies limitations caused by external situations and the 
 data collection method. While the Coronavirus crisis impacted the data collection, further limitations 
 elicit  from  the  abductive  research  approach  allowing  only  hypothetical  inferences  and  the  applied 
 research strategy. Future research can enhance the findings through analyzing a variety of gym chains 
 including their offline experiences. 


Originality/value: The study reveals that theories of consumer engagement (Belk, 2013; Islam et al., 
2018;  Tsai  &  Men,  2013)  and  the  customer-based  brand  equity  framework  by  Aaker  (1991)  are 
applicable  in the  context of the social media  marketing of gym  chains. Based on the findings, the 
study provides an initial understanding of CBBE creation through social media marketing by gym 
chains. 
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1.  Introduction  


Health and fitness are omnipresent topics in today’s society. Especially younger generations view fitness 
 more  than  a  lifestyle  choice  and  not  as  an  obligation  (Deighton-Smith  &  Bell,  2018).  Social  media 
 supported  the  origin  of  this  lifestyle  and  is  contributing  to  its  high  relevance  today.  Through  user-
 generated content (UGC), consumers are able to share every aspect of their fitness lifestyle, including 
 nutrition, physique and exercise, with their social networks in a heartbeat (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 


According  to  the  International  Health,  Racquet  &  Sportsclub  Association  (IHRSA),  the  health  club 
 industry had a revenue of almost 94 billion US dollar in 2019 (IHRSA,  2020). This demonstrates the 
 economic significance of the fitness lifestyle apart from the societal impact of created beauty standards 
 and improving health levels (Dworkin & Wachs, 2009). 


Gym  chains1  represent  a  traditional  business  model  in  the  fitness  industry  as  its  cultural  roots  can  be 
 traced back to the early 18th century (Andreasson & Johansson, 2014). As of the 1960s, the fascination 
 around bodybuilding led to the first drastic increase in gym chain members which put the business model 
 into the center of attention. Gym chains come from a time where fitness was made available for everyone 
 and where technologies had little impact on communication in business and personal life. However, the 
 design of gym chains for enabling fitness for the masses is no longer congruent with the consumer needs 
 today. Heavily influenced through social media, society is currently experiencing a second fitness boom 
 (Millington, 2018). In contrast to the first wave between the 1970s and 1980s, socio-technical networks 
 inform consumers on new fitness trends in real-time. This has led to a shift of the focus from pure muscle 
 building  to  substantial  body  health  and  customizable  fitness  methods.  Despite  the  evident  change  of 
 consumer  needs,  gym  chains  have  not  substantially  changed  their  look  and  feel  in  the  last  decades. 


Additionally, new fitness trends including virtual training and state-of-the art home equipment originate 
 on a constant basis, often introduced to consumers on social media (Schmaltz, 2019a). As a result, the 
 IHRSA strongly emphasizes the need of gym chains to advertise beyond their functionality and to use 


1In the following, the term gym and gym chain will be applied synonymously for fitness centres or fitness clubs defining “a 
place  where  [people]  go  to  exercise,  for  example  by  lifting  weights  or  using  other  equipment”  is  consulted  (Cambridge 
Dictionary, n.d.-a). Thereby, a chain is viewed as a “a group of similar businesses […] which are all owned and controlled by 
the same organization” (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.-b).
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 social  media as a  marketing  instrument. More specifically, gym  chains ought to  clearly communicate 
 their  USPs  and  offer  individual  experiences  to  customers  in  order  to  prevent  them  of  pursuing  other 
 fitness alternatives (Schmaltz, 2019b). 


Social  media  offers  a  platform  for  individuals  to  live  out  their  distinct  personalities  and  also  to 
 individually shape their consumption behavior (Brunskill, 2013). The demand for individuality by the 
 consumers  is  mirrored  in  the  differentiation  of  businesses,  including  gym  chains  (Holt,  2016).  Since 
 social  media  offers  the  same  differentiation  possibilities  to  companies  as  to  consumers,  social  media 
 marketing is vital to fulfill this requirement. Successful social media marketing needs a strong customer 
 focus. Only if this focus is applied brands know what type of content consumers find interesting and how 
 to create it (Kotler & Keller, 2016). The purpose of social media marketing is to create a brand presence 
 that is favorable to develop customer relationships. Thereby, brands present their long-term focus instead 
 of focusing on short-term marketing initiatives with immediate sales effect. They also acknowledge the 
 role  of  customers  as  active  creators  and  their  added  value  to  the  brand  through  UGC  (O’Reilly  & 


Lancendorfer, 2014). The value that is added to a brand’s products or services through being recognized 
 by consumers is defined as brand equity, a principle after which a multitude of companies evaluates their 
 marketing efforts. When brands obtain a customer focus on brand equity, brand equity is considered as 
 customer-based (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993). If positive, customer-based brand equity (CBBE) has a high 
 impact on a consumer’s purchase intention, which as a result, leads to revenue for companies and support 
 in maintaining a successful position in the industry (Aaker, 1992). 


As service providers, gym chains should satisfy current customer needs and learn from upcoming trends 
 to adapt their business model to the 21st century  to  stay competitive  in the industry (Vargo &  Lusch, 
 2004). Social media influences but also reveals the needs of gym chain customers. Its ambivalent role 
 emphasizes that implementing social media as a tactical action within the marketing mix is essential for 
 gym chains. 


The  relevance  of  the  fitness  lifestyle  on  social  media  and  the  requirement  of  brands  to  differentiate 
themselves from competitors further justifies the significance of examining the social media marketing 
of gym chains. Nevertheless, the intentions of the brand to create CBBE through social media marketing 
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 is only one side of the coin.  Implied by the notion that customers are  the base on which gym chains’ 


brand equity is created, consumer engagement is the starting point for CBBE (Schultz & Peltier, 2013). 


Therefore, gym chains are required to understand and elicit consumer engagement on social media in 
 order to yield the desired outcomes of their social media marketing strategies. 


1.1.  Study Motivation and Purpose 


This thesis’ topic is positioned in the interface of  our graduate program concentration of “Brand and 
 Communications Management” as well as the field of Sports Management and Marketing. The focus on 
 gym chains and their social media marketing efforts originated because of our interest in fitness related 
 topics  and  social  media.  Especially  as  students,  which  implied  several  changes  of  residence  and  thus 
 switching gym memberships, experiences with different kind of gym chains and other workout methods 
 have  been  made  firsthand.  Being  customers  ourselves,  we  find  it  as  well  significant  to  investigate 
 consumer behavior on social media, especially regarding fitness related content, as the own health and 
 fitness efforts do not only represent personal and sensitive topics, but also highly popular topics on social 
 media networks as a result of a constantly growing trend worldwide. 


Through own experiences as customers of gym chains, a discrepancy of offline experiences at a gym and 
the gym’s presence on social media networks such as Instagram has been identified on a  continuous 
basis. This discrepancy derives from the fact that positive offline experiences were not congruent with 
the  social  media  experience,  because  gym  chains  were  unsuccessful  in  communicating  their  unique 
selling point (USP) convincingly. Additionally, social media and the existential influence it can have on 
customer-brand relationships has been investigated thoroughly over the course of the last two academic 
years. As a result, studying the effect of social media marketing initiatives implemented by gym chains 
on the brand’s equity combines both our personal interests as consumers and our academic interests as 
Master students. 
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 The overarching research question (RQ) for this master thesis is: 


RQ: How do gym chains implement social media marketing strategies in order to remain successful 
 in the fitness industry? 


In  order  to  answer  the  research  question  of  this  study,  three  sub  questions  (SQ)  are  set  up.  They  are 
 covering  the  three  essential  areas  that  enable  answering  the  main  research  question.  With  the  sub 
 questions, the company view is enhanced through insights from the consumer perspective. Hereby, the 
 expert’s gym chain John Reed serves as an illustration and does not represent a case object for this study, 
 as for this the scope of empirical data is not sufficient. Rather,  observations from  a specific company 
 view and consumer view will be used in order to find explanations for the underlying problem identified 
 above.  This  is  aligned  with  the  reasoning  approach  of  abduction  in  qualitative  research,  where 
 conclusions  are  built  on  the  observations  made  in  the  most  likely  sensemaking  way.  However,  these 
 observations are based on the information available, which are therefore generally defined as incomplete 
 and can only lead to hypothetical inferences. 


SQ 1:  What role does social media have in gym chains’ total marketing efforts? 


SQ 2:  What are the underlying motivations for consumers to engage with gym chains on social 
 media?  


SQ 3:  How do social media marketing efforts of gym chains lead to potential CBBE? 


In the first SQ, the importance of social media for gym chains considering their total marketing efforts 
must be identified. With that result, it can be evaluated to which extent social media is intentionally used 
by brands in order to strengthen the brand’s equity. After identifying the role of social media from the 
brand’s perspective, the consumers’ perspective is applied. These insights lead to a better understanding 
of  the  reasons  behind  using  social  media  and  engaging  with  brands  on  social  media,  especially  with 
fitness related brands. Finally, the third SQ examines whether the efforts to support the creation of CBBE 
by  gym  chains  are  successful  and  how  the  social  media  presence  of  gym  chains  is  perceived  by  the 
consumers.  Here,  the  brand  John  Reed  and  the  consumers’  evaluation  of  the  brand’s  social  media 
presence are considered while answering SQ 3. 
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 Through  the  findings  and  its  sensemaking,  it  should  be  possible  to  create  valuable  managerial 
 implications for social media marketing managers of gym chains on how brand equity can be enhanced 
 by the efficient use of social media strategies which, as a result, has influence on successfully maintaining 
 market positions. 


1.2.  Delimitations  


This research underlies several delimitations because of its limited scope in terms of time and resources. 


These  delimitations  influence  the  target  market,  the  target  group  as  well  as  the  theoretical  and 
 methodological scope of the research and are elaborated on in the following subchapters. 


1.2.1. Target Market and Group 


The present research concentrates on the fitness industry within Europe that constitutes the second largest 
 fitness market worldwide (Statista, 2019a) behind North America (Statista, 2019b). This is based on a 
 revenue of 27.2 billion Euro as well as 62.2 million gym members in 2018 (Deloitte, 2019). 


In addition to the limitation of the target market, the present study only examines one specific customer 
 segment in the European fitness market. There is a multitude of consumer profiles in the fitness industry, 
 which can be best segmented by applying demographic variables. Here, the framework of demographic 
 segmentation by Kotler and Keller (2016) is consulted as it considers the consumers’ needs and wants. 


Accordingly, this study focuses on  European  consumers of an age between 24  to 28 years. The  main 
reason for choosing  this specific age group is based on the assumption  that consumers of similar  age 
show  similarities  regarding  social  media  usage,  consumption  and  fitness  routines.  Even  though  the 
chosen  age  group  finds  itself  in  the  generation  of  millennials,  this  research  is  not  supposed  to  be  a 
generation study. 
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 1.2.2. Theoretical Delimitation 


The  theoretical  framework  of  this  research  paper  is  divided  into  three  parts.  In  the  first  chapter,  the 
 necessary foundations of social media are elaborated on. Here, literature on social media’s origin and the 
 development to social commerce as well as social media marketing is displayed. The chapter is concluded 
 with insights into the social media marketing of gym chains. 


The second chapter of the theoretical framework focuses on consumer engagement theories. Here, Tsai 
 and Men’s (2013) motivations and antecedents of consumer engagement in social media establish base 
 principles of social interaction and  information search.  Further insights into  the reasons for consumer 
 engagement  on  social  media  are  provided  by  Belk’s  revisional  framework  of  the  Extended  Self  in  a 
 digital  environment  (2013).  The  chapter  concludes  with  the  congruity  theory,  which  was  firstly 
 developed by Osgood and Tannenbaum (1955) and later on adapted and applied in a business and social 
 media context (Islam, Rahman & Hollebeek, 2018). 


The third and last chapter of the theoretical framework covers Aaker’s theory on CBBE (1991). The aim 
 is to extend the framework by introducing literature that investigates respective brand equity components 
 in either a social media or fitness context (Bruhn, Schoenmueller & Schäfer, 2012; Castillo-Rodríguez, 
 Onetti & Minguet, 2019; Kim & Ko, 2012). 


The  goal  of  this  research  is  two-fold,  which  is  why  the  theoretical  framework  contains  chapters  on 
 consumer engagement theory as well as on brand equity theory. The first goal is to gain in-depth expertise 
 and knowledge on the fitness industry and the relevance of social media from a gym chain’s perspective. 


The second goal is to build a wider understanding of consumers’ use of social media, their perception of 
 the  fitness  lifestyle  spread  on  social  media  and  finally  their  evaluation  of  gym  chains’  social  media 
 marketing efforts. 


1.2.3. Methodological Delimitation 


In  order  to  explore  the  nature  of  social  media  marketing  of  gym  chains  in  the  context  of  CBBE,  a 
qualitative  research  method  is  chosen  for  the  study  at  hand.  Accordingly,  the  study  is  of  exploratory 
nature and based on secondary and primary data. Semi-structured in-depth interviews are conducted as 
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 the primary data  collection method.  Insights into the social media  marketing strategies of  a  European 
 gym  chain  are  gained  with  one  expert  interview.  12  consumer  interviews  are  conducted  in  order  to 
 investigate not only the motivations behind their engagement with fitness related content on social media 
 platforms  but  also  their  evaluation  of  the  illustrated  gym  chain’s  Instagram  presence.  The  underlying 
 research approach for this data collection and analysis is characterized as abductive. This entails that all 
 information available is observed and explanations  for observations are formulated  through abductive 
 reasoning. 



2.  Theoretical Framework  


The following subchapters address the origin of social media (marketing), relevant consumer engagement 
 theories and Aaker’s model of CBBE (1991). Further literature is considered in order to view the theories 
 in the context of gym chains. 


2.1.  Foundations of Social Media  


The purpose of this chapter is to present the underlying theories of social media marketing. Therefore, it 
 is divided into subchapters in order to structure the origin of social media and the resulting opportunities 
 for gym chains. 


2.1.1.  Social Networking Sites and Social Media 


In the last two decades, the  internet and the development of powerful devices with smart applications 
 have  revolutionized  the  communication  between  people  and  how  messages  are  sent  and  received. 


Hereby,  Web  2.0  is  characterized  as  the  underlying  technological  infrastructure  which  made  this 
development  possible  (Tuten  &  Solomon,  2018).  Instead  of  a  unidirectional  flow  of  communication, 
receivers  could  now  react  and  reply  to  messages  through  multidirectional  interaction  due  to  Web  2.0 
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 (Wyrwoll, 2014). As a result, the boundaries within the world have vanished and power has been shifted 
 from  the  brand  to  the  consumer  (Berthon,  Pitt,  Plangger  &  Shapiro,  2012).  Based  on  this  incisive 
 development, social networking sites (SNSs) and social media have originated and grown continuously 
 to be a ubiquitous part of people’s daily life. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) mark the development of the 
 SNSs MySpace in 2003 and Facebook in 2004 as the time of origin of the term social media. Especially 
 people who  either grew up with  the rapidly advancing digital opportunities  or were young enough  to 
 learn the new digital competences are heavy users of social media nowadays. The definition of SNSs has 
 been widely accepted as: 


“web-based  services  that  allow  individuals  to  (1)  construct  a  public  or  semi-public  profile  within  a 
 bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and 
 traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system.” (Boyd & Ellison, 2007, 
 p.211).  


This definition is in line with the culture of participation that originated alongside the development of 
 social media and SNSs (Wyrwoll, 2014).  In the context of SNSs, social media can be viewed as “the 
 technologies or applications that people use in developing and maintaining their social networking sites.” 


(Albarran, 2013, p.2). Figuratively speaking, social media is thus creating new habitats for markets, in 
 which  companies  can  directly  communicate  to  customers  but  also  in  which  customers  can  interact 
 between  themselves.  Aral,  Dellarocas  and  Godes  (2013)  regard  social  media  as  more  than  new 
 technologies  and  applications  and  define  it  as  “fundamentally  changing  the  way  we  communicate, 
 collaborate,  consume  and  create”  (p.3).  This  is  aligned  with  Berthon  et  al.  (2012),  describing  it  as  a 
 content, that represents the “function of the technology, culture, and government of a particular country 
 or context.” (p.261). 


The origin of SNSs and social media has affected every individual’s life as well as every economical 
sector,  including  the  fitness  industry.  There  is  hardly  any  single  gym,  gym  chain,  personal  trainer  or 
fitness  influencer  without  representation  on  social  media.  For  brands,  creating  a  SNS  account  offers 
essential advantages compared to traditional advertising channels such as TV and print. The first radical 
benefit of SNSs is that they are representing an efficient and affordable method for brands to create a 
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 network and ensure its maintenance (Donath & Boyd, 2004) while simultaneously allowing easy access 
 to consumers and fans (Pegoraro, 2010). Alongside, marketing a brand with SNSs is cheap. Hence, the 
 company’s  marketing  budget  can  be  used  more  efficiently  when  they  engage  in  social  media 
 (Weerawardena & Mort, 2006). 


2.1.2. Social Media Platforms 


Through social media, websites and mobile applications offer different communicative purposes. These 
 so-called social media platforms, also defined as social media channels, are highly popular in use and 
 change with time and technological developments. Despite their high popularity and usage by estimated 
 3.1 billion people worldwide in 2021, the share of social media platform applications in the Apple App 
 Store has been 2.24% by the end of November 2019 (Statista, 2019c; 2020). This is because only a few 
 social media platforms  are extremely successful  while the majority fails after a short amount of time. 


However, even once highly popular and used, technological and societal change lead to many platforms 
 failing with time (Routley, 2019). 


To participate on a social  media platform, a user creates a  personal profile. This profile  is filled with 
 information about the user, such as demographic characteristics, pictures, as well as hobbies and interests. 


These profiles are curated carefully, as they should represent the user in the best way possible and serve 
 as his digital personality.2 In 1997, the first social media platform called SixDegrees has been developed 
 and incorporated all at the time known technological features such as communicating with friends online 
 and surf through the friends’ friends lists (Wu, Stewart & Liu, 2015). With 3.5 million people registered, 
 SixDegrees has been heavily used by that time. Today, Facebook and Instagram are the most used social 
 media  networks,  with  respectively  2.2  and  1.1  billion  monthly  active  users  in  2019  (Routley,  2019). 


However, social media platforms differ in their purpose and usage and thus their shared content. In fact, 
 the authors Voorveld, Van Noort, Muntinga and Bronner (2018) state that the context, i.e. the platform 
 type,  has  a  higher  influence  on  the  spreading  of  a  message  than  the  content  of  the  message  itself. 


Facebook and Instagram obtain similar features and are interlinked  as the  company  Facebook bought 


2 In the following, gender-specific terms may be used in order to ease the text flow. Whenever a gender-specific term is 
used, it should be understood as referring to both genders, unless explicitly stated. 
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 Instagram in 2012. For instance, targeted advertising campaigns can be set up and organized for both 
 platforms via one tool (Shumaker, 2018). As Instagram is a rather new social media platform founded in 
 2010, it is predominantly used by younger generations than Facebook which was developed in 2004 and 
 which has a significant number of users older than 65 years (Jackson, 2019; Shumaker, 2018). Because 
 of  their  similarity,  Instagram  is  also  called  “the  new  Facebook”  for  younger  and  future  generations 
 (Shumaker, 2018). What is striking is that content shared on Instagram generates a significantly higher 
 level of engagement than content on Facebook. This can result in a 200 times higher engagement for the 
 same post as it has been examined in the Social Media Industry Benchmark Report from 2019 (Feehan, 
 2019).  One  reason  for  this  is  a  generally  higher  engagement  rate  for  images  posted  on  Instagram,  as 
 Instagram has a dominant visual focus on the editing and posting of images and short videos. However, 
 longer written texts and detailed information on a specific topic or product work better on  Facebook, 
 which  is  more  suitable  to  create  online  spaces  for  communities  and  extensive  personal  profiles  than 
 Instagram (Shumaker, 2018). 


The  development  of  new  social  media  platforms  is  always  supported  by  a  rising  societal  trend  of 
 communication. It is because of the strong desire of users to communicate in a low text but highly visual 
 way  that  Instagram  reached  its  high  level  of  popularity  (Lee,  Lee,  Moon  &  Sung,  2015).  A  similar 
 situation is currently occurring regarding TikTok, a Chinese social media platform that was developed 
 in 2012 but introduced to the global market in 2017 (Shea, 2019). Today, it is the fastest growing platform 
 in the world with 500 million active users worldwide and over one billion videos watched daily (Asquith, 
 2020). 


Besides the importance for users as means of communication, social media platforms have become an 
 increasingly important tool in scientific research. One important research approach is data mining where 
 existing information in form of brand pages on social media or user posts are used as research subjects. 


In addition, social media can serve as means to promote a research, e.g. through sharing a survey link on 
social media. Most importantly, however, do social media channels offer the possibility to identify and 
contact suitable study participants more easily (Quinn, 2020). As users share their personal preferences 
on  social  media  channels  through  indicating,  liking  or  following  them,  members  of  specific  interest 
groups can be targeted group wise in a low-cost and geographically unrestricted way. Additionally, social 
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 media  platforms  serve  as  optimal  locations  for  behavioral  and  social  science  studies  since  distinct 
 dynamics  of  social  interaction  are  evoked  on  each  channel.  Li  (2019)  argues  for  the  significance  of 
 behavioral  studies  with  the  interconnectivity  between  social  media  networks  and  offline  networks 
 through which user behavior on social media platforms influences their offline social behavior largely. 


2.1.3. Social Commerce 


Social media has caused the creation of social commerce as a part of e-commerce (Hajli, 2015). Primarily 
 introduced  as  a  term  in  2004  with  the  development  and  popularity  of  Facebook  and  Twitter,  social 
 commerce  proves  the  great  influence  that  social  media  exerts  on  consumers’  purchase  intentions  and 
 general  consumption  behavior  (Bürklin,  Henninger  &  Boardman,  2019).  In  fact,  Tuten  and  Solomon 
 (2018) dedicate one out of their established four zones of social media to social commerce. According to 
 the authors, the process of shopping and purchasing, offline as well as online, is characterized through 
 social interactions of several kinds, such as the consultation with a friend, family member or the contact 
 with  sales  staff.  Social  commerce  combines  both  e-commerce  and  social  media.  It  refers  to  online 
 shopping and the usability of social media platforms via the consumer’s social media profiles to interact 
 and  exchange  opinions  about  the  shopping  experience  during  the  shopping  process  itself  (Lin,  Li  & 


Wang, 2017). Further, social commerce enables consumers to shop over social media channels since ads 
 market  products  and  offer  links  to  the  online  shop  (Bürklin  et  al.,  2019).  Thereby,  the  utilitarian 
 motivational  factors  for  online  shopping  such  as  convenience,  selection  and  information  availability 
 defined  by  Ha  and  Lennon  (2010)  are  enhanced  even  further.  Nevertheless,  social  commerce  also 
 addresses  the  hedonic  consumer  needs.  Next  to  being  able  to  find  the  comparatively  best  offer  for  a 
 product’s  or  service’s  best  price  while  saving  time,  the  consumer  is  motivated  to  engage  in  social 
 commerce because of informational support and community engagement (Blazquez, Zhang, Boardman 


& Henninger, 2019). Informational support consists of advice, personal opinion and factual information 
and helps consumers to identify problems and make decisions. Community engagement is based on the 
user’s  tendency  to  browse  more  in  an  online  shopping  context  when  there  is  a  strong  feeling  of 
commitment towards a specific online community, e.g. evolving around a specific product or brand. The 
hedonic consumer needs that can be satisfied through social commerce is also the main difference from 
social  commerce  to  e-commerce,  which  does  not  necessarily  involve  such  high  level  of  interactivity 
(Busalim & Hussin, 2016). 
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Figure 1: The Creation of Social Commerce. Source: Authors’ own Depiction.


Through social commerce, individuals do not necessarily retain the role of the buyer but can also easily 
 become a seller of products. This development led to the existence of influencers, who are defined as 


“individuals who influence the buying decisions for themselves and others.” (Fletcher, 2019, p.6). As an 
 influencer, a wide fan base and successful strategies in growing one’s social media account are necessary 
 to receive “respect for their knowledge, experience or abilities around a topic” (Fenton, Mohamad & 


Jones,  2019,  p.208).  Once  the  status  of  being  an  influencer  is  achieved,  brands  are  interested  in 
 cooperating by providing the brand’s products which the influencer presents and tests on his social media 
 account.  A  deep  understanding  of  consumers’  interests  and  the  formation  of  online  communities  is 
 necessary in order  to choose the most relevant influencers that can  introduce the brand to the desired 
 target group (Fenton et al., 2019). 


However, many influencers also begin to market their own name as a brand, develop own products and 
 become  entrepreneurs  themselves.  Consequently,  they  might  turn  into  competitors  instead  desired 
 cooperation partners. This is a viable threat in the fitness industry, as fitness influencers are developing 
 their  own  fitness  programs  and  advertise  them  via  their  social  media  channels.  Thus,  influencers 
 represent strong competitors for gym chains as they encourage potential users of gym chains to work out 
 at home or that workout equipment provided by gym chains is not required for great results. For instance, 
 the SWEAT-App of the popular fitness influencer Kayla Itsines has been downloaded 300,000 times in 
 March  2020,  declaring  the  program  and  its  evolving  community  as  the  “world’s  largest  digital  gym” 


(Kayla Itsines, n.d.). 


2.1.4. Social Media Marketing 


The  promising  business  opportunities  and  the  increasing  popularity  of  SNSs  convinced  companies  to 
extent  their  marketing  activities  to  social  media  (Wu  et  al.,  2015).  By  that,  companies’  strategic 
marketing was slowly extended to social media marketing, which is defined as “the utilization of social 
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 media technologies, channels, and software to create, communicate, deliver and exchange offerings that 
 have value for an organization’s stakeholder.” (Tuten & Solomon, 2018, p.18). Through social media 
 marketing tactics, brands put great effort into  their  social media presence by creating  meaningful and 
 interesting content to ultimately increase the brand’s awareness and liking in the consumers’ minds. As 
 such, companies can achieve conversion rates through social media platforms that are up to eight times 
 higher than through other online advertising (Shumaker, 2018). This is greatly attributable to the strategic 
 targeting  of  consumers  on  social  media.  Social  media  users  voluntarily  share  demographic  and 
 psychographic variables on which basis they are exposed to ads that algorithms evaluate as relevant to 
 them. This results in a higher likelihood of conversing a visitor into a customer (Hart, Bond & Hendricks, 
 2013). 


Tuten and Solomon (2018) advice to carefully plan and organize social media marketing strategies within 
 the  marketing  plan,  consisting  of  product,  pricing,  distribution  and  promotional  elements.  The  use  of 
 social media marketing strategies often applies within the promotional aspect of the marketing mix, as 
 the brand’s products and services can be well presented through created content as well as coupons and 
 other promotions which  can be communicated  to a  broad audience. In  the beginning of social media, 
 companies were observed to create content  that was completely detached from the companies’ offline 
 marketing strategies and communications. However, marketing strategies executed on social media need 
 to be aligned with and support the brand’s entire marketing strategy. To include social media platforms 
 in the existing marketing strategy thus represents a great challenge for brands (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). 


The main task is to convert the content so that it is effective on social media, since existing offline content 
 cannot be simply posted on social media (Wu et al., 2015). Rather, the content must be tailored to the 
 platform’s distinct  characteristics  in order to reach  the goal of consumers’  engaging in brand-related 


“word of mouth” communication (WOM). Once achieved, WOM can lead to a rippling effect and serve 
as a valuable support for brand’s marketing initiatives. Other users are perceived as reliable sources of 
information and can thus reduce a potential customer’s doubts about a product through positive WOM 
(Wu, Fan & Zhao, 2018). Although the term WOM often refers to online WOM activities, some literature 
differentiates between traditional, offline WOM that happens face-to-face and eWOM, an abbreviation 
for  electronic  word  of  mouth  (Zhou,  McCormick,  Blazquez  &  Barnes,  2019).  Although  any  kind  of 
positive  WOM  is  beneficial  for  the  brand,  the  focus  of  marketing  initiatives  on  social  media  lies  on 
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 eWOM, which is defined as one of the most important communication touchpoints between consumers 
 before or after their purchase experience (King, Racherla & Bush, 2014). 


In order to achieve positive eWOM, brands have the option to engage with opinion leaders, the previously 
 mentioned influencers (Zhou et al., 2019). Often, brands are clear in the message they would like to share 
 but lack the knowledge in communicating it to its customers. Opinion leaders have often reached a status 
 of being an expert for a certain area and thus have a large group of followers and admirers. Not only is 
 communicating  via  an  influencer  an  easy  way  to  target  a  large  group  of  consumers  sharing  similar 
 interests but it also favors the perceived credibility of the marketing message once  it is communicated 
 by the influencer. As a result, the influencer serves as a brand ambassador and forms a bridge between 
 the brand and potential consumers through his authentic connection to his followers (Backaler, 2018). 


Thus, the consumers are more  likely to engage in eWOM that in turn,  leads to  a higher  likelihood of 
 purchase, as many studies have affirmed the positive influence of eWOM on purchase intention (Erkan 


& Evans, 2016; Kudeshia & Kumar, 2017; Yusuf, Che Hussin & Busalim, 2018).  The importance of 
 eWOM stems from the constantly shrinking control that companies can exert on firm-related information 
 that  is  shared  online  (Kaplan  &  Haenlein,  2010).  Hence,  great  efforts  must  be  performed  to  avoid 
 negative eWOM and support the spreading of positive brand-related user experiences.  Further, social 
 media marketing strategies are iterative processes according to Stoychev (2019). Through social media, 
 brands receive feedback on marketing campaigns, services and products in real-time, which gives them 
 the chance to react immediately with improvements and updates (Bradbury & O’Boyle, 2017). 


2.1.5. Social Media Marketing of Gym Chains 


Using social media for marketing measures offers new possibilities of communicating with the consumer. 


It is thus affecting  traditional marketing channels such as TV strongly and often leads to a decline of 
 traditional marketing approaches (Rothschild, 2011). This applies to all players in the fitness industry 
 including gym chains. According to Thompson, Martin, Gee and Eagleman (2014), it is crucial for sports 
 entities  to  directly  communicate  to  their  consumers  in  order  to  expand  their  reach  and  awareness. 


Successfully  reaching  the  target  group  with  similar  interests,  however,  proves  challenging  through 
traditional offline and online advertising channels. In contrast, direct and targeted communication with 
the consumer represents one of the main advantages of SNSs and social media for gym chains. Through 
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 social media, gym chains can post images and videos of the studio facilities as well as the equipment and 
 convince  potential  customers  to  become  a  member.  Additionally,  they  receive  direct  feedback  from 
 existing and potential customers in form of likes and comments (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). 


However, there are several challenges gym chains are facing when implementing social media marketing 
 strategies. Holt (2016), who examines the use of social media from a brand’s perspective, opinions that 
 only few brands manage to create meaningful content successfully in the highly dynamic environment 
 of social media. One reason for this phenomenon  is the countless number of brands being present on 
 social  media  as  this  decreases  each  brand’s  significance.  Hence,  only  brands  who  are  successful  in 
 establishing  and  communicating  their  unique  culture  can  prevail  in  this  competitive  setting.  This  is 
 applicable to gym chains, as there is a high number of competitors present on social media. Additionally, 
 gym chains are facing the challenge to differentiate themselves from each other because their services 
 and products offered are similar in nature. Consequently, it is important that brands create their own, 
 memorable  culture  through  its  branding  activities.  Consumers,  referred  to  as  digital  crowd,  are 
 participating in this culture creation. Supporting the active participation of the digital crowd is beneficial 
 as  it  reduces  the  risk  of  social  media  content  to  be  perceived  as  clutter,  which  is  a  common  pitfall. 


Consequently, brands are advised to focus less on the social media platform itself and more on crowd 
 cultures and the exploitation of opportunities they expose. For almost any topic, a crowd culture can be 
 found  on  social  media.  Nevertheless,  brands  find  it  hard  to  create  content  that  addresses  consumers’ 


emotions and that keeps them authentically interested in the brand and what it has to say. 


The  fitness  industry  entails  a  highly  passionate  crowd  culture  on  social  media  (Wong,  2017).  Topics 
around health, well-being and fitness have developed to a fitness lifestyle movement that is shared by 
many users. The movement originated when famous people such as actors or musicians began to promote 
their own healthy lifestyle (Arnold, 2018). Consequently,  their fans began to  admire the lifestyle and 
began to pursue it as well. Nowadays, users are focused on presenting themselves as health-focused, fit 
and self-confident. The strong presence of fitness-related content on social media platforms has been the 
subject  of  studies  in  the  past.  For  instance,  Burke  and  Rains  (2019)  found  out  that  users  who  are 
constantly  exposed  to  fitness-related  content  are  increasingly  concerned  of  their  own  weight.  This 
behavior was supported through the belief of users that other people that shared the content were fitter 
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 than  they  were.  Hence,  the  fitness  lifestyle  movement  has  also  faced  heavy  criticism  for  creating 
 unrealistic  physical  expectations  and  body  images  through  social  media,  leading  to  dissatisfaction  of 
 users with themselves (Dworkin & Wachs, 2009). However, this criticism does not diminish the huge 
 crowd of fitness worshippers who are constantly focused on presenting themselves as fit and healthy on 
 social media. 


Because of its popularity, gym chains benefit of the opportunity to support this movement by posting 
 content that is not only motivating but also content that points out the distinct advantages of becoming a 
 customer  of  a  specific  gym  brand.  According  to  Wong  (2017),  companies  can  best  differentiate 
 themselves  from  competitors  through  connecting  the  most  to  big  online  communities.  As  the  high 
 popularity of a fit and healthy lifestyle is an opportunity for all players in the fitness industry, each gym 
 chain must convincingly market itself in order to win over the most users. Customers who remain loyal 
 and  engage  with  the  brand  on  social  media  serve  as  brand  ambassadors  who  advocate  for  the  brand. 


Through  positive  eWOM  encouraged  by  customer  brand  ambassadors,  the  gym  chain’s  online 
 community can be enlarged with little effort effectuated from the brand’s side (Zhou et al., 2019). 


The question of how to win the largest user group over for the own brand has been answered differently 
 in literature. According to Smith (2017), the biggest competition on social media is not about posting the 
 most relevant content, but which gym chain succeeds in connecting the brand image with the consumer’s 
 identity, values and needs. Yet, Bradbuy and O’Boyle (2017) opinion that brand trust as well as loyalty 
 can only be reached on social media if the content is relevant and engaging. Apart from struggling to 
 become  the  gym  chain  with  the  strongest  bond  with  specific  online  communities,  new  fitness  trends, 
 which are marketed on social media may hinder a gym chain’s reach and awareness (Schmaltz, 2019a). 


Especially  on  Instagram,  certain  influencers  have  achieved  a  large  group  of  followers  and  admirers. 


Through sharing details from their private life, they connected to their followers on an emotional level, 
which  is  hardly  possible  for  gym  chains  to  do  due  to  their  functional  nature  as  facilities  with  fitness 
equipment. Already highly popular fitness influencers like Kayla Itsines become entrepreneurs through 
creating a fitness program that can also be accomplished at home with no or only basic equipment such 
as  dumbbells  (Kayla  Itsines,  n.d.).  Compared  to  gym  chains,  these  fitness  influencers  or  fitness 
entrepreneurs have their origin on social media, which gives them a competitive advantage in terms of 



(26)23 
 emotional identification and strong customer relationships. Not only are they professionals in using social 
 media for sharing private information, but they are also well-trained in using social media platforms as 
 marketing opportunities. Hence, they represent a threat to gym chains, which increases their necessity of 
 including social media platforms successfully into their overall marketing strategy.  


2.2.  Consumer Engagement  


The following subchapters contain theories on the unconscious and conscious motivations of consumers 
 to engage with gym chains on social media and how brands can further drive consumer engagement.  


2.2.1. Motivations and Antecedents of Consumer Engagement 


Consumer engagement has been found to be one of the most desired objects of a social media marketing 
 strategy and a widely researched area within the last decade (Pansari & Kumar, 2018). It is defined as 


“the level of an individual customer’s motivational, brand-related and context-dependent state of mind 
 characterized  by  specific  levels  of  cognitive,  emotional  and  behavioral  activity  in  direct  brand 
 interactions” (Hollebeek, 2011, p. 790).  


Brand-related activities of consumers’ engagement on SNSs can be divided into three levels according 
 to  Muntinga,  Moorman  and  Smit’s  (2011)  typology  of  consumers’  online  brand-related  activities 
 (COBRA). The “minimal  level of online  activeness” represents the first stage and describes the  most 
 passive engagement of the customer. A consumer is within this stage, if he is only viewing the brand’s 
 shared  content.  The  first  stage  is  followed  by  the  “moderate  level  of  online  activeness”  in  which  the 
 consumer is more engaged. This can result in a customer reacting to content that is shared by the brand, 
 e.g. by liking or commenting (Muntinga  et  al., 2011). The highest engagement is done by consumers 
 who are in the “ultimate level of online activeness”. Here, user-generated content (UGC) is created by 
 the consumer meaning that he actively shares brand-related content on his own social media accounts. 


Achieving a customer relationship in which a consumer is willing to offer UGC to a SNS on social media 
is extremely beneficial for a brand, as brand-related content can be consumed and contributed on by other 
consumers in return, all without the brand’s doing (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). Thus, it can be inferred 
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 that  UGC  is  highly  desired  by  gym  chains.  Hence,  it  is  effective  for  gym  chains  to  encourage  their 
 followers to post images of themselves in the fitness studio and using specific hashtags in order to connect 
 the post to the gym and thus make it visible for other users. 


Figure 2: COBRA (Muntinga et al., 2011). Icons by Freepik (n.d.-a,-b) & Pixelmeetup (n.d.). Source: Authors’ own Depiction.


For consumers, social media is not only used to connect with friends but also for information search. In 
 fact, Tsai and Men (2013) state that SNSs are used more during the search for information than corporate 
 websites.  When  becoming  a  follower,  the  information  search  leads  to  an  ongoing  bond  between  a 
 consumer and a brand since new content by the brand will be directly shared with the consumer from 
 now on. Through this process, the consumer starts to engage with the brand. Aligned with the concept of 
 social  commerce,  various  studies  affirm  the  positive  relationship  between  customer  engagement  and 
 purchase intention (Yusuf, Hussin & Busalim, 2018). Further, customer engagement not only increases 
 the likelihood of purchase but also enables the formation of long-lasting and meaningful customer-brand 
 relationships (Tsai & Men, 2013).  


As  Tsai  and  Men  (2013)  point  out,  consumers  engage  with  brands  on  social  media  out  of  several 
motivations and antecedents. One of said antecedents is declared a media dependency that most users of 
social  media  are  facing.  In  case  that  certain  goals  of  a  consumer,  e.g.  a  search  on  a  specific  piece  of 
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 information, can only be satisfied through using media, this kind of dependency is present. Within the 
 fitness  industry,  media  dependency  is  essential  as  the  majority  of  information  can  only  be  retrieved 
 through  the  use  of  social  media.  Firstly,  this  is  because  of  the  international  scope  of  new  trends  and 
 movements around the fitness lifestyle (Andreasson & Johansson, 2014). Thus, many information would 
 not be known to users without social media because of geographical and cultural distances. Secondly, 
 social media is one of the main information sources for topics concerning health, which is an area into 
 which many users have a great eagerness to learn (Raggatt et al., 2018). 


Parasocial interaction is defined as the second antecedent (Tsai & Men, 2013). Compared to traditional 
 media, a closer and intensified interaction between a consumer and a brand takes place. This is not only 
 relevant for the active consumer but also for other consumers, who can be witnesses of their interaction. 


Parasocial interaction is highly applicable to gym chains’ consumer engagement. When users follow a 
 gym chain’s request and label their post with a specific hashtag, they engage in metadata tagging, which 
 refers to the visual bundling of all content which includes the hashtag on social media (Deighton-Smith 


& Bell, 2018). Therefore, the user engages not only with the brand but also with other consumers who 
 are  exposed  to  the  posted  content.  Considering  the  fitness  movement  on  social  media,  users  want  to 
 demonstrate their healthy lifestyle to as many people as possible (Raggatt et al., 2018). Seeing fitness 
 content from other people has a direct effect on the social media user (Arnold, 2018). Not only might the 
 post inspire the user but it also triggers his motivation, as his sense of competitiveness is supported. 


Figure 3: Antecedents for Consumer Engagement on Social Media (Tsai & Men, 2013). Source: Authors’ own Depiction. 
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 Thirdly,  Tsai  and  Men  (2013)  name  the  perceived  credibility  of  the  brand’s  SNS  as  well  as  the 
 identification with a brand community as important drivers of customer engagement. The possibility of 
 reacting to content that is shared by the brand increases the perceived credibility of the SNS as a source 
 of information. However, this also leads to a certain risk for brands, since UGC can also obtain critical 
 or negative characteristics. Ultimately, social identity and community identification is named as the last 
 antecedent of customer engagement. Accordingly, the process of customer engaging in social media and 
 their identification with a brand community built on a SNS are interlinked processes where the level of 
 identification serves as an indicator for the user’s engagement.  


2.2.2. The Extended Self in a Digital Environment  


Another fundamental literature on consumer engagement has been authored by Belk (2013), who focuses 
 on  the  identification  processes  of  social  media  users.  In  the  article  “The  Extended  Self  in  a  Digital 
 Environment”  (Belk,  2013),  the  author’s  theory  on  the  Extended  Self  from  1988  is  revised  under 
 consideration of the digital environment consumers are positioned in. This revision has been necessary 
 due to the drastic  technological advancements through which the nature of consumption had  changed 
 substantially. The theory of the Extended Self is based on the belief that whether consciously or not, a 
 consumer regards his possessions as part of himself. They are therefore contributing to an individual’s 
 identity,  which  enables  the  interpretation  of  a  consumer’s  purchase  intentions  accordingly.  The  first 
 change  that  has  occurred  after  the  original  theory  has  been  published  is  the  dematerialization  of 
 possessions, as these nowadays often only exist in digitized form. Although the collection of products 
 might lose its tangible and physical aspect in many ways, the dematerialization of products leads to the 
 possibility  to  share  a  passion  for  said  products  with  a  bigger  community  than  before  (Belk,  2013). 


However,  studies  have  confirmed  that  possessions  in  the  digital  realm  are  evoking  less  feelings  of 
 ownership and a lower perception of the product’s authenticity (Petrelli & Whittaker, 2010) and have 
 additionally found a positive relationship between this phenomenon and the consumers’ age (Cushing, 
 2011).  


Alongside with products losing their physical appearance in the digital age, consumers are also able to 
present themselves online without their physical self (Belk, 2013). This process called Re-embodiment 
often leads to a presentation of the ideal self on social media or through created avatars in online video 
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 games. Creators of online avatars are likely to identify with them, and there are online games that are 
 built around the avatars’ created life, who can go to work, furnish their homes and have relationships. 


According to the psychiatrist Brunskill (2013), the concept of avatars is also applicable to social media, 
 under the premise that human beings are perceived as social animals with the need for interaction and 
 social relationships. Avatars on social media are derivatives of Belk’s (2013) mentioned avatars in online 
 games  but  refer  to  the  personality  manifestations  that  users  create  of  themselves  through  their  social 
 media profiles (Brunskill, 2013). These manifestations do not only include the physical appearance of 
 the  user  but  also  his  psychological  characteristics.  This  can  be  observed  in  the  high  ambition  and 
 enthusiasm many users communicate via their profiles when it comes to their fitness level and health. Of 
 course,  the  concept  of  Re-embodiment  is  also  applicable  to  fitness  related  content  on  social  media. 


Although  users  who  are  sharing  body  images  are  commonly  showing  their  own  self,  they  are  often 
 representing  themselves  in  an  improved  or  beautified  way.  This  is  easily  done  through  the  use  of 
 photoshop or other photo editing software. Consequently, users being confronted with distorted images 
 of a person has affected social media to an extent that unrealistic beauty standards for men and women 
 originated (Raggatt et al., 2018). Creating a social media avatar that fulfills these beauty standards to a 
 higher degree has not only implications on how other users perceive the person but also on the avatar 
 owner’s behavior in real life. The latter implication is supported by Blascovich and Bailenson (2011), 
 stating that a physically fit avatar causes the avatar creator to work out more in real life.  


The  sharing  of  dematerialized  possessions  on  social  media  is  another  evolvement  that  led  to  Belk’s 
renewal of his Extended Self Theory (2013). Although the concept of sharing goes way beyond the origin 
of social media, it is a vital component on social media platforms. Whether it is knowledge through texts 
and shared information or entertainment through videos or music, sharing is facilitated through social 
media. A  consequence of the extensive sharing of  private  information online  is a disinhibition effect, 
through  which  users  are  more  capable  of  showing  their  true  selves  online  compared  to  face-to-face 
interactions  in  real  life  (Suler,  2005).  Through  this,  fitness  lifestyle  followers  are  capable  to  share 
extensive information on their workouts and health online, which would have been perceived as awkward 
or  unnecessary  outside  of  social  media  (Belk,  2013).  Gym  chains  benefit  from  extensive  sharing  of 
private information, as the group of potential customers increases with the exposure of a fit and healthy 
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 lifestyle online. Additionally, gym chains can benefit from users sharing private information on social 
 media platforms by interacting with them and thus building an emotional bond to them. 


Belk  (2013)  also  mentions  the  co-construction  of  self  as  a  result  of  the  social  environment  in  which 
 consumers are situated. Users are in constant search for affirmation by their peers on social media and 
 offer affirmation to others. Like this, a cyclic process exists that leads to other users co-constructing one’s 
 self. This phenomenon can be linked to the behavior social media users who participate in the fitness 
 movement show towards each other. The constant affirmation for reaching goals motivates the user to 
 work  out  more.  Consequently,  the  user  achieves  further  goals,  which  are  followed  by  more  social 
 affirmation. 


Finally, the author mentions distributed memory, originated through the digital possibilities to archive 
 and  retrieve  memories  and  data,  as  another  significant  development  (Belk,  2013).  This  increases  the 
 motivation of users to share biographical information about themselves online, mostly in order to show 
 a certain type of development or achievement. This is often done by gym chain customers and users who 
 want  to  show  their  body  transformation  to  their  digital  audience.  Through  two  images  in  direct 
 comparison from before and after, the so-called transformation picture is one of the most popular content 
 types that exists concerning fitness related topics (Vaterlaus, Patten, Roche & Young, 2015). 


2.2.3. The Congruity Theory  


The  congruity  theory  firstly  appeared  in  literature  by  Osgood  and  Tannenbaum  (1955),  where  a 
significant  increase  in  communication  and  persuasion  means  based  on  existing  congruity  has  been 
identified. Congruity theory is rooted in the assumption that is also underlying for Belk’s theory of the 
Extended  Self (1988;  2013),  which  is  that  consumers  purchase  goods  only  partly  because  of  their 
functional values but also because of their symbolic meaning which contributes to their self-identification 
(Hosany & Martin, 2012). Further, the congruity theory can be linked to neuroscientific literature, which 
examines consumption behavior under the premise of human’s nature to avoid cognitive dissonance at 
all  costs  (Osgood  &  Tannenbaum,  1955)  Accordingly,  humans  are  eager  to  avoid  the  inconsistency 
between their primary beliefs of a certain reality and their final perception of said reality (Lee & Jeong, 
2014). 
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 In consumption behavior research, there are two interlinked concepts within the congruity theory. Firstly, 
 the concept of self-brand congruity and secondly, the concept of value congruity. According to Hosany 
 and Martin (2012), a self-brand congruity is present if the individual image a consumer creates in his 
 mind of a specific brand  is congruent with  the  image, he has of himself.  Through a self-brand image 
 process, a consumer associates his self-image with the perceived image of a brand and evaluates whether 
 a congruity exists or not (Moore & Homer, 2008). The second concept of value congruity applies if there 
 is a resemblance between the values represented by a brand and the values that a consumer upholds (Lee 


& Jeong, 2014). However, this is not purely because of the real consistency of these values itself. Rather, 
 the consumer has the desire to affirm his own perception and avoid cognitive dissonance. Therefore, he 
 forms a positive attitude or reacts positively to the brand’s shared content containing values and beliefs 
 if he has a preexisting positive image of the brand (Islam, Rahman & Hollebeek, 2018). Consequently, a 
 consumer  might  even  support  a  potential  value  congruity  by  convincing  himself  of  the  consistency 
 between his values and the values presented by the brand to avoid cognitive dissonance. However, brands 
 do well in additionally convincing the customer of an existing value congruity since it can lead to long-
 lasting customer-brand relationships (Lee & Jeong, 2014). 


Figure 4: Congruity Theory (Islam et al., 2018). Source: Authors’ own Depiction.


Both self-brand image congruity and value congruity have been affirmed to  lead to positive consumer 
attitudes towards a brand  (Islam  et al., 2018).  Further, the study by Islam et al. (2018) confirmed the 
positive influence of both concepts on consumer engagement in online communities. Underlying is the 
notion  that  the  exchange  and  communication  of  feelings  concerning  the  brand  as  reactions  to  brand-
generated  content  is  one  of  the  key  actions  on  social  media.  This  creates  dynamic  relations  between 
consumers  as  well  as  brands  and  consumers  through  which  a  multitude  of  values  are  presented  and 
shared. However, the value congruity concept not only considers the values that a consumer intrinsically 
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 upholds in real life at one point in time. Rather, values, which the consumer would like to uphold ideally, 
 are  considered  as  well.  Consequently,  published  content  on  brand’s  and  consumer’s  side  can  also 
 communicate values that help the consumer to become closer to his ideal self-version. This also applies 
 to  the  self-brand  image  congruity  since  customers  tend  to  engage  more  actively  and  positively  if  the 
 brand shares values that the consumer’s ideal self-image wishes to obtain. Consequently, gym chains 
 benefit from expressing values that are congruent with the consumer’s ideal self’s values because it has 
 a positive effect on consumer engagement. In order to do so, extensive knowledge in the fitness industry 
 as  well  as  the  desires  and  expectations  of  consumers  is  crucial.  The  fitness  industry  in  general  is 
 predestined to offer consumers different possibilities to reach a certain goal, e.g. becoming healthier or 
 transforming the body. Therefore, the notion of an  ideal self that a consumer is striving  to become is 
 highly applicable to the industry. 


When looking at values that are shared by followers of the fitness lifestyle as well as by players in the 
 fitness industry, the word “fitspiration” needs to be considered. According to Deighton-Smith and Bell 
 (2018),  fitspiration  is  a  type  of  social  media  content  that  includes  texts,  images  and  videos  related  to 
 fitness  and  the  inspiration  of  fitness  to  other  users.  Especially  metadata  tagging  of  the  hashtag 


#fitspiration  exposes  users  to  fitspiration  content  every  day.  The  range  of  fitspiration  content  is  wide 
since  users  are  sharing  their  individual  fitness  journey  including  goals  and  experiences.  Further, 
fitspiration content has been assessed to have substantial influence on the attitude of social media users 
towards  fitness.  As  Dutta-Bergmann  (2004)  points  out,  friends,  family  and  media  are  acting  as 
sociocultural agents who are fundamentally shaping a person’s attitude towards fitness. What has once 
been  achieved  through  traditional  media  types  such  as  magazines  has  now  extended  to  social  media 
platforms (Deighton-Smith & Bell, 2018). Fitspiration content represents great support opportunities for 
gym chains as users are constantly motivated to pursue the fitness lifestyle and thus are more likely to 
become  customers  of  a  gym.  In  addition,  fitspiration  content  is  mostly  UGC,  which  means  that  it  is 
created externally and does not depend on the gym chain’s resources.  
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 2.3.  Customer-Based Brand Equity 


The drivers for achieving and maintaining long-lasting success of brands has been focused in research 
 ever since (Aaker, 1991; Aaker, 1996a; Keller, 1993).  Accordingly, a brand’s success can be directly 
 attributed to the attitudes of  the customer towards  a specific brand (Aaker, 1996a). Consequently, the 
 concept  of  CBBE  has  been  developed  connecting  these  two  variables.  Brand  equity  represents  a 
 buzzword  in  marketing  research  and  has  been  widely  discussed  and  investigated  in  literature  (Aaker, 
 1991; Aaker, 1996a; Keller, 1993). The term brand equity describes, “A set of assets (and liabilities) 
 linked to a brand’s name and symbol that adds to (or subtracts) from the value provided by a product or 
 service to a firm and/or that firm’s customers” (Aaker, 1996a, p.8). Thereby, research has mainly focused 
 on the aspects of how brand equity can be developed, build and managed as well as measured in the end 
 (Aaker, 1996b). Two of the most discussed and applied frameworks have been developed by the founding 
 fathers of CBBE, David Allen Aaker (1991) and Kevin Lane Keller (1993). 


The focus within the groundbreaking CBBE model by Keller (1993) lies on the emotions of the customer 
 and is understood as a pyramid consisting of four stages, namely brand identity, brand meaning, brand 
 response and resonance. 


In contrast to Keller (1993), the brand equity model of Aaker (1991) focuses on the consumer’s brand 
 recognition  instead  on  his  emotions.  According  to  Aaker  (1991),  brand  recognition  is  responsible  for 
 making  a  brand  successful  and  increasing  brand  equity  (see  Figure  5).  Thereby,  brand  equity  is 
 conceptualized as a set of assets and liabilities, which are linked to a brand as well as the “investment to 
 create and enhance these assets” (Aaker, 1996a, p.8).  


Aaker (1996a) defines four fundamental components to control brand equity: (1) brand awareness, (2) 
brand  loyalty,  (3)  perceived  quality,  (4)  brand  associations.  For  the  sake  of  completeness,  a  fifth 
component  called  other  property  assets  has  been  defined  which  includes  assets  such  as  channel 
relationships and patents. Every single brand equity asset is thereby creating value in various ways for 
the firm and its customers. 
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