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Purpose 

 

New technologies will continue to create added values to companies that adapt, as it gives a 

competitive advantage that significantly influences consumer behavior (Rangaswamy et al., 2020). 

The customer’s willingness to patronize the services of companies with the internet of things (IoT 

hereafter) enabled services through electronic channels gives the customer the ‘control’ over the 

business relationship with the company (Johnson, 2007). The concept of IoT has attracted a lot of 

attention, largely attributed to its importance due to its considerable internalization in our daily 

lives (Libai et al., 2020). Consumer engagement (CE hereafter), on the other hand, has equally 

gained some attention in recent times due to the dynamism in the academic, retail, business 

(Pansari and Kumar 2017) and practitioners’ landscape (Dessart et al., 2017). With the advent of 

IoT, there has been a significant shift from human-to-human, human-to-machine, or machine-to-

machine interactions (Bulmer et al., 2018). 
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Academic practitioners in recent times have highlighted several outlooks on the concept of IoT 

especially as it relates to new technologies, virtual reality, augmented reality, internet of things, 

artificial intelligence, robotics, drones, and autonomous driving (Pillai et al., 2020; Novak and 

Hoffman, 2019; Kamble et al., 2019). The (r)evolution in the retail space has been very intense 

due to its dynamic nature and further accelerated thanks to the recent global pandemic (Kotb and 

Adel, 2020). Hence, Nguyen and Simkin, (2017)’s clamor for further empirical reviews to   

examine the implications of IoT for an improved CE. While some researchers identified that the 

best consumer experience can be generated through the combination of human and technology-

based services (Parasuraman et al., 2005; Reinders et al., 2008, 2015), Hoyer et al. (2020) and Rust 

(2020)  further affirms the position of previous researchers in identifying this gap from an 

empirical standpoint. 

The purpose of this paper is to propose an empirical model that can inform studies on the 

implications of new technologies on CE across different touchpoints in the retail landscape. In 

other words, will there be an increase in the level of consumer engagement because of machine-

to-machine or human-to-machine relationships in retail marketing?   

Previous research on IoT and CE have addressed a) the virtual customer environment, which 

encourages firms to enable innovation and value creation (Nambisan and Baron 2007);  b) Kumar 

et al., (2019) adopted the S-D Logic of Hellebeek et al., (2016) to investigate CE in a service 

context by focusing on emerging markets; c) Gao and Bai, (2014) understood the significant of 

first attracting and then retaining IoT customers, established some factors that influenced consumer 

acceptance of IoT using the technology acceptance model (TAM) as a theoretical base. Other 

studies also focused on the direction of IoT and connectedness of consumer in a technology 

enabled world (Ng & Wakenshaw, 2017). Taking into consideration the importance of 

understanding the impact of IoT and new technologies in retail channels (Dhruv et al., 2017), it is 

pivotal to understand the influencing factors through a comprehensive empirical study and propose 

important managerial implications on how retailers and practitioners can further utilize IoT as an 

important value offering to consumers. This paper adopts a more rational approach by adapting 

the relationship investment model (RI) by Rusbult (1980). 

Conceptual Model 

Relationship investment model (RI) (Rusbult, 1980) suggests that the long-term persistence of an 

individual in a relationship is mediated by the commitment attached to it. The model was originally 

developed in social psychology to understand the human interpersonal relationships (Breivik and 

Thorbjornsen, 2008; Huang, Cheng, and Farn, 2007; Sung and Campbell, 2009). It has also been 

regarded as one of the most prominent and influential theories that explains commitment in 

relationships (Tran et al., 2019).  

RI model is based on the principles of interdependence theory which is a viable framework for 

understanding the dynamics of dyadic interaction (Kelley et al., 2003; Kelley and Thibaut, 1978; 

Rusbult and Buunk, 1993; Rusbult and Van Lange, 2003; Thibaut and Kelley, 1959). The model 

has been used to describe the dispositional and contextual factors leading to specific patterns of 

interdependence (Kelley et al., 2003). The interdependence theory has been expansively used to 



explain how and why relationships are aided (Ogolsky, 2016). As an extension of the 

interdependence theory, RI model affirms that commitment is impacted by the outcome values of 

the current relationship and alternative, as well as the investment size (Rusbult, 1980; Rusbult et 

al., 1998).  

RI model admits that commitment is a mediating factor that impacts satisfaction, quality of 

alternatives and investment size on relationship persistence (Rusbult, 1983; Rusbult, Martz, and 

Agnew, 1998). Previous studies revealed satisfaction, quality of alternatives and investment size 

as independent variables that predicts commitment as the dependent variables (Sung and 

Campbell, 2009; Sung and Choi, 2010; Rusbult, 1983). It has been established that an individual’s 

commitment to a relationship increases to the extent that he or she is satisfied with the relationship, 

has unattractive alternatives, and has invested significantly in the relationship (Breivik and 

Thorbjornsen, 2008; Huang, et al., 2007; Rusbult, 1983; Sung and Choi, 2010). Invariably, 

satisfaction and investment have a positive effect on commitment while the quality of alternative 

has the opposite effect (Zainol et al., 2017).  

Despite the considerable applicability and validity attributed to TAM (Alenezi, Abdul Karim and 

Vello, 2010), we need new theoretical foundations that could further explain this phenomenal from 

different perspectives, focusing on engagement and social aspect of consumer-brand relationship 

while adopting new technologies. We propose a conceptual framework and hypotheses to develop 

the study and observe the interrelationships between machine-to-machine and human-to-human 

relationship. (see Figure 1).  

 

3.1 Satisfaction and CE  

Satisfaction is regarded as the positive relationship derived between reward and cost (Tran et al., 

2019). It is said to occur when the degree of reward obtained in a relationship outweighs the cost 

(Rusbult, 1980; Rusbult and Buunk, 1993; Rusbult et al., 1998).  It describes the fulfilment and 

displeasure experienced by a person when compared to similar experiences. A satisfied customer 



reflects the excitement and typical desire of high customer engagement and trust (Gummerus et 

al., 2019; Brodie et al., 2013). 

H1: Satisfaction with the use of IoT positively affects brand engagement. 

 

 

3.2 Quality of alternative and CE 

Impett et al. (2001) opined that quality of alternatives is an individual’s subjective assessment of 

the rewards and costs that could be achieved outside the existing relationship (Impett et al., 2001; 

Rusbult et al., 1998). Quality of alternative can also be the judgement of the individual as regards 

the attractiveness of available alternatives (Rusbult and Buunk, 1993). We propose the below 

hypothesis: 

H2: The quality of alternatives to the use of IoT is negatively associated with CE 

 

3.3 Investment size and CE 

Investment size can be regarded as the magnitude of resources invested into building a relationship 

(Sung and Campbell, 2009). Haron and Ismail, (2013) classified investment size into two types 

namely: 1) extrinsic investment which is where extraneous resources become inextricably 

connected to the relationship (e.g. memories, mutual friendship etc). 2) intrinsic investment these 

are resources directly invested into the relationship (e.g., time, emotional efforts, self-disclosures) 

(Rusbult, 1980a, 1983). This research examines investment from CE and IoT point of view. 

H3: Perceived investment size associated with the implementation of IoT has a positive      

       relationship towards CE  

 

3.4 Commitment and CE 

Commitment has been regarded to as the desire to persist in a relationship from a long-term 

perspective due to feelings of psychological attachment (Breivik and Thorbjørnsen, 2008). 

Gundlach, Achrol, and Mentzer (1995) remarked that commitment is an important element in 

maintaining a successful relationship between customer and brands (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). This 

research is interested in reviewing if consumers will despite long commitment in established 

relationship, opt for a more machine-to-machine relationships in view of the advent of IoT. 

H4: Commitment to use IoT technologies is positively associated with CE 

Implications 

Despite the profound digital transformation, CE is undoubtedly still highly relevant in the retail 

space. Conceptualizing a model that proposes an accurate understanding of the impact of new 



technology on CE will further enable academics and practitioners to recognize to what extent 

consumers will prefer human-to-human vs machine-to-machine engagement. The rise in new 

technologies accelerates the need to understand CE, perspectives, and reactions. 
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