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ABSTRACT
This paper considers the evaluation of social media perform-
ance from a user’s perspective using the expectation confirm-
ation theory as the theoretical framework. The interplay
between initial expectations and subsequent evaluations of
social media performance, in particular, forms the basis of the
evaluation. The research focuses on the influence that the per-
formance of brand-related user-generated content is able to
exert on a user’s brand attitude, self-image, and the develop-
ment of their personal brand. This conceptual paper develops
three propositions suggesting that the social media perform-
ance of brand-related user-generated content is able to influ-
ence one’s brand attitude, self-image, and personal brand
respectively. A typology of four different social media user
types is developed through an evaluation of the disconfirm-
ation experienced as a result of the interplay between initial
expectations and the actual evaluation of the performance of
brand-related, user-generated content. The concept of social
media performance is proposed, which considers the subject-
ive evaluation of the performance of a brand-related post
shared on social media platforms. In addition, the research
expands the expectation confirmation theory to a new context
in order to offer a more nuanced understanding of an existing
yet under researched phenomenon.
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It amazes me that we are all on Twitter and Facebook. By “we” I mean adults. We’re
adults, right? But emotionally we’re a culture of seven-year-olds. Have you ever had
that moment when you are updating your status and you realize that every status
update is just a variation on a single request: “Would someone please acknowledge
me?” (Maron 2013)

Introduction

The proliferation and acceptance of social media usage amongst consumers
has encouraged researchers to examine both the social and psychological
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effects that social media usage may have on its users (Vogel et al. 2014;
Ferreira 2016; Bennett et al. 2020). Researchers examining the negative
effects of social media have established a flourishing stream of research
scrutinizing how the ubiquitous nature of social media impacts its users
(see, e.g., Baccarella et al. 2018; Dwivedi et al. 2018; Webster, Dunne, and
Hunter 2021). Several authors suggest that users of social media platforms
often feel inadequate about their own life or achievements, with these feel-
ings of social inadequacy often stemming from a constant evaluation of
oneself relative to others in an online social network (Vogel et al. 2014;
Raggatt et al. 2018). Humans possess a fundamental drive to compare
themselves with others and social media creates a readily accessible plat-
form for comparison (Vogel et al. 2014, 2015; Meshi, Tamir, and
Heekeren 2015).
In light of the constant social comparisons taking place on social media

(Meshi, Tamir, and Heekeren 2015; Verduyn et al. 2020), the content that
social media users choose to post is often carefully curated in order to por-
tray a certain image about oneself to an online network (Gearhart and
Zhang 2015; Jacobson 2020). Jacobson (2020, 715) suggests that this pro-
cess of curation allows social media users to develop a personal brand
through “harnessing and classifying personal information and providing a
comprehensive narrative for others to easily understand one’s identity.” As a
component of this content curation, users often include brand-related
content in their social media posts as these aid the construction of one’s
identity through the association with the brand (Halliday 2016; Mayrhofer
et al. 2020).
When a social media user has thoughtfully curated content that aligns to

the construction of their identity, which they then share with their online
community, they hold an initial expectation of the performance of the con-
tent, whether in terms of likes, comments, reactions or sharing of the con-
tent. The feedback that users receive on their content, in whichever format,
helps users evaluate their “success,” or lack thereof (Carr, Hayes, and
Sumner 2018, 142; Vinuales and Thomas 2021). However, the use of likes,
comments and other feedback mechanisms on social media remains under-
explored in the literature (Hayes, Carr, and Wohn 2016; Carr, Hayes, and
Sumner 2018). These measures of performance are typically self-evaluated
based on the presence or lack of an immediate reaction from one’s online
community (Carr, Wohn, and Hayes 2016; Carr, Hayes, and Sumner 2018).
Carr, Hayes, and Sumner (2018) refer to these feedback cues, whether in
the form of likes, comments or upvotes, as paralinguistic digital affordances
(PDAs) that assist individuals with assessing the success of their self-
presentation on social media. While much research has considered the
evaluation of social media content from a brand’s perspective (see, e.g.,
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Moro, Rita, and Vala 2016), very little research to date has considered the
evaluation process that individual social media users make use of when
evaluating the performance of their own user-generated content, when
posting content about a brand.
To conceptually formalize the performance of user-generated content on

social media, and delineate its effect on users, this paper proposes the con-
cept of social media performance. Using the theoretical lens of expectation
confirmation theory, this paper seeks to address two objectives: first we
argue that social media performance is able to influence a social media
user’s attitude toward a particular brand when the performance of their
brand-related user-generated content either does or does not meet initial
expectations of performance. Second, this paper suggests that the social
media performance of brand-related user-generated content exerts an influ-
ence on the user’s self-image and subsequent development of their personal
brand. To address these objectives the paper begins with a review of
pertinent literature on social media and its use as a brand communication
platform. Thereafter the role of social media users to proliferate brand-
related content on social media is discussed. The concept of social media
performance is then presented, using the expectation confirmation theory
as the theoretical framework. Three propositions are put forward proposing
relationships between the social media performance of user-generated con-
tent and brand attitude, self-image, and personal branding respectively.
Based on these propositions, four distinct classifications of social
media users are conceptualized, based on their social media platform user-
expectations and subsequent evaluations of social media performance. The
paper concludes with limitations and suggestions for future research.

Social media

Social media is defined as “a group of Internet-based applications that build
on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow
the creation and exchange of user-generated content” (Kaplan and Haenlein
2010, 59). Social media is used by billions of individuals globally and has
quickly become one of the defining technologies of our time (Appel et al.
2020). The ubiquitous nature of social media (Pan, Torres, and Z�u~niga
2019) effectively changed how individuals engage with one another, offering
an efficient means of sharing with others in an online environment
(Pongpaew, Speece, and Tiangsoongnern 2017). Social media platforms
make use of both mobile and web-based technologies in order to create
interactive platforms that allow users to share, co-create, discuss, and alter
user-generated content (Kietzmann et al. 2011). User-generated content
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pertains to any content, whether audio, video, images, or text, created by
users of an online system (Baccarella et al. 2018).
In recent years, the virality of social media posts and users’ likelihood to

share social media content, has received more attention in the literature
(Nikolinakou and King 2018; Tellis et al. 2019; Han, Lappas, and Sabnis
2020). Han, Lappas, and Sabnis (2020) specifically considered two types of
virality; content-based virality and creator based virality. The authors posit
that the characteristics of the content and/or the characteristics of the social
media user are likely to lead to sharing. Nikolinakou and King (2018) as
well as Tellis et al. (2019) considered the role of emotion in driving virality.
Nikolinakou and King (2018) showed that positive emotions toward video
content (such as awe and affection) lead to a higher likelihood of sharing
such content. Similarly, Tellis et al. (2019) found that positive emotions
such as amusement, inspiration, excitement, and warmth positively influ-
enced sharing. The rise of social media and the associated proliferation of
user-generated content has fundamentally changed the relationship between
consumers and brands (Wu, Guaita Mart�ınes, and Mart�ın Mart�ın 2020).

Brands on social media

Social media has evolved from a single marketing tool in the marketing strat-
egy toolbox to being a key source of marketing intelligence (Li, Larimo, and
Leonidou 2021). Research has indicated that a brand’s social media activity
outcomes, in terms of specific engagement metrics, is able to impact brand
equity (Lim, Pham, and Heinrichs 2020). As such, it is vitally important that
brands make effective use of social media channels as part of their strategy.
The reach, cost, and instantaneous feedback opportunities have made social
media platforms essential for brands (Laroche et al. 2012; P€oyry, Parvinen,
and Malmivaara 2013; Tsimonis and Dimitriadis 2014; Ferreira 2016).
Social media profiles are generally public facing, which further incentivizes

brands to develop a social media presence, as their brand profiles will then
appear as search terms in search engines, granting the brand greater reach
beyond the platform itself (Turri, Smith, and Kemp 2013). However, the
mere existence of a social media profile is insufficient to warrant the benefits
associated with social media (Lim, Pham, and Heinrichs 2020), and consistent
management and monitoring of social profiles is required. The opportunity
to engage directly with consumers en masse has been seized by local and
multinational brands resulting in social media strategies becoming a defining
component of a brand’s promotional mix (Lin and Lu 2011; Parveen, Jaafar,
and Ainin 2015; Hudson et al. 2016).
Consumers have embraced the presence of brands on social media, with

social media platforms completely redefining how consumers relate to and
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behave toward brands (Dimitriu and Guesalaga 2017). Through the use of
social media, brands are able to develop and maintain relationships with con-
sumers and facilitate the development of an online community (Tsimonis and
Dimitriadis 2014; Halaszovich and Nel 2017). The continuous efforts of brands
to engage with consumers through social media platforms have been shown to
have a significant, positive effect on the success of brand engagement (Morgan-
Thomas and Veloutsou 2013) and as such, brand engagement has become a
strategic imperative for brands (Farhat, Aslam, and Mokhtar 2021).
Interactions with brands on social media allow marketers to regularly engage
with consumers, allowing communication to be humanized to the extent that
personal relationships can be fostered (Hanna, Rohm, and Crittenden 2011;
Bushelow 2012; Tsimonis and Dimitriadis 2014; Turri, Smith, and
Kemp 2013).
Brands are able to use social media to develop brand communities

(Laroche et al. 2012; Ferreira 2016). A brand community is defined as “a spe-
cialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of
social relations among admirers of a brand” (Muniz and O’Guinn 2001, 412).
These brand communities are facilitated by the creation of brand pages, also
referred to as fan pages (Tsimonis and Dimitriadis 2014; Halaszovich and Nel
2017), which act as an information hub of brand-related content (Bushelow
2012; Turri, Smith, and Kemp 2013; Ferreira 2016). These pages operate in a
similar manner to individual profiles; however, they are public facing by
default (Bushelow 2012; Turri, Smith, and Kemp 2013) and provide users
with key brand-related information (Halaszovich and Nel 2017). In these
communities, users engage in many different types of behaviors, including
offering assistance to one another, sharing experiences (Tsimonis and
Dimitriadis 2014), and engaging directly with the brand (Halaszovich and Nel
2017). Many consumers join online brand communities on social media plat-
forms not only to keep up with the brand itself, but also to socialize with
other members in the community (Abosag et al. 2020). Marsden and Chaney
(2012) suggest that these brand pages allow brands to amplify their marketing
messages on social media, which occurs when followers of a brand share
brand-generated content, thereby enhancing the reach of the market-
ing message.

Brand-generated content

Brand-generated content on a brand page refers to the content generated by
the brand itself and includes a variety of information, such as basic contact
details or links to other marketing channels (Halaszovich and Nel 2017).
Brand-generated social media content is fully controlled by the company
and guided by an overarching strategy. By virtue of the fact that brand-
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generated content is provided directly by the brand, coupled with the abun-
dance of fake news stories flooding social media platforms, consumers are
increasingly skeptical of the authenticity of brand-generated content
(Ferreira, Robertson, and Kirsten 2019). Nevertheless, brand-generated con-
tent serves a vital role as a key advertising mechanism to be used as part of
a marketing strategy.
While a variety of studies have sought to measure the performance of

brand-generated content, these studies tend to provide brands with tools
that allow them to measure the overall impact that their strategy has on
different social media platforms (Ryan and Zabin 2010). An example of a
typically used metric of brand performance on a social media platform
could be the frequency of brand mentions (Murdough 2009). Similarly,
previous research has examined how content created by brands typically
fares on social media, with De Vries, Gensler, and Leeflang (2012) identify-
ing the drivers of brand-generated post performance on a brand’s page. As
all responses to brand-generated content are publicly accessible to all mem-
bers in the networks of both parties, brands seek to drive the engagement
of their posts in order to obtain the benefits associated with increased
exposure (Zadeh and Sharda 2014; Ferreira 2016). This increased exposure
could possibly result in an increased fan base for the brand on a particular
social media platform (Zadeh and Sharda 2014).

Social media performance of brand-generated content
While the growth of social media platforms has captured the attention of
brands seeking to engage with consumers (Laroche et al. 2012; P€oyry,
Parvinen, and Malmivaara 2013), it is imporant to note that engaging with
consumers via social media is not without cost, and as such, marketing
managers are required to evaluate the performance of their online strategy.
There are a variety of measures that enable brands to evaluate the perform-
ance of their content on social media platforms, characteristically measur-
ing the overall impact of a social media strategy (Ryan and Zabin 2010).
Return on investment is seemingly used as an “umbrella concept where
engagement rates, customer response and volume of likes and comments are
most important” (Michopoulou and Moisa 2019). Typically, the perform-
ance of brand-generated content could be considered through three distinct
channels, namely: brand awareness, brand engagement and word-of-mouth
(Hoffman and Fodor 2010). Brand awareness remains one of the most
commonly cited marketing goals and can be measured as the number of
users following the brand or the number of impressions made for example
(Hoffman and Fodor 2010). Brand engagement considers specific actions
on behalf of the customer and these can vary between different social
media platforms, but typically these would consider the number of likes or
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comments on brand-generated posts or the number of active users engag-
ing with the brand (Hoffman and Fodor 2010; Kelly 2014). A further chan-
nel through which a brand could measure their social media performance
considers online/electronic word-of-mouth (Hoffman and Fodor 2010),
which could relate to the number of times that a brand-generated post has
been shared, the number of user-generated posts on a brand’s page, as well
as the frequency of brand appearances in the newsfeeds of their followers
(Hoffman and Fodor 2010).
Early research conducted by De Vries, Gensler, and Leeflang (2012) sought

to develop a model to examine the drivers of brand post popularity. They
were able to successfully identify the characteristics that would impact on
post popularity, in terms of the number of likes and comments that a post
received. Their research suggested that certain characteristics, such as a highly
vivid or medium-level interactive post, such as a competition, tended to
increase the number of likes that a post would obtain, whereas a highly inter-
active post that sought a response from followers, such as a question, tended
to reduce the number of likes, while increasing the number of comments that
a post received. Research conducted by Zadeh and Sharda (2014) criticized
previous models of post popularity as being too simplistic, opting only to
focus on one-dimension of popularity at a time. Instead, they suggest making
use of a joint probability function that is able to incorporate both timing and
the number of followers that a brand has amassed. While both of these stud-
ies solely considered the assessment of performance of brand-generated con-
tent, very limited research considers whether these same drivers would
contribute to equivalent outcomes on a user-generated post, as opposed to a
brand-generated post.

User-generated content

Recent years have seen consumers playing active roles in co-creating
brand-related content in online environments (Hanna, Rohm, and
Crittenden 2011; Mayrhofer et al. 2020), resulting in user-generated content
attracting the attention of researchers in Roy, Datta, and Basu (2017). It
has now become commonplace for consumers to post content pertaining to
their branded purchases on social media platforms in order to communi-
cate their thoughts or feelings regarding the purchases to their online net-
work (Duan and Dholakia 2018). The rise of social media has, to some
degree, reduced the control that brands hold over the content that is cre-
ated and shared about their brand (Kietzmann et al. 2011; Poch and
Martin 2015; Ferreira 2016; Pongpaew, Speece, and Tiangsoongnern 2017).
Traditional one-way communication typically controlled by marketers has
evolved to being multi-dimensional, two-way dialogue with increased peer-
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to-peer communication (Roma and Aloini 2019). This has resulted in
brand-related content being created and shared across various social media
platforms either with, or without, the consent of the brand (Kietzmann et
al. 2011). This volume of information available to brands on social media
has quickly become a great source of competitive advantage in competitive
global markets (Korenich, Lascu, and Manrai 2014).

Social media performance of user-generated content
Users evaluate the performance of the content that they post on social media,
based on an immediate response from their online community (Odden 2012).
A sizeable response, although subjectively measured (Carr, Hayes, and
Sumner 2018), would indicate the successful performance of a post, whereas a
lack of response would indicate an unsuccessful social media post perform-
ance (Odden 2012). This response, upon which performance is measured,
would characteristically relate to measures of post popularity (De Vries,
Gensler, and Leeflang 2012). When considering Facebook as a social media
platform for example, a post’s popularity or performance could be assessed in
terms of the number of likes and comments a post receives, or the number of
times that friends and followers share the original post (De Vries, Gensler,
and Leeflang 2012). Whereas on Twitter, these responses would be measured
in terms of retweets, replying to the original tweet or mentioning the original
tweet, thereby making reference to it (Zadeh and Sharda 2014). Followers can
also publicly mark the tweet by “favoriting” the original post. All of these
actions are visible to both parties’ networks and may possibly induce other
members within either network to respond to the original post (Zadeh and
Sharda 2014). While insights into specific factors that influence post
popularity lack rigor and are relatively sparse (De Vries, Gensler, and
Leeflang 2012), there is agreement that the performance of an online post on
a social media platform has an effect on the user (Vinuales and Thomas
2021). Vinuales and Thomas (2021) identified that the number of responses
received, or the social media performance, is able to shape the users attitudes
and intentions regarding the subject of the post. This effect becomes particu-
larly important when the user-generated content is brand-related.
Much literature posits the reasoning for an individual willingly creating

brand-related user-generated content. Several researchers suggest that social
media users tend to use brand interactions on social media as a means of
expressing their identity in a social context (Leung 2013; Carr, Hayes, and
Sumner 2018; Fujita, Harrigan, and Soutar 2018; Jacobson 2020). Pongpaew,
Speece, and Tiangsoongnern (2017) further suggest that interactions with
online brand communities offer great value for users as they are able to iden-
tify with particular brands and thereby establish a clear social affiliation and
an appropriate self-identity. Farhat, Aslam, and Mokhtar (2021) discuss the
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link between self-identity and online brand engagement suggesting that the
self-identity of consumers is developed through personality and the social
aspects of identity. This identity seeking behavior of individuals drives their
engagement with brands on digital platforms (Farhat, Aslam, and Mokhtar
2021). Jacobson (2020) further suggests that this process of branding oneself,
allows for the development of a comprehensive narrative that allows others to
easily understand one’s identity. Botha and Reyneke (2013) considered the
role of emotion in the virality of social media posts, examining the willingness
of individuals to share content on social media platforms. Their study found
that the stronger the emotional connection to the content, the higher the like-
lihood that the social media user would share a post. Their findings also indi-
cated that the more familiar users are with the content the more likely they
are to share the post. Given that the creation of this unprompted brand-
related user-generated content is so tightly intertwined with the development
of one’s personal identity, it stands to reason that the individual would be
greatly concerned with the reaction from their online community, or the per-
formance of the content. Very limited research to date (see, e.g., Carr, Wohn,
and Hayes 2016; Carr, Hayes, and Sumner 2018) has considered how individ-
ual social media users evaluate their own, personal content. While there is ref-
erence to the psychological impact of social media on its users (see, e.g.,
Vogel et al. 2014; Bennett et al. 2020), there is no research to the authors
knowledge that specifically considers how the performance of an individual’s
brand-related user-generated content could be assessed and further, how this
could impact an individual.
In summary, when a social media user willingly posts brand-related con-

tent, they are seeking to create an association between themselves and the
brand in order to develop and maintain their self-identity in a social context
(Fujita, Harrigan, and Soutar 2018). It is thus proposed that the performance
and acceptance of this brand-related user-generated content, in which the
user is emotionally invested, would be of great concern to the user. This
paper argues that the evaluation of the performance of posts on social media
can be explained through the lens of the expectation confirmation theory
(Ferreira 2016).

Theoretical framework

Expectation confirmation theory

Originally pioneered by Richard Oliver in the late 1970s, the development
of the expectation confirmation theory resulted in a consumer behavior
model designed to predict post-purchase or post-adoption satisfaction
(Oliver 1980; Westbrook and Reilly 1983; Chen et al. 2010). The model was
developed on the foundation of previous research that considered the
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interplay between two constructs: performance-specific expectations and
expectancy disconfirmation, and the vital role that these constructs play in
a consumer’s post-purchase or post-adoption satisfaction (Day 1977; Oliver
1980). Caruana (2002) deconstructed these elements into four individual
constructs, namely: expectations, perceived performance, disconfirmation
and satisfaction. According to Elkhani and Bakri (2012), these are defined
as follows:

� Expectations refer to a consumer’s anticipation regarding the perform-
ance of a product or service and these can typically be developed
through one’s own experience or the experience of others.

� Perceived performance relates to the consumer’s experience or evalu-
ation of the performance of a product or service.

� Disconfirmation is defined as the incongruence between a consumer’s
initial expectation and the perceived performance of a product or service,
with three distinct categories of disconfirmation existing, namely, positive
disconfirmation, negative disconfirmation, and simple disconfirmation.

� Satisfaction relates to feelings of pleasure or disappointment that arise
from the comparison of initial expectations and perceived performance.

The expectation confirmation theory suggests that a consumer holds ini-
tial expectations regarding the performance of a product or service that cre-
ates an initial frame of reference against which they will evaluate the actual
performance (Oliver 1980; Westbrook and Reilly 1983; Elkhani and Bakri
2012). When the actual, evaluated performance falls below initial expecta-
tions this results in negative disconfirmation and subsequent dissatisfaction
with the performance of the product or service. A similar relationship
holds when the evaluated performance of a product or service falls above
the initial frame of reference, which results in the consumer experiencing
positive disconfirmation and satisfaction (Westbrook and Reilly 1983;
Elkhani and Bakri 2012). When a consumer’s evaluation of performance
aligns directly with their initial expectations, the individual is said to
experience simple disconfirmation.

Social media performance of user-generated content and brand attitude

When an individual posts user-generated content onto a social media
platform, they hold some kind of initial expectation regarding the
performance of the post. Aligned to the expectation confirmation theory
(Elkhani and Bakri 2012), the user would experience resultant satisfaction
or dissatisfaction dependent on whether or not the perceived performance
of the post met the initial expectations of performance. If the perceived
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performance of an individual’s user-generated content on social media
exceeds their initial expectations of performance, the evaluation falls above
the frame of reference, resulting in positive disconfirmation and thus satis-
faction. The opposite would hold true for an individual’s post that under-
performed initial expectations, as the evaluation would fall below the frame
of reference, resulting in negative disconfirmation and thus dissatisfaction.
It is important to note that while the evaluation of performance is subject-
ive in nature (Carr, Hayes, and Sumner 2018), for example, one user may
be satisfied with 40 responses to their post, while another user may be dis-
satisfied with 100 responses from their online community, users tend to
maintain certain reference points related to the performance of their online
content. This response to a post then ultimately results in satisfaction or
dissatisfaction related to its performance. The expectation confirmation the-
ory has been extensively applied in consumer behavior and information
systems research and has long been used as the dominant theory for meas-
uring customer satisfaction in marketing research (Bhattacherjee 2001;
Lankton and McKnight 2012). This proposes that the robustness of the
expectation confirmation theory allows the theory to be modified and
implemented in an online context as well (Chen et al. 2010).
While the expanse of research dedicated to social media continues to

develop, several research studies have examined the measurement of per-
formance of social media strategies, however, extant research tends to focus
solely on the measurement of performance of an overall social media strat-
egy from a brand’s perspective (Parveen, Jaafar, and Ainin 2015). A gap
exists in the literature with regards to the assessment of the social media
performance of brand-related user-generated content.
In applying the expectation confirmation theory to the performance of

brand-related user-generated content, and the resulting behavior following the
evaluation of performance, we put forth the following: Expectation would refer
to the state before the user shares a post and the user holds an expectation of
how they anticipate the post will perform, this by its very nature is a subjective
reality based on several factors (Carr, Hayes, and Sumner 2018). These factors
could include, the size of an individual’s online network, their own degree of
activity on the social media platform, their past experience with the reaction
from their online community, as well as the number of responses received by
comparable friends in their network, and the number of likes/reactions that
they provide others (Carr, Hayes, and Sumner 2018). Perceived performance
then refers to the actual performance of the post following the reaction from
one’s online community. In evaluating this performance, the user contrasts
their initial expectations of performance to the evaluation of the actual per-
formance, thus identifying any possible disconfirmation of initial expectations.
The comparison of the initial expectations and the perceived performance, and
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the resultant disconfirmation, would then result in satisfaction or dissatisfac-
tion as per the expectation confirmation theory. Behavior relates to the result-
ant action that the user takes following the evaluation of performance of their
content. This resultant action could be in the form of behavioral changes, such
as removing content if it fails to meet initial expectations (Hayes, Carr, and
Wohn 2016), or affective changes (such as a change in one’s attitude toward
the brand in the content). The evaluation of performance, whether providing
positive or negative disconfirmation, is suggested to influence the user’s atti-
tude toward the brand referenced in the user-generated content. This effect on
brand attitude is a direct result of the satisfaction or dissatisfaction that the
individual would experience based on the evaluation of performance. In instan-
ces where the user-generated content is brand-related, we propose that positive
disconfirmation would positively influence a user’s attitude toward the
referenced brand, whereas negative disconfirmation would likely negatively
influence a user’s attitude toward the referenced brand, given that the individ-
ual had willingly sought to associate themselves with the brand. As such, this
research suggests that when an individual willingly posts user-generated con-
tent that is brand-related, the resultant social media performance is able to
influence their attitude toward the brand. We therefore propose that:

P1: The social media performance of brand-related user-generated content is able to
influence the user’s attitude towards the stated brand.

Social media performance of user-generated content and self-image

Much research has examined the motives behind social media users gener-
ating content and distributing it on various platforms (see, e.g., Leung
2013; Poch and Martin 2015). Social and affection needs may serve as a
possible motive behind social media users generating online content, with a
further motive suggesting that users post content onto social media plat-
forms to establish their personal identity (Leung 2013; Carr, Hayes, and
Sumner 2018; Fujita, Harrigan, and Soutar 2018; Jacobson 2020).
In particular, brand interactions on social media platforms assist users

with developing and expressing their identity in a social context
(Halaszovich and Nel 2017). Creating associations with particular brands
on social media platforms, where a user’s online community is able to
view this interaction, aids a user’s expression of self-identity (Fujita,
Harrigan, and Soutar 2018). When a user willingly posts brand-related
content, this cannot only be seen as an explicit mention, but also some
form of implicit endorsement of the brand (Renton and Simmonds
2017). Furthermore, engagement with a brand on a social media plat-
form could identify a willingness to be associated with that particular
brand from an aspirational perspective, which again aids the

12 C. FERREIRA ET AL.



development of self-identity. This appears to coincide with the original
theories of conspicuous consumption behaviors proposed by Veblen
(1991), as interactions with aspirational brands, or posting user-gener-
ated content relating to conspicuous products, which openly seek to dis-
play one’s wealth, could be posted in order to reinforce one’s social
status amongst your network (Kaus 2013).
As explained by the expectation confirmation theory, we argue that if a

social media user shares brand-related user-generated content with an
expectation of positive social media performance (i.e., performing better
than initially expected), any negative performance (i.e., performing worse
than initially expected) of such a post could have a negative effect on the
self-image of the user, given the intertwined nature of the post and the
development of one’s self-identity. Given the finding that users interact
with particular brands on social media as a means of self-expression
and identity creation, coupled with the fact that the performance of user-
generated content is able to have an effect on the user (De Vries, Gensler,
and Leeflang 2012; Carr, Hayes, and Sumner 2018), it could be suggested
that the performance of brand-related user-generated content could ultim-
ately influence how the user feels about themselves. The second relation-
ship this paper therefore proposes relates to the influence that the social
media performance of brand-related user-generated content exerts on the
user’s self-image:

P2: The social media performance of brand-related user-generated content is able to
influence the user’s self-image.

Social media performance and personal branding

In an effort to express their self-identity, social media users share branded
content as a form of developing and enhancing their own personal brand
online (Chen 2013). Jacobson (2020, 715) defines personal branding as “the
process of developing, harnessing and classifying personal information and
providing a comprehensive narrative for others to easily understand one’s
identity – often using social media.” Personal branding literature indicates
that in sharing branded content, social media users put forth symbols and
associations that project the values and benefits of brands with strong
brand equity onto the content sharer (Wright 2009; Viţelar 2019). Wright
(2009, 6) contends that “personal branding involves managing your reputa-
tion, style, look, attitude and skillset the same way that a marketing team
would run the brand of Dorito’s or a bottle of shampoo.”
In his theory of self-presentation, Goffman (1955) posits that interaction

between people can be seen as a form of impression management. People,
therefore, present the most positive elements of themselves to make the
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best impression on others. In the case of social media users, sharing brand-
related content could ultimately serve this purpose. This could be further
explained by signaling theory, where the sender decides whether and how
to communicate certain information, while the receiver decides how to
interpret the information or signal (Connelly et al. 2011). The work of
Black and Veloutsou (2017) identified the reciprocal relationship between
brands, brand communities and individuals, suggesting that the involve-
ment of working consumers (a consumer who interacts with and shares
branded content) co-creates the identity of the brand, the brand commu-
nity and the identity of the individual themselves. Based on this relation-
ship, the third proposition proposes the connection between the
development of a user’s personal brand and the evaluation of social media
performance of brand-related user-generated content:

P3: The social media performance of brand-related user-generated content is used to
affirm a user’s personal brand.

Discussion and implications

Formalizing social media performance as a construct, serves to explain how
the personal evaluation of the performance of user-generated content on
social media is able to influence the brand attitude, self-image, and per-
sonal brand of users, which may ultimately influence their brand affinity
and consumption behaviors. Following the findings of Han, Lappas, and
Sabnis (2020) that suggest that the characteristics of the content and/or the
social media user are likely to lead to the sharing of content, we suggest
that the social media performance of a post may also play a role in the vir-
ality of the content. The expectation of the performance of a post, whether
positive, negative, or simple disconfirmation, based on the content or the
characteristics of the user, could further influence the user’s likelihood of
sharing similar posts in the future. This bears great significance for market-
ing practitioners that seek to implement digital marketing campaigns, par-
ticularly through the use of social media platforms. Engagement with
consumers in an online context has been shown to play a fundamental role
in both developing and enhancing consumer brand relationships (Hanna,
Rohm, and Crittenden 2011; Bushelow 2012; Tsimonis and Dimitriadis
2014; Turri, Smith, and Kemp 2013). As such, the proposed relationship
between the self-evaluated performance of brand-related user-generated
content and brand attitude, stresses the importance of active engagement
with consumers on social media platforms, particularly when the consumer
has willingly initiated the engagement.
In an effort to better illustrate the implications for marketing managers,

we have developed a matrix that differentiates between four different types
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of social media users, based on their social media user-expectations and
related evaluation of social media performance (Figure 1).
Figure 1 categorizes four different types of social media users, based on

their initial user-expectations of performance and the subsequent evaluation
of the actual performance of the brand-related user-generated content on
social media. Using the expectation confirmation theory as a theoretical
underpinning, we propose that if a user has high initial expectations of
brand-related content that they post on a social media platform (i.e., they
are expecting the post to perform well in terms of the number of reactions
from their online community), and the post performs well and meets their
initial frame of reference the user experiences simple disconfirmation. This
relates to the first quadrant in the top left of the matrix, referred to as
Mavens. In this instance, the actual performance of the brand-related post
matches initial expectations resulting in satisfaction, both from a self-image
perspective as well as resultant positive affect toward the brand. As an
example, a user with a large following and interactive online community
may expect a post about a particular established brand to perform well and
garner several thousand reactions (likes, comments, retweets etc. dependent
on the platform itself) from their online network. If the actual, evaluated
performance meets or exceeds this initial frame of reference, the resultant
effect would be satisfaction. From a behavioral perspective, it is also posited
that the social media user would be highly likely to continue to share con-
tent relating to the specific brand in the future as a result of the positive
performance, or “success” of the brand-related post. Furthermore, this may
contribute to loyalty or brand advocacy from the user as they develop or
maintain a positive attitude toward the particular brand and feel good
about themselves as a result of the positive performance of the brand-
related post. These users are called Mavens, as the brand association that is
created based on their social media performance of the brand-related con-
tent, contributes to their personal brand. Mavens would be regarded as

Mavens
(simple disconfirmation)

Mavericks
(positive disconfirmation)

Mismatched
(negative disconfirmation)

Moored
(simple disconfirmation)

E
va

lu
at

io
n 

of
 S

oc
ia

l M
ed

ia
 

P
er

fo
rm

an
ce

Initial User-Expectation of 
Social Media Performance

High

High

Low

Low

Figure 1. Four user types based on social media performance and social media user-
expectations.
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trusted brand experts who pass on timely and relevant brand knowledge to
others in their social media network.
The second type of user, in the top right quadrant of the matrix, are catego-

rized as Mavericks. These social media users may have a low initial expect-
ation of the performance of a particular piece of brand-related user-generated
content that they post on social media, and when the performance of their
social media post falls above their initial frame of reference, the user experien-
ces a strong positive disconfirmation. In this instance, the actual, evaluated
performance of the content is unexpected and as such the resultant positive
effects of the success of the post may have stronger effects on the user as com-
pared to the Mavens, who expect the success of their posts. This is likely to
enhance brand affect and a positive brand attitude, as well as contribute to an
increase in one’s self-image through the association with the brand.
Mavericks would be seen as trendsetters and early adopters who recognize,
initiate, and create online brand trends. These users are likely to move to the
upper left quadrant in terms of sharing branded content more often if the
social media performance is repeatedly positive over time and the brand asso-
ciation serves to endorse their personal brand.
The third category of social media user types pertains to those in the

lower right quadrant, categorized as Moored. If a social media user has an
initial low expectation of the performance of the brand-related content that
they share and the evaluated performance matches this low expectation, the
user experiences simple disconfirmation. These users are then Moored, in
other words, they are fixed in their expectation and the resultant perform-
ance of brand-related content that they share. Their low initial expectations
may be the result of a number of different factors, such as low engagement
activity with their online community, for example, however, they may
become disillusioned over time with the consistently low-performing nature
of their brand-related user-generated content. Moored social media users
are highly unlikely to share poor-performing branded content in the future
and will have a decreased attitude toward the brand and their personal
association with the brand.
The final quadrant of social media user types pertains to those in the

lower left quadrant, namely the Mismatched users. These users tend to
hold high initial expectations of the performance of their brand-related
user-generated content, however once evaluated, the actual performance of
this content falls below their initial frame of reference and expectation. As
an example, a user may expect their brand-related post to perform well
and to be successful, receiving a subjective 500 responses including a
response from the brand. However, over time the post may only garner 60
responses and be ignored by the brand itself, resulting in the actual per-
formance of the content falling considerably below the initial expectations
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of performance. In this instance, the user will experience negative discon-
firmation and the resultant dissatisfaction. These users are Mismatched
with the brand and are likely to experience decreased self-image and a
more negative attitude toward the brand as a result of the dissatisfaction.
These users are unlikely to share, become loyal to, or advocate for the
brand in the online, and potentially offline, context in the future due to the
negative effects associated with dissatisfaction.
To assist social media users to enhance social media performance and

encourage users to share brand-related content, brand managers will do
well to build strong brand equity for their brand. Brands with stronger
brand equity are more likely to provide the sharer with attributes to com-
municate their personal brand. Furthermore, based on the findings of
Botha and Reyneke (2013) and Nikolinakou and King (2018), posts that
carry positive emotion or have better known content are likely to be shared
more readily by social media users. This brand-related user-generated con-
tent is thus more likely to perform well in terms of online engagement in a
social media user’s network. Recognizable brand images, symbols and hash-
tags may further assist to enhance the social media performance of brand
content on social media, based on user-generated content.
The importance of a brand ensuring the development of an active social

media community that responds to, shares and praises brand-related user-
generated content is vitally important given the implications that the social
media performance of the content can exert on the user. This is of particu-
lar importance when the brand-related user-generated content is
unprompted and users are willingly creating content and engaging with the
brand. Not only could a brand’s response to unprompted brand-related
user-generated content impact the brand attitude of the user, but it could
have further implications on their self-image and personal brand. This
research further offers insights into how social media performance is able
to shape users’ perceptions of their content (Vinuales and Thomas 2021).
Contributing to the perceived success of brand-related user-generated con-
tent could further encourage individuals to continually produce and share
further brand-related user-generated content which has a multitude of posi-
tive effects on other members of the brand’s online community (Mayrhofer
et al. 2020). The positive disconfirmation of social media performance
would thus serve to also enhance the user’s attitude toward the brand and
boost their self-image and personal connection to the brand.

Limitations and recommendations for future research

The limitations of this research are threefold. First, a key limitation of this
study and the development of the matrix of user types is that it does not
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account for the social media user’s explicit preexisting relationship with the
brand. Therefore, the assumption is made that the brand-related user-
generated content is created in an unprompted manner and that there is
no existing business relationship between the user and the brand. It is
important to note that the implications of poor performance may be
enhanced when there is an already existing relationship with the brand.
Second, a user’s categorization on the matrix would not remain stagnant
for all user-generated content that pertains to different brands. For
example, when posting about Brand A, a well-known and established
brand, the user may have high expectations regarding the performance of
the post. However, when posting about Brand B, a new startup brand that
is not well-known, the same user may have very different expectations
regarding the performance of the post. As such, a user would not remain
in one quadrant and could dynamically move between quadrants dependent
on their expectations of the brand and its subsequent social media per-
formance. Third, by virtue of this research being conceptual in nature, it is
not possible to provide a complete and exhaustive list of all factors that
could impact an individual’s social media performance, whether consider-
ing their initial expectations or perceived performance. It is likely that as
future research expands, a more nuanced understanding of the factors
affecting social media performance will continue to develop.
Future research should consider the creation of empirical measurement

of social media performance with the potential to further deconstruct the
different sub-dimensions of perceived performance. These sub-dimensions
of performance would likely depend on the nature of the social media plat-
form itself and the types of responses and interactions available to users.
Further empirical assessment could also consider the quantification of
social media performance as well as the possible influence that performance
would bear on continued acts of online conspicuous consumption and
brand interaction. In addition, empirical research could consider the inter-
action between online evaluations of social media performance and offline
consumption behavior activity. This could enhance the understanding of
the relationship between interactions that occur in the online space and the
possible resultant effects that this could bear on an individual’s consump-
tion behavior.
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