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Abstract: Blogs remain a popular and reliable form of online communication. As the number of
dining blogs continues to rise, competition is increasingly fierce. Thus, it is important to not only draw
the attention of users but to also secure followers. To increase reader loyalty, bloggers must consider
blog marketing from a blog reader’s perspective. Although previous studies have explored how
blog narratives influence consumer behaviors, few studies have focused on exploring the enablers of
contagious content for dining blogs from a blog reader’s perspective. Creating contagious content
helps to achieve the maximum benefits from blog marketing. Therefore, this study identifies the
enablers of contagious blogs and models their interrelationships to aid dining bloggers in framing a
consistently popular blog. Based on Berger’s six principles—social currency (S), triggers (T), emotion
(E), public (P), practical value (P), and stories (S) (STEPPS)—13 main factors were first compiled
through a literature review. Qualitative content analysis was then applied to extract the 31 enablers
related to the main factors within the context of dining blogs. In order to identify the hierarchical
relationships among the extracted enablers, this study applied interpretive structural modeling (ISM).
Based on the results of ISM, cross-impact matrix multiplication applied to classification (MICMAC)
describes the driving and dependence behaviors of the enablers. The results of ISM and MICMAC
show areas of priority on which dining bloggers should focus to create contagious content. The most
important areas include emotional stimulation, storytelling, and gamification. Finally, the theoretical
and managerial implications of the findings were provided.

Keywords: dining blog; social media; content analysis; interpretive structural modeling (ISM)

1. Introduction

With the rising popularity of digital communication and social networks, marketing
strategies have necessarily evolved, with subsequent effects on content creation [1]. The
main force driving this evolution is inbound marketing on online platforms [2]. Inbound
marketing focuses on creating memorable content that consumers then share with their
social groups. It utilizes a multichannel approach to implement content sharing; within this
approach, the priorities are the development of blog content and the promotion of social
media interactions [3]. A blog is a webpage that is frequently updated with new content.
Over the years, blogs have remained a popular form of online communication [4–6]. They
are also considered more reliable than other online platforms, ranking among the top-
five “most trustworthy” sources according to Technorati Media’s [7] Digital Influence
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Report. Statistics collected in 2020 indicated that 77% of internet users habitually read
blogs, spending on average 37 s on each post [8]. A survey conducted by the PIXNET
Digital Media Corporation [9] revealed that dining-related topics are one of the largest and
most popular blog categories among readers in Taiwan.

As the number of dining blogs continues to rise, it is important to consider blog
marketing from the perspective of a blog reader. The noisier that online platforms become,
the more important it is to not only draw the attention of users but also hold it. This means
that blog readers need to be sufficiently affected by the content of the blog to return to the
site and hopefully become loyal followers [10]. Reader loyalty not only guarantees the
success of the blog itself, but it is an important influencer of purchase decisions [11]. Thus,
although previous studies have explored blog narratives that influence consumer behaviors
(e.g., [12–14]), few studies have focused on exploring enablers of contagious content from a
blog reader’s perspective.

Creating contagious content helps to achieve the maximum benefits from blog mar-
keting. In his book Contagious: Why Things Catch On, Berger [15] proposed six principles
for creating contagious content: social currency (S), triggers (T), emotion (E), public (P),
practical value (P), and stories (S) (STEPPS). These principles can be applied to ensure that
the content of a blog is talked about, shared, and imitated. In the present study, STEPPS
was used as an initial framework to extract the main influencing factors from relevant
literature. Qualitative content analysis of semi-structured interviews [16] regarding the
main factors was then applied to identify enablers within the context of dining blogs.

Once these enablers were identified, the present study sought to determine the hierar-
chical structure among them from the perspective of a blog reader. The number of variables
as well as the complexity and uncertainty regarding their structural relationships made
this problem a good match for interpretive structural modeling (ISM) [17]. Accordingly,
this study integrated qualitative content analysis with the quantitative approach of ISM to
explore the research questions. Note that this kind of mixed-method approach is increas-
ingly popular in practical empirical research [18,19]. To fill gaps in existing research, the
following two research objectives were proposed:

(1) Based on the STEPPS principles, this study explored enablers of contagious content
for dining blogs using qualitative content analysis.

(2) Based on the obtained enablers, this study identified the hierarchical structure of the
enablers from a user perspective using ISM.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. First, relevant literature is re-
viewed. Second, the research methodology is presented including the collection and
processing of data. The results, as well as their theoretical and practical implications, are
then discussed. Conclusions, limitations, and a discussion of directions for future research
are outlined in the final section.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Blogs

Web 2.0 applications enable users to create and share their own content online. This
era of technological development not only nurtures communication and social interaction
but also allows users to co-create experiences [20]. Users become familiar with certain
blogs as they return to read each new post. It is also possible to comment on the posts and
for the blogger to reply to user comments. In this way, strong interpersonal relationships
develop between the blogger and their readers [21]. Much research has been conducted
within the field of tourism and hospitality blogging, particularly in terms of characteristics
and content (e.g., [12,13,21,22]). Indeed, most extant studies provide a rich source of
information on “what occurs in blogs.” However, as suggested by Kwok and Yu [23],
research into the information preferred by blog readers would enable managers to craft
messages tailored to their target market, thereby increasing engagement. This approach
necessitates investigating the mechanisms underlying the creation of contagious content.
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Findings on this topic would offer dining bloggers a concrete direction for content creation,
thereby helping to achieve the effect of inbound marketing.

2.2. STEPPS Principles and Theoretical Main Factors

To develop a preliminary framework for dining blogging, the theoretical main factors
in the literature were identified and classified them according to the STEPPS principles,
as follows:

Social Currency (S): Berger [15] described that being able to share original products
or ideas grants consumers a type of social currency, thereby increasing their social status.
Social currency includes six distinct dimensions [24]. Three dimensions of social currency
(i.e., conversation, advocacy, and information) describe the exchange of products and
brand information and thus can be grouped together under information sharing. The other
three dimensions of social currency are utility, affiliation, and identity. These represent the
provision of insider information (e.g., limited timing on special offers). Berger [15] further
proposed that gamification can be applied to motivate viewers to share content internally.
Thus, incentive-based games can be regarded as a third type of promotional activity aimed
at entertaining and retaining consumers, accelerating repurchase, and contributing to
in-store engagement [25].

Triggers (T): Berger [15] suggested utilizing different stimuli to encourage consumers
to talk about a product, idea, or concept. A trigger is defined as a stimulus that generates a
specific association with the brand and creates a word-of-mouth (WOM) effect. According
to Aaker [26], brand associations represent types of brand assets and liabilities that include
anything “linked” to a brand. This includes preferences, uniqueness, and benefits of the
brand [27]. Iyer and Griffin [28] proposed that WOM communication plays a key role in
buyer behavior decisions. For a time-sensitive product, immediate WOM is important. For
example, Christmas turkey relies on immediate WOM. Most other products as well as the
promotion of creativity require continuous WOM [15].

Emotion (E): Berger [15] proposed that rather than emphasizing features or facts,
social media content should focus on the underlying emotions that motivate people to
act. In all types of advertising, emotional appeals are key to eliciting a response from the
consumer [29]. Particularly within the context of eating out, invoking emotion is a highly
effective strategy, as the nature of this kind of consumer experience is inherently hedo-
nic [30]. Thus, emotional stimulation is a key aspect of this principle. In addition, Rai and
Nayak [31] suggested that establishing emotionally committed consumers in hospitality
marketing is especially important, as the hospitality sector relies on the creation of person-
alized service experiences. Loyal consumers also tend to want to share their experiences of
a brand, allowing their emotions to stimulate other consumers [32]. This tendency is even
more apparent in service processes. This phenomenon is termed emotional contagion.

Public (P): Berger [15] proposed that making something more observable makes it
easier to imitate. Social media influencers (SMIs) are independent third parties who
endorse services/products to their sizeable followings on social networks [33]. They
usually gain these followers through the sharing of intimate details regarding their personal
lives. This sharing takes several forms, including text, videos, images, location check-ins,
and hashtags. Homophily is the tendency for communities to attract users of similar
interests and opinions [34]. If a social media influencer with many social media followers
provides a social media post about a product, a higher number of social media users is
expected to react to that post [35]. A community such as TripAdvisor attracts a diverse
community of travelers, which means that the layer of homophily between different
users is likely to be low. Online blogging has been linked to higher engagement by
consumers. This engagement is seen as a form of expressing one’s self-identity through
making recommendations based on personal experience [36]. This phenomenon is termed
social identity. Favorable performance outcomes reflect the compliance of target consumers.
If, for example, consumers imitate the lifestyle or fashion choices of an SMI, they are also
likely to spread positive WOM regarding the products/services recommended by the SMI.
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Thus, social identity is enacted through behavioral residue, that is, clues or evidence after
the behavior is completed. This creates a cycle of continuous exposure.

Practical value (P): Berger [15] proposed that people share information that they believe
to be practically valuable to others. Therefore, consumers judge the overall quality and/or
advantages of a product to determine its perceived value [37]. A common practice is to
promote special prices, adopting a strategy of percentage discounts for low-priced products
and a reduction in the number of high-priced products. Therefore, special promotion is an
important factor that conveys the meaning of practical value. In addition, social media (e.g.,
blogs) is used to seek information [38] and allows users to build connections with others
and with content [39]. Social media platforms have become a phenomenon of cultural
significance because for many users, it represents their primary source of information about
the world as well as a vehicle for social connection [40,41]. The latter is profoundly affected
by the type of content shared and how often it is shared. Thus, solving problems is another
important factor that conveys practical value.

Stories (S): Berger [15] proposed that people do not think in terms of information.
Rather, they think in terms of narratives. When the focus rests on the story, information
comes along for the ride. The work of Bury [42] supports the idea that storytelling is the
foundation of human communication. This concept has been exploited by researchers and
practitioners in consumer psychology, marketing, and sociology [43]. Zhong et al. [44]
proposed that studies on storytelling often take the viewpoint of commercial entities and
discuss how stories can be used to build a strong brand image. Story packaging is an
important factor in this perspective. When using stories as a means of marketing, the
pragmatic approach is to create a “Trojan Horse”; that is, a touching or vivid and interesting
story can disguise products or ideas if they are successfully integrated into the story plot.
Thus, story spread is another important factor.

2.3. Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM)

The evaluation of quality systems is complex and subjective [45]. Thus, the ISM
approach was designed to collect expert views and hold panel discussions to investigate
the connections between elements in the system [46]. ISM is a recognized methodology for
generating solutions to complex problems, identifying and understanding the direct and
indirect relationships between specific elements, and analyzing the influence between ele-
ments [47]. It creates a structural relationship diagram that visualizes the interrelationships
among elements [48].

ISM, analytical hierarchy process (AHP), analytic network process (ANP), and decision-
making trial and evaluation laboratory (DEMATEL) are sophisticated multi-criteria decision-
making (MCDM) techniques used in various research fields [49]. Although each of these
methods has its own advantages and disadvantages, ISM is superior in the following as-
pects to ANP and AHP [50,51]. First, ISM involves a set of criteria which is interconnected
rather than the loose network suggested by ANP or the strict discipline of hierarchy in AHP.
Second, ISM addresses the complexities of practical challenges while ANP focuses exclu-
sively on nonlinear problems and AHP fails as complexity increases. Third, ISM generates
the “leads to” relationships among the criteria while ANP only considers interdependen-
cies. Fourth, ISM has a higher ability for capturing dynamic complexity compared to ANP
and AHP. Although both ISM and DEMATEL express causal relationships among several
decision variables [52], DEMATEL is based on digraphs, which separates involved factors
into cause and effect groups [53], while ISM creates a structural model that simply identifies
relationships without the need to determine the degree of influence [54]. As suggested
by Al-Muftah et al. [55], ISM is the most suitable methodology if a study aims to visually
represent the variables and their associations with each other within the individual stages.

The theoretical main factors in terms of STEPPS are listed in Table 1. Although
previous scholars have provided valuable evidence for discussing blog content, the STEPPS
principles have rarely been the focus of empirical research on dining blogs. Thus, using
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a mixed-method approach, this study contributes to extracting factors related to dining
blogging. The research model is presented in Figure 1.

Table 1. Examples of mapping interview questions in the dining blog context.

Interview Questions STEPPS Principles Theoretical Main Factors

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, why do you usually share the
information in the articles with others?

Social currency

Information sharing
Description: This refers to the primary intent of
consumers when sharing blog post content with

others.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, do you consider whether the content

of the article offers insider information?

Provide insider information
Description: This means that consumers feel that

the information provided in the blog posts is
current and offers insider knowledge.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, do you think why the games would

make you want to engage?

Incentive-based games
Description: This means consumers’ intention to

participate in the game in the blog post.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, what do you think the content of the

article usually conjures up for you?
Triggers

Generate a specific association
Description: This means that the consumer has a
specific association with the content of the article.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, what are the usual reasons for the

word-of-mouth effect of article content?

WOM effect
Description: This means that consumers will pass

on the content of the article by word of mouth.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, what do you think are the most

common reasons for the content of articles to
trigger your emotions? Emotion

Emotional stimulation
Description: This means that the content of the

article will cause consumer emotions.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, what do you think are the most

common reasons for the content of articles to
trigger your emotional contagion?

Emotional contagion
Description: This means that the content of the

article will cause consumers’ emotions to become
infectious.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, what do you think are the reasons for

why the things discussed in the article are
imitated? Public

Social identity
Description: This means that consumers imitate or

follow what is said in blog posts.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, what do you think is the reason the

content of the article will continue to be
forwarded?

Continuous exposure
Description: This means that the content of blog

posts is constantly being forwarded by consumers.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, what promotional messages do you

think would be of interest to you from the
article?

Practical value

Special promotion
Description: This means that the content of the

blogpost is the most interesting promotional
message to consumers.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, what are your considerations for
sharing content to help others solve their

problems?

Solving problems
Description: This refers to the consideration that

consumers share blog post content to solve others’
problems.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, what do you think are the benefits of

using storytelling as a way of helping to
package the content of an article? Stories

Story packaging
Description: This refers to the impact that blog

posts have on consumers when they are packaged
in stories.

When you browse dining blog articles on the
internet, what do you think are the benefits of

using storytelling as a way of helping to
deliver the content of an article?

Story spread
Description: This refers to the impact that blog

posts have through the dissemination of stories.
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3. Methodology
3.1. Mixed-Method Approach

Mixed-method approaches combine the advantages of both qualitative (QUAL) and
quantitative (QUAN) methods to explore patterns in collected data. It allows for a deeper
analysis while preserving the independence of individual components, thereby increasing
the validity of the findings [56]. In this study, the exploratory sequential mixed method
was applied, which leans equally on both types of data [57]. Integration of the two allows
for an analysis more valuable than the sum of its parts [58].

First, the relevant main factors were obtained by reviewing the literature and then
extracted enablers from semi-structured interviews. Next, the data analysis software
(MAXQDA) was applied to transcribe the interview sessions [59]. Qualitative content
analysis is “a method for systematically describing the meaning of qualitative material” [60]
(p. 1). Consequently, ISM was implemented to analyze the relationships between the
enablers using hierarchical diagrams. In complex systems, the relationships between
different types of vocabulary can be transformed from abstract fragments into concrete
hierarchical diagrams.

3.2. Data Collection

Data collection in the first stage was performed through semi-structured interviews. For
qualitative approaches, interviewing subjects using a set of open-ended questions offers some
structure while allowing new topics to emerge. This type of dialogue provides a container
in which it becomes possible to determine how the discourse of wider society can function
as a lens through which the subjects interpret their own realities [61]. A set of interview
questions were drafted based on the factors presented in Table 1 and recruited participants
by posting on social media platforms. Interested users were asked to contact the researcher
to participate in the study. Criteria included availability in Taipei for interviewing and
experience reading dining blogs. To confirm their knowledge of dining blogs, the participants
were asked to write down the most popular dining blogs. If a participant could not list at least
3–5 dining blogs, he/she was not considered for joining the interview. Fifteen participants
were selected [62]. They first completed a survey to collect their demographic information,
and then were interviewed separately for 30 to 60 min. This data collection period ran from
September 2021 to January 2022. Two interviewers were present at each interview: one led the
interview while the other took notes. Once the recorded interviews were transcribed, content
analysis was performed to obtain a list of enablers [59].

The questionnaire used in the second stage of data collection was designed based
the obtained enablers using a seven-point Likert scale. A total of 100 participants were
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recruited from social media websites to join this survey [63]. For ISM analysis, another
10 dining-blog readers were recruited in the third stage to conduct the focus groups. Further
details and results on these stages are presented below. Accordingly, a gift card of $30 was
given to participants who joined the interviews, and those who complete the questionnaire
survey were eligible for the gift drawing.

3.3. Data Processing

MAXQDA Analytics Pro software was applied for content analysis. It has been
recommended that sufficient reliability demands an upper limit of 30–40 codes [64]. The
data was coded both deductively and inductively, beginning with codes extracted from
relevant literature [65]. These codes were then modified by the researchers based on the
interview transcripts.

3.4. Application of ISM to Clarify Structural Relationships

ISM creates a structure based on the relationships among factors [66]. These relation-
ships are determined by the judgment of the focus group. The group’s identification and
interpretation of the element set and contextual relationships enable formulation of the
adjacency matrix based on pairwise comparison of the factors [63].

The procedure of ISM is therefore as follows [63]: Step 1: identify the enabler set;
Step 2: construct the adjacency matrix; Step 3: generate the reachability matrix in which
the transitivity rule implies that if X affects Y and Y affects Z, then X necessarily affects Z;
Step 4: analyze the reachability matrix; and Step 5: draw the ISM interrelationship diagram.

4. Results
4.1. Participant Profiles

Of the 15 interview participants, all were between 30 and 50 years old, had bachelor’s
degrees, and 60% were male. Of the 92 valid questionnaires obtained for the second stage
(of a distributed 100), the majority of respondents were between 18 and 44 years old, had
bachelor’s degrees, and 47.8% were male. In the focus groups, all 10 participants were
between 30 and 50 years old, had bachelor’s degrees, and 50% were male.

4.2. Results of Content Analysis

The data collected during the interviews were transcribed and then applied to MAXQDA
2020. The researchers then read each transcript to manually code the data. The interviews
revealed that emotional stimulation and contagion responses were similar and often oc-
curred together for consumers. This phenomenon also occurred for the story package
and spread interview results. Thus, the emotional stimulation and contagion results were
combined, along with the story packaging and communication results. Finally, two coders
evaluated a stratified random sample (10–25%) to examine intercoder reliability [64]. A
kappa statistic of 0.82 that is greater than 0.75 is an acceptable target [67]. As a result,
31 enablers were produced. These are presented in Figure 2 and Table 2.

Table 2. Scores and ranking of the enablers.

Main Factors Enablers Mean Standard
Deviation Rank Verification

Information sharing

F1. Share special dining information 5.043 1.301 22 Pass
F2. Invite others to try a new restaurant 4.978 1.317 24 Pass

F3. Understand others dining experience 5.098 1.276 19 Pass
F4. Internet reviews are good 5.217 1.175 11 Pass

Provide insider
information

F5. Share limited-time dining information 4.804 1.170 29 Pass
F6. Share the latest dining news 5.163 1.189 14 Pass
F7. Share personal experience 5.326 1.205 5 Pass
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Table 2. Cont.

Main Factors Enablers Mean Standard
Deviation Rank Verification

Incentive-based games
F8. Games can earn real rewards 4.707 1.379 31 Pass

F9. Games impart a sense of accomplishment 4.967 1.235 26 Pass
F10. Games feel fresh and interesting 5.011 1.330 23 Pass

Generate a specific
association

F11. Thinking of special scenes 4.935 1.127 27 Pass
F12. Thinking of festivals or special days 5.087 1.126 20 Pass

F13. Thinking of special people 4.880 1.108 28 Pass

WOM effect

F14. High exposure 5.275 1.248 7 Pass
F15. Good value for money 5.308 1.122 6 Pass

F16. Attractive pictures 5.385 1.133 2 Pass
F17. Experts/online celebrities’ recommendation 5.253 1.091 8 Pass

Emotional stimulation
& contagion

F18. Feel very happy 5.055 1.119 21 Pass
F19. Feel very surprised 5.121 1.237 16 Pass
F20. Feel very interested 5.231 1.126 10 Pass

Social identity F21. Follow the trending topics 5.187 1.201 13 Pass
F22. Reduce purchase risk 4.802 1.108 30 Pass

Continuous exposure F23. Interesting marketing techniques 5.132 1.127 15 Pass
F24. Continue to have specific offers 5.341 1.117 3 Pass

Special promotion F25. Special gifts 5.407 1.054 1 Pass
F26. Multiple preferential payment methods 5.121 1.124 16 Pass

Solving problems F27. Maintain community relationships 4.978 1.183 24 Pass
F28. Provide useful information 5.198 1.176 12 Pass

Story package &
spread

F29. Impressive 5.341 1.098 3 Pass
F30. Produce special meaning 5.121 1.042 16 Pass

F31. Become a topic of discussion 5.253 0.961 8 Pass
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4.3. Results of Reliability Analysis and Ranking of Enablers

The high reliability was confirmed for the results of the second stage with a Cron-
bach’s alpha of 0.847. Descriptive statistics for the 31 enablers are presented in Table 2.
Liu et al. [63] suggested that a mean value of more than 4 indicates criticality. Twenty-three
of the enablers (74%) were therefore considered critical as they presented mean values of
more than 5. This indicates that most of the enablers are important and should serve as
reference for dining bloggers. The top-five enablers were as follows: special gifts, attractive
pictures, continue to have specific offers, impressive, and share personal experience.

4.4. ISM Procedure

In the first step of building ISM, ISM was used to determine what kinds of relationships
exist among the 31 enablers. To clarify the contextual relationships, Nilashi et al. [68]
suggested using focus groups to collect data. Mandal and Deshmukh [69] mentioned that
when judging the relationship between two factors, if there are five participants in total, at
least four people must agree on the relationship. That is, when the disagreement rate was
lower than 20% (20% = 1/5), the relationship was established. Therefore, two enablers are
recorded as “1” for those which are related and “0” for those which are not.

4.5. Development of Adjacency Matrix

In the second step of ISM, an adjacency matrix is created to illustrate the relationships
among the obtained enablers, where aij is the adjacency value of factors i to j (i = 1, 2,
. . . , n; j = 1, 2, . . . , n). Direct relationships are determined by responses to the following
question: “Does factor i have an impact on j?” Three conditions govern the construction of
an adjacency matrix [63]: (1) for aij, if i has an impact on j, aij = 1; if not, aij = 0 and vice
versa; (2) if there exist strong mutual effects between i and j, then aij and aji equal 1, and if
the degree of influence varies, then the one with the larger effect equals 1 and one with the
smaller effect equals 0; (3) if i = j, then aij = aji = 0. The adjacency matrix developed for this
study is presented in Appendix A.

4.6. Generation of Reachability Matrix

In the third step of ISM, a reachability matrix represents the degree to which nodes
influence each other, either directly or indirectly [63]. As shown in Figure 3, matrix R can
be sequentially calculated as follows based on Boolean rules: (V + E) 6= (V + E)2 6= (V + E)3

6= . . . 6= (V + E)r = (V + E)r+1 = R, where R = (V + E)r is the reachability matrix of adjacency
matrix A. As illustrated in Appendix B, driving power represents the degree to which
enablers drive a particular issue and dependence power represents the degree to which an
enabler is driven by other enablers [70].
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4.7. Partitioning of Layers

In the fourth step of ISM, the final reachability matrix is separated into different
layers in order to extract the reachability and antecedent sets [71]. If the reachability and
antecedent sets for an enabler are identical, this enabler remains at the first layer and the
remaining enablers move to the next layers for classification [72]. In the following iterations,
the enablers are partitioned as shown in Table 3.
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Table 3. Layer partition of reachability matrix of enablers.

Enablers Reachability Antecedent Set Intersection Set Layer

F2 2.11.12.27.31 1.2.4.5.6.7.8.9.10.11.12.13.14.15.16.17.
18.19.20.21.23.24.25.26.27.29.30.31 2.11.12.27.31 I

F3 3.22 1.3.4.5.6.7.8.9.10.13.14.15.16.17.
18.19.20.21.22.23.24.25.26.30 3.22 I

F11 2.11.12.27.31 1.2.4.5.6.7.8.9.10.11.12.13.14.15.16.17.
18.19.20.21.23.24.25.26.27.29.30.31 2.11.12.27.31 I

F12 2.11.12.27.31 1.2.4.5.6.7.8.9.10.11.12.13.14.15.16.17.
18.19.20.21.23.24.25.26.27.29.30.31 2.11.12.27.31 I

F22 3.22 1.3.4.5.6.7.8.9.10.13.14.15.16.17.
18.19.20.21.22.23.24.25.26.30 3.22 I

F27 2.11.12.27.31 1.2.4.5.6.7.8.9.10.11.12.13.14.15.16.17.
18.19.20.21.23.24.25.26.27.29.30.31 2.11.12.27.31 I

F28 28 1.4.5.6.8.9.10.14.15.16.17.18.19.
20.21.23.24.25.26.28.29.30 28 I

F31 2.11.12.27.31 1.2.4.5.6.7.8.9.10.11.12.13.14.15.16.17.
18.19.20.21.23.24.25.26.27.29.30.31 2.11.12.27.31 I

F7 7 1.4.5.6.7.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30 7 II

F13 13 1.4.5.6.8.9.10.13.14.15.16.17.
18.19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30 13 II

F29 29 1.4.5.6.8.9.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.29.30 29 II

F1 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F4 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F5 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F6 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F8 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F9 9 9.10.16.18.20 9 III

F14 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21
.23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F15 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F21 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F23 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F24 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F25 1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

1.4.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F26 14.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26

1.4.5.6.8.10.14.15.16.17.18.
19.20.21.23.24.25.26.30

14.5.6.8.14.15.21.
23.24.25.26 III

F10 10 10.16.18.20 10 IV
F30 30 16.17.18.19.20.30 30 IV
F16 16.18 16.18 16.18 V
F17 17 17 17 V
F18 16.18 16.18 16.18 V
F19 19 19 19 V
F20 20 20 20 V

Note: See Table 2 for enabler names.



J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2023, 18 678

4.8. Drawing ISM Interrelationships Diagram

In the fifth step of ISM, partitioning resulted in a rearrangement of the reachability
matrix into a five-layer hierarchy. As shown in Figure 4, the enablers in the rectangular
box indicate that there is an interrelationship between the enablers. The enablers on
the top layer are F2, F3, F11, F12, F22, F27, F28, and F31. The enablers on the second
layer are F7, F13, and F29. The enablers on the third layer are F1, F4, F5, F6, F8, F9, F14,
F15, F21, F23, F24, F25, and F26. The enablers on the fourth layer are F10 and F30. The
enablers on the bottom are F16, F17, F18, F19, and F20. Although ISM offers a detailed
representation of the relationships existing among the enablers, it does not measure their
driving and dependence power. This limitation can be overcome through integration with
MICMAC [73].
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4.9. MICMAC Analysis

The MICMAC analysis was used to assess the ability to influence and dependency [74].
MICMAC offers a visual representation of the driving and dependence power of each
factor. The four quadrants of a MICMAC graph are termed as follows: independent,
linkage, autonomous, and dependent [71]. According to the last row and column of the
reachability matrix (see Appendix B), the driving power diagram is plotted (see Figure 5),
and the enablers and relationships between them are determined using the MICMAC
analysis technique [72].
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

Most past studies on blogging have been based on surveys of existing blog content
(e.g., [13,36,74–76]). This fails to explore the mechanisms underlying the creation of conta-
gious content to achieve inbound marketing. Thus, Berger’s [15] STEPPS principles were
applied to compile 31 enablers of contagious dining blog content. ISM-MICMAC were then
applied to elucidate the interaction among the extracted factors and constructed a hierar-
chical framework [77]. The ISM method was utilized to determine the interrelationships
between the identified enablers, and MICMAC analysis was used to finalize the connection
among the enablers, including their driving and dependent powers.

In ISM, bottom-layer enablers represent causes while top-layer enablers represent
effects. Therefore, the bottom five enablers are the most fundamental stimuli attracting
dining blog readers. The 15 enablers located in the third and fourth layers present a more
functional perspective of dining blogs. These are influenced by the five fundamental
enablers and also exert an influence on the top layer, thereby connecting the layers of
the model. The enablers located at the first and second layers indicate more emotionally
oriented thinking. This suggests that with the help of the lower layers, when blog readers
like and agree with dining blog content they will engage in more social behaviors, share
it with others, or turn it into a topic of discussion that can realize the ultimate goal of
inbound marketing.

MICMAC analysis categorized enablers F10, F16, F17, F18, F19, F20, and F30 into
quadrant IV. This indicates their influential role. These are usually the most fundamental
enablers affecting a blog reader’s views of blog content. Strong driving power is key to
independent enablers [78]. The enablers F1, F4, F5, F6, F8, F14, F1, F21, F23, F24, F25,
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and F26 were categorized into quadrant III. This quadrant indicates instability, which
means these enablers can influence those in other quadrants as well as generate their own
feedback [78]. Therefore, dining bloggers need to think about which practices are more in
line with the content that they need when writing their blogs. The enablers F2, F3, F7, F11,
F12, F13, F22, F27, F28, F29, and F31 were categorized into quadrant II. These are at the
top layer of the ISM and reflect the final achievements of creating contagious dining blogs.
The enabler F9 was categorized into quadrant I, which means that it does not have much
influence on obtaining the attention of blog readers and maintains a weak relationship
with other enablers [79]. This is probably because blog readers are not yet willing to use
gamification applications to pursue a sense of accomplishment and would rather earn real
rewards (F8). Therefore, this represents an area which dining bloggers can strengthen in
the future. MICMAC analysis successfully identified areas of priority on which bloggers
should focus in order to create contagious dining blogs.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

This study used a mixed-method approach (qualitative content analysis and ISM) to
investigate how to create contagious dining content from the perspective of blog readers.
Figure 4 shows that in Layer 5, blog users first notice affective enablers. Then, in Layers
3 and 4, users note what functional content the blog provides. This can be described as a
cognitive aspect. Finally, Layers 1 and 2 indicate that blog readers respond to the dining
blog, which can be described as behaviors. Therefore, the results of this study echo the
affective, cognitive, and behavioral (ACB) model. The ACB model describes a predictable
sequence from the affective to cognitive to behavioral dimensions.

In the ACB model, the affective dimension refers to the feelings and emotions that
make an individual react and allow them to decide how to respond to the current situation;
the cognitive dimension is based on the beliefs and values that a person has, which are
related to what they have learned in the experiences of their life; the behavioral dimension
focuses on the behavior and intentions of an individual facing a situation and needing to
act [80].

Based on the results of Figure 4 and the ACB model, the theoretical relationships
among the 31 enablers were categorized, as shown in Figure 6. The five enablers of Layer
5 (F16, F17, F18, F19, and F20) can be interpreted as perceived affective quality, which
is a precursor to cognitive beliefs and behavioral intentions [81]. The enabler of Layer 4
(F10) incorporates gamification mechanisms into dining blog designs, which exploit the
natural human tendency towards playfulness [82]. The enabler of Layer 4 (F30) produces a
special significance that engages blog readers [83]. The enabler of Layer 3 (F9) focuses on
achievement. Achievement goals are cognitive representations that guide behavior towards
a future goal [84]. The enablers of Layer 3 (F1, F4, F5, F6, F8, F14, F15, F21, F23, F24, F25,
and F26) represent perceived value, which are blog readers’ subjective impressions of the
perceived benefits and losses of a good or service [85]. The enablers of Layer 2 (F7, F13, and
F29) represent information sharing, which refers to sharing one’s information with others
and the embedding of the notion of “willingness to share” [86]. The enablers of Layer 1 (F2,
F3, F11, F12, F22, F27, F28, and F31) satisfy social needs, which means that users meet and
talk to others to gain peer support and a sense of community [87].

Once these enablers were categorized, the proposed relationships among them were
further discussed. The relationship between perceived affective quality and gamification
was termed R1. The aesthetic experience and pleasure of website users are important
when integrating gamification mechanisms into the design of a website [82]. Therefore, an
attractive and trustworthy website design makes blog readers likely to use gamification
mechanisms on the site [81]. Consequently, perceived affective quality can positively affect
intention to use gamification mechanisms in the context of dining blogs.
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The relationship between perceived affective quality and engagement was termed
R2. Compared to logical concern, affective concern may have a more significant impact on
a customer’s desire for a product or attachment to a service provider [88]. For example,
tourists who are unfamiliar with a destination gain impressions and information about
hotels by visiting mobile apps [89]. Sari and Alversia [90] proposed that consumer affection
influences their intention to use and engage a mobile application. Therefore, perceived
affective quality positively influences engagement with a dining blog.

The relationships among gamification, achievement, and sharing are termed R3 and
R5. Gamification constructs gameplay by defining an achievement that is experienced
as non-gameful—for example, getting an achievement badge for completing a task [91].
When a game in a dining blog gives a user more to achieve, it also makes them more
willing to share it with others. Therefore, achievement mediates the relationship between
gamification and sharing.

The relationships among engagement, perceived value, and socializing are termed
R4 and R6. Dovaliene et al. [92] suggested that behavioral engagement and emotional
engagement have significant impacts on perceived value in the context of mobile apps.
Further, because virtual socializing has become a lifestyle staple for many [93], it can be
inferred that the more engaged a blog reader is and the higher the perceived value of
the blog is, the more that socializing behavior will increase. Therefore, perceived value
mediates the relationship between engagement and socializing. The relationship between
sharing and socializing is termed R7. Savolainen [94] proposed that information sharing
represents a form of social exchange; that is, when blog readers see information as useful
and share it with others, they are engaging in a form of socializing.

The above inferences represent only a preliminary study of the relationships among
the enablers of contagious content. These provide a useful basis for future research.

5.2. Practical Implications

As dining blogs become more popular, so too does the importance of invoking emo-
tional responses from blog readers (e.g., F18, F19, and F20). This pattern is consistent
with the findings of previous research on blogs. For example, Tsaur et al. [13] examined
travel blogs from the perspective of a user and identified the following characteristics of
successful content: interesting, fun, fresh, and enjoyable. In addition to attracting new blog
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readers, it is necessary to tell stories that generate special meaning (e.g., F30), as this has
the important effect of generating WOM in hospitality services [95]. To remain memorable,
storytelling blogs should create messages with a distinctive style and pleasing visual ef-
fects [96]. Furthermore, blog readers hope that reading dining blogs can provide practical
benefits (e.g., F1, F25, and F26). These emotional and cognitive stimulations will likely
engender responses such as thinking of special people (F13), sharing personal experiences
(F7), maintaining community relationships (F27), and becoming a topic of discussion (F31).

Finally, as shown in Figure 4, this study found that when the games in blog posts feel
fresh and interesting to readers (F10), they are shared with special people for the sense
of accomplishment (F9) or to engender an impressive image (F29) and finally achieve
the purpose of social communication (e.g., F27 and F31). Although fresh and interesting
gamification (F10) is another direction that can be developed in blog posts, MICMAC results
indicated that using games to obtain a sense of accomplishment (F9) lacks strong driving
and dependent power. Nevertheless, as gamification applications become increasingly
popular among younger consumers, dining bloggers may consider leveraging the sense
of accomplishment to establish new trends in dining blogs because gamification could be
applied to encourage engagement and enhance value creation [97,98].

A blog provides information on any topic, and sometimes many topics [99], and
seeking information is an important reason for reading blogs [100]. However, in the current
age of information explosion, the sheer volume of information is forcing people to navigate
the web in a much faster way. The magical number (7 ± 2) of immediate memory [101]
suggests that categorizing information in meaningful units (chunks) increases the amount
of recalled information and immediate memory span. Larson and Czerwinski [102] argued
that short-term memory limitations play an important role in users’ ability to learn and
remember the structure of a website. Sheng [103] suggested that the appropriate organi-
zation of information on the interface makes it more comprehensible and that too many
elements will increase the time needed to understand the site. Suppawittaya and Yasri [104]
also supported the idea of delivering information in chunks. Accordingly, the 31 enablers
identified in this study need to be ‘chunked’ in the design of the dining blog so that these
messages can circulate more efficiently.

5.3. Research Limitations

Despite its valuable contributions, this study is subject to limitations. First, the 31
enablers selected according to Berger’s [15] principles may not represent a comprehensive
list. Other factors may exist which are relevant to the field of dining blogging. Second,
the participants were only recruited from Taiwan; the generalizability of our results could
therefore be improved by interviewing blog readers from other regions. A larger sample
size would also contribute to generalizability.

5.4. Directions for Future Research

Although the relationships among the enablers of dining blogs were identified, further
research could utilize these enablers as the basis for the development of a scale incorporating
other outcome variables (e.g., satisfaction and behavioral intentions) to examine the quality
of dining blogs. Moreover, because the ISM is built with data-driven analysis, the procedure
to obtain an adjacency matrix is objective and consistent [105]. Thus, in order to find the
real correlation between X and Y, partial correlation coefficient analysis could be applied
to quantify the direct correlation between any two variables [106]. Future research could
develop a structural adjacent matrix according to the partial correlation coefficient matrix,
which can find the relationship between variables, avoid the influence of irrelevant variables
and of irrelevant variables, and remove the influence of subjective factors [105].
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