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Introduction

Brands that act as publishers and marketers of their brand 
content represent a major shift in how brands have approached 
their marketing activities in recent times (Basney, 2014; 
Pulizzi, 2013; Schram, 2020). Content marketing is still a 
young but dynamic field with many definitions and perspec-
tives among scholars and practitioners about what its prac-
tice requires; and is often also referred to as branded content 
marketing, digital content marketing, or social media content 
marketing (Ahmad et al., 2017; Holliman & Rowley, 2014; 
Lou & Xie, 2021). As a result, some of the earlier scholarly 
work on content marketing focused on the unique character-
istics and tactics of content marketing while attempting to 
situate it in the marketing communication or branding litera-
ture within either a business-to-consumer (B2C) or business-
to-business (B2B) context (Du Plessis, 2015; Holliman & 
Rowley, 2014; Pulizzi, 2012; Vinerean, 2017). However, 
because of all the different perspectives, much of the earlier 
literature confused rather than clarified the meaning of con-
tent marketing (Ho et al., 2020). Collectively, this body of 
earlier work culminated in a better understanding of content 
marketing as a digital marketing strategy with a strategic 
marketing approach to foster consumers’ brand engagement 
and trust. Marketers enhance brand engagement and trust 
with different valuable digital brand content on digital plat-
forms which will have long-term benefits for the brand, such 

as developing relationships and brand loyalty (Hollebeek & 
Mackey, 2019; Mathew & Soliman, 2020). This study also 
supported this view of content marketing.

The digital brand content, among others, include the blog 
posts, website content, white papers, eBooks, e-newsletters, 
testimonials, infographics, and multimedia content (owned 
media) of brands. Consumers can also generate brand con-
tent (user-generated) via their comments, feedback, and 
social media posts (earned media). Finally, brand content can 
also be used as paid content promotion and social network 
advertising (paid media). Brands use a content strategy to 
guide their decisions on the type of brand content to publish; 
the digital platforms on which it could be published and the 
most suitable times at which it could be published (Basney, 
2014; Pulizzi, 2013). Before the era of mobile internet, digi-
tal content was distributed mainly via desktop computers or 
laptops, but nowadays it includes mobile devices and appli-
cations (Bu et al., 2021; Hollebeek & Macky, 2019).

While not a mature field yet, the body of knowledge of 
content marketing has grown over the last 12 years since the 
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first scholarly paper about content marketing by Rowley 
(2008). Although some confusion about content marketing 
remains, more recent studies across different disciplines 
have focused on how content marketing influences online 
consumer behavior and the mechanisms used to achieve this, 
often from the perspectives of consumers. The scholarly 
interest in consumer behavior can be ascribed to the fact that 
the primary intention of content marketing is to change or 
enhance consumer behavior by attracting and retaining con-
sumers (Pulizzi, 2012, 2013). In this regard, Schram (2020) 
refers to a creator economy driven by consumer responses in 
which content marketing plays an important role in attracting 
consumer attention and engagement by providing solutions 
to consumers’ problems with brand content. Because brands 
invest so much in their content marketing efforts, they must 
understand how and why brand content drives consumer 
behavior aligned with organizational goals (Ho et al., 2020).

Mostly, this stream of studies recognizes the critical role 
played by content marketing to change consumers’ online 
behavior with the distribution and accessibility of digital 
brand content on different digital platforms. However, this 
literature is scattered and fragmented and impedes a full 
understanding of conclusive evidence of the effect of con-
tent marketing on online consumer behavior. Also, the 
nature of the field of content marketing makes it difficult to 
understand all the evidence from different scholarly posi-
tions. The interpretation of the influence of content market-
ing on consumer behavior is further impeded because of 
scholars interchangeably using terminologies. For example, 
several studies refer to content marketing and social media 
marketing in the same manner. Although content marketing 
also heavily involves the use of social media, there are 
some distinctions. For example, Baer (n.d.) explained that 
the foremost purpose of content marketing is brand content 
consumption, followed by a desired change in consumer 
behavior. On the other hand, social media marketing first 
focuses on consumer brand participation and then on con-
sumer behavior. Murdock (2012) also points out that with 
social media marketing, the “center of gravity” is social 
media networking sites, while for content marketing it is 
branded content on the organization’s website or blog 
(owned media).

The purpose of this study, therefore, was to record exist-
ing literature on the effect of content marketing on online 
consumer behavior in a structured and comprehensive way 
and to provide a future research agenda on the topic.

The ensuing part of this paper explains content market-
ing’s interest in online consumer behavior in greater detail.

Online Consumer Behavior and 
Content Marketing

Consumer behavior (or buyer behavior) is a popular field of 
study on how consumers decide to buy products or services 
(Solomon & Lowrey, 2018). However, consumer behavior is 

never constant, it changes over time, and depends on prod-
ucts and/or services. Also, not all consumers behave in the 
same manner since various factors can influence their buyer 
behavior such as personal, psychological, social, cultural, 
lifestyle, and geographical amongst others (Hopper, 2020). 
The study of online consumer behavior (e-consumer behav-
ior) on how consumers make purchasing decisions online 
became more prominent in the early 2000s because of the 
advent of online shopping (Cummins et al., 2014; Dennis 
et al., 2009). How and why online consumers make purchas-
ing decisions is well-documented in literature across disci-
plines through different scholarly lenses. These decisions 
constitute complex, interdependent stages starting with 
information collection, evaluation of other options, making a 
purchase, and post-purchase assessment (Close, 2017; 
Dennis et al., 2009; Kumar, 2015; Lombart et al., 2020).

With content marketing, digital brand content is often 
deliberately and strategically produced or curated for con-
sumers not merely to consume, but also to share on social 
media and other digital platforms. Online consumer behavior 
in the context of content marketing thus refers to how con-
sumers respond to digital brand content (Weiger et al., 2019). 
Consumers nowadays want brand experiences and not 
merely products or services; and brands must therefore 
attempt to create a maximum impact with digital brand con-
tent by involving consumers (Viltard, 2016). While the con-
cept of consumer engagement has been widely studied and 
reported on in the literature, this study adopted the definition 
of Hollebeek et al. (2014, p. 152) who define consumer 
engagement as “a consumer’s cognitive, emotional, behav-
ioral, co-creative brand-related activities related to specific 
interactions.” Brands largely provide consumer experiences 
through consumer brand engagement in a pull environment, 
where consumers are attracted to digital brand content based 
on interest and relevance (Taiminen et al., 2015). As Berger 
(2016) notes, sharing content on social media, is, among oth-
ers, driven by a need to be perceived specifically by being 
emotionally connected to the content and how public and 
useful the content is on which content marketing is drawn 
(Weiger et al., 2019). Kardes et al. (2011, p. 8) provide a 
detailed definition of consumer behavior which is relevant to 
the field of content marketing.

“Consumer behavior entails all consumer activities asso-
ciated with the purchase, use, and disposal of goods and ser-
vices, including the consumer’s emotional, mental, and 
behavioral responses that precede, determine, or follow these 
activities.”

Content marketing precedes the consumer’s purchasing 
decision and requires creating useful and relevant digital brand 
content without actively seeking to sell products and/or ser-
vices (non-hard-sell content). Collectively the digital brand 
content leads consumers to a purchase decision after building 
relationships, credibility, and trust (Wall & Spinuzzi, 2018). It 
could thus be argued that content marketing’s interest in online 
consumer behavior is therefore anchored in how consumers 
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react to digital brand content which builds relationships, loy-
alty, and trust that leads to making a purchase decision.

This exercise of synthesizing diverse perspectives on the 
topic allows a description of cutting-edge knowledge on 
online consumer behavior in the context of content market-
ing and identifies useful paths for future research. It is of 
particular interest to understand how topics about the effect 
of content marketing on online consumer behavior have been 
structured and organized in the literature. While it is true that 
the effects of content marketing on online consumer behav-
ior, as illustrated by the results, are interdependent, it is 
important to study them separately to understand the differ-
ent antecedents of the apparent connection between content 
marketing activities and online consumer behavior.

Method

This study employed a scoping review as a method to map 
the existing literature on content marketing and its effect on 
online consumer behavior in a structured and comprehen-
sive way. Scholars often use a scoping review to identify a 
gap in knowledge, clarify concepts, review a body of litera-
ture, or review a complex topic that has not yet been com-
prehensively reviewed (Munn et al., 2018). This approach to 
evidence synthesis was thus appropriate to understand the 
extent of knowledge on the topic. Also, it was important to 
identify and summarize empirical evidence on the causal 
connection between content marketing and online consumer 
behavior, which is often hard to find in the complex and 
heterogeneous literature (Peters et al., 2021). The scoping 
review was guided by the principles of the JBI Methodological 
Guidelines (Peters et al., 2021) which are also congruent 
with the PRISMA-ScR guidelines (Tricco et al., 2018).

In doing so, three areas were investigated, namely (a) 
main characteristics of these studies; (b) how the evidence of 
the causal connection between content marketing and online 
consumer behavior has been structured and organized; and 
(c) the characteristics and range of methodologies used.

The review is reported as per Arksey and O’Malley’s 
(2005) five phases, as explained below.

Phase 1: Formulating the Research Question

The central research question that guided the review is: What 
do we know about the effect of content marketing on online 
consumer behavior?

This question led to several sub-questions:

Sub-question 1: What are the key characteristics of stud-
ies on this topic?
Sub-question 2: Around which evidence has the causal 
connection between content marketing and online con-
sumer behavior been structured and organized?
Sub-question 3: What are the characteristics and range of 
methodologies used in these studies?

Phase 2: Identifying the Relevant Studies

The key concepts of content marketing and online consumer 
behavior guided the search strategy. The following databases 
were used to find the relevant studies: ScienceDirect, 
Mendeley, JSTOR, Web of Science, ABI Inform/ProQuest, 
EBSCO/Business Source Ultimate, Scopus, and 
SpringerLink. These databases were selected because they 
cover business and management studies, including market-
ing topics and represent academic journals that would con-
sider publishing studies on content marketing. Several 
databases were also searched to cover most articles, as put 
forward by Bramer et al. (2017).

An advanced search mode was firstly used to query these 
databases with the following Boolean search commands:

Content marketing AND online consumer OR online customer 
behavior

Content marketing AND attracting online consumers OR 
customers

Content marketing AND retaining online consumers OR customers

Content marketing AND influences online consumer OR online 
customer behavior

Content marketing AND affects online consumer OR online 
customer behavior

Impact AND content marketing AND online consumer OR 
online customer behavior

Following the Boolean search commands, the keywords were 
further refined to focus on content marketing AND trust; con-
tent marketing AND loyalty; content marketing AND engage-
ment; content marketing AND traffic; content marketing 
AND brand advocates; content marketing AND brand aware-
ness; AND content marketing AND building relationships.

Google Scholar was also used to manually search for pub-
lications but was only used as an additional basis for some 
cross-checks, as advised by Haddaway et al. (2015). They 
warned that prior search engine searches could lead to the 
exclusion of studies because of personalized searches and 
biased algorithms.

Phase 3: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

A methodological protocol guided the study’s inclusion and 
exclusion criteria. The publications had to adhere to the fol-
lowing inclusion criteria to be selected:

•• Since content marketing is not a mature field yet pub-
lications from 2008 to 2020, including studies which 
were first published online in 2020 before being allo-
cated to a future journal volume and issue
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•• A research or conceptual study
•• Peer-reviewed academic journal articles
•• Peer-reviewed conference proceedings
•• Scientific research with any research design
•• Published in English
•• Addressed the effect on online consumer behavior
•• Referred to content marketing in the title and/or 

abstract and/or body of the paper

In addition, it was also important that the studies had a clear 
and focused research question/hypothesis, appropriate use of 
methods, and a clear description of results to ensure the cred-
ibility of the empirical evidence reported on.

Grey literature such as working papers, theses/disserta-
tions, reports, books, book chapters, and white papers were 
excluded from the study since the focus was on traditional aca-
demic peer-reviewed research on the topic and more conclu-
sive evidence on the topic was required (Adams et al., 2017).

As depicted in Figure 1, out of 488 studies screened by 
title and abstract, 32 were included in this review. Each study 
was independently evaluated by two reviewers, using a 
dichotomous scale to determine the presence or absence of 
each criterion. A decision was made to either include or 
exclude papers based on the above criteria by using the study 
title and abstract. It was important to be over-inclusive at this 
stage to prevent the incorrect removal of relevant papers. As 

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram for the scoping review process to identify relevant studies.
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indicated in Figure 1, studies that made it through the first 
stage, or cases where a definite decision could not be made, 
were screened to assess whether they qualified for inclusion. 
Full papers were obtained at this stage to make a more 
detailed assessment and were automatically retrieved with 
the Mendeley reference management software. Subsequently, 
all duplicate citations were manually removed, including 
those only discovered in the process. A total of 96 full papers 
were assessed for suitability with the assistance of Atlas.ti 
software. The 64 excluded studies failed on one or more of 
the inclusion criteria. The final sample comprised 29 journal 
articles and 3 conference proceedings.

Phase 4: Extracting and Analyzing the Relevant 
Data

The content of the documents in the final sample was 
extracted systematically in accordance with a summary table 
that covered the authors, year of publication, journal, objec-
tives, research questions/hypotheses, theoretical approach, 
method, B2B or B2C context, country, and effect of content 
marketing on online consumer behavior. The data was then 
grouped according to the sub-questions of this study. The 
trustworthiness of the findings was enhanced by following 
well-known scoping review reporting guidelines and a meth-
odological protocol. It was also necessary to hand search the 
literature to ensure the credibility of the process (Sucharew 
& Macaluso, 2019).

Phase 5: Compiling, Summarizing, and Reporting

Phase 5 first comprised a quantitative process to quantify and 
categorize the raw data. Second, the data was qualitatively 
interpreted, using a deductive approach to provide meaning 
in accordance with the sub-questions of this study (Azungah, 
2018). In this regard, it was important to map what we cur-
rently know about the effect of content marketing on online 
consumer behavior and then to report on the insights gained 
for future studies.

Results

In this scoping review 32 primary studies (n = 32) dealt with 
content marketing and online consumer behavior research 
from a variety of epistemological researcher dispositions and 
lenses. After an initial scholarly focus on what content mar-
keting is and entails, the results show that there has recently 
been a gradual shift to studies that also investigate the out-
come of content marketing in the context of online consumer 
behavior to provide more conclusive evidence of their causal 
connection.

For analysis, the studies were grouped in accordance with 
the sub-questions of this study to answer the central question 
of what we currently know about the effect of content 

marketing on online consumer behavior. The results are now 
explained in terms of the key characteristics of the selected 
studies around which evidence the causal connection 
between content marketing and online consumer behavior 
have been structured and organized; and lastly the range and 
characteristics of the different methodologies were used. The 
results can be further explained as follows:

Key Characteristics of Studies on the Topic

Table 1 shows a general description of the key characteristics 
and findings of the 32 studies included in the review. The 
number of studies were conducted by scholars from 21 coun-
tries, namely Italy, Singapore (n = 5), Egypt, Oman, United 
States of America (n = 5), Germany (n = 2), Spain, Finland 
(n = 2), Netherlands (n = 2), India (n = 2), China (n = 5), Turkey, 
South Africa, New Zealand (n = 2), Malaysia (n = 2), Australia, 
Lithuania (n = 2), Saudi Arabia, Slovakia, Pakistan, and Jordan.

Furthermore, the studies were published in 23 academic 
journals and 3 conference proceedings (Table 2). Of these 
studies a total of three were published in the Industrial 
Marketing Management, two in the European Journal of 
Marketing, two in the Australasian Marketing Journal, two 
in the Computers in Human Behavior, and two in the 
Research for Rural Development journals.

Collectively, the selected studies that were conducted by 
scholars from 21 countries illustrate an attempt from 2014 
onwards to clarify the effect of content marketing on online 
consumer behavior with more conclusive evidence. This was 
done by focusing on the role of digital brand content in 
online consumer behavior in different contexts and settings, 
and specifically on how content marketing can meet con-
sumer needs to elicit a meaningful and beneficial response to 
branded content. The results show that while the literature up 
to 2017 on this topic is still scant, the growth of studies since 
2018 was noticeable.

Interestingly, only 5 studies dealt with online consumer 
behavior within the context of business-to-business (B2B) 
content marketing, while 27 considered a business-to-con-
sumer (B2C), and 1 a consumer-to-consumer (C2C) content 
marketing context (Table 1). This illustrates that, since the 
late 2000s and early 2010s scholarly focus on content mar-
keting within a B2C context has become more prominent 
because of the increased focus on the effect of content mar-
keting on consumers.

Evidence on Which the Causal 
Connection Between Content 
Marketing and Online Consumer 
Behavior Has Been Structured and 
Organized

Table 3 and Figure 2 depict on which evidence the causal 
connection between content marketing and online consumer 
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Table 1. A General Description of the Key Characteristics and Findings of the Studies Included in the Review.

Study 
no Authors

Journal/
proceeding Study objective

Methodology and research 
approach

Business-to business 
(B2B), business-to 
consumer (B2C), 
or consumer-to 
consumer (C2C) 
context/industry

Country of 
scholars

1 Magno and Cassia 
(2020)

Journal of Business 
& Industrial 
Marketing

Proposes and tests a 
model to explain how a 
firm’s thought leadership 
improves its customer 
relationship performance

Covariance-based structural 
equation modeling 
Quantitative

B2B
Different industries 

(not specified)

Italy

2 Ho et al. (2020) Journal of Research 
in Interactive 
Marketing

To develop a conceptual 
framework that identifies 
engaging content marketing 
practices, specifically how 
compelling content is 
created.

Case studies, interviews, and 
content analyses

Qualitative

B2C
Fashion footwear 

retailing
Beverages/energy drinks
Online bakery
Agri manufacturing
Food restaurant chain

Singapore

3 Mathew and 
Soliman (2020)

Journal of 
Consumer 
Behavior

To understand the effect of 
digital content marketing 
on consumer behavior 
within the tourism context

Self-administered survey
PLS-structural equation 

modeling
Quantitative

B2C
Tourism

Egypt and 
Oman

4 Xie and Lou 
(2020)

Journal of 
Interactive 
Advertising

To understand the 
mechanisms of luxury 
content marketing in brand 
building

Quasi-experiment online 
among luxury purchasers

Quantitative

B2C
Luxury

USA and 
Singapore

5 Lou and Xie 
(2021)—First 
published online 
in 2020

International 
Journal of 
Advertising

How digital content 
marketing augments 
consumer experience and 
brand loyalty

A one-factor (product 
involvement: high versus 
low) online experimental 
design

Quantitative

B2C
Chain restaurants 

Apparel casual
Sportswear
Airline product & 

service
Home decor
Car insurance Soft 

drinks
Cars/automobiles 

Instant coffee?
Laundry detergent
Laptop (related tech 

hardware)

Singapore 
and USA

6 Wang et al. (2019) Industrial 
Marketing 
Management

Hypothesizes that a B2B 
service provider obtains 
more sales opportunities 
from accounts that engage 
more with its content 
marketing activities.

Fitting random-effects 
negative binomial 
regression models with 
4 years of panel data from 
a large, international, 
consulting service provider

Quantitative

B2B
Professional services 

organizations

USA

7 Weiger et al. 
(2019)

European Journal of 
Marketing

To examine how three 
generic types of marketer-
generated content 
(affiliative, injunctive, 
and utilitarian content) 
drive user engagement 
by considering distinct 
motivational paths and the 
role of users’ preference 
for intimate (versus broad) 
social networks.

Field survey and a scenario 
experiment among social 
media users across 
different brands from 
three different product 
categories.

Quantitative

B2C
Three different 

product categories

Germany 
and New 
Zeeland

8 Järvinen and 
Taiminen (2016)

Industrial 
Marketing 
Management

Investigates the organizational 
processes for developing 
valuable and timely content 
to meet customer needs 
and for integrating content 
marketing with B2B selling 
pro cesses.

Single case study approach 
(interviews)

Qualitative

B2B
B2B company

Finland

(continued)
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Study 
no Authors

Journal/
proceeding Study objective

Methodology and research 
approach

Business-to business 
(B2B), business-to 
consumer (B2C), 
or consumer-to 
consumer (C2C) 
context/industry

Country of 
scholars

9 Geng et al. (2020) Industrial 
Management & 
Data Systems

To capture both first-order 
effects and second-
order effects of internet 
celebrity endorsements on 
marketing outcomes in an 
e-commerce context

A cross-sectional regression
PVAR model
Quantitative

C2C
Consumer to 

consumer 
e-commerce 
platform

China

10 Lou et al. (2019) Journal of Product 
& Brand 
Management

To test the role of branded 
content marketing on 
YouTube in brand building 
and the mechanism through 
which brand content 
influences brand loyalty and 
purchase intentions.

Web-based, three-step 
randomized intervention

Quantitative

B2C
High and low 

involvement 
products

Singapore
USA
China

11 Al-Gasawneh 
and Al-Adamat 
(2020)

Management 
Science Letters

To examine the role of 
eWOM when it comes 
to content marketing and 
its connection with green 
purchasing intentions

A self-administered online 
questionnaire

Quantitative

B2C
Green products

Malaysia
Jordan

12 Ansari et al. 
(2019)

Journal of Public 
Value and 
Administration 
Insights

To examine the relationship 
of brand awareness with 
consumers’ purchase 
decisions.

To investigate the 
relationship of social media 
content marketing with 
the consumer purchase 
decision.

Online questionnaire
Quantitative

B2C
Social media (industry 

not clear)

Pakistan

13 Barry and Gironda 
(2019)

Industrial 
Marketing 
Management

To test a framework of 
thought leadership that 
drives a marketer’s social 
capital.

Structural equation modeling
Quantitative

B2B
B2B professional 

services

USA

14 Bu et al. (2021)—
First published 
online in 2020

Australasian 
Marketing Journal

How the social impact of 
Digital Content Marketing 
(DCM) in food tourism 
leads to electronic word-
of-mouth (e-WOM) 
communication

Online survey structural 
equation modeling

Quantitative

B2C
Tourism

China

15 Gao (2018) Advances in 
Social Science, 
Education and 
Humanities 
Research 
(ASSEHR), 
volume 184 2nd 
International 
Conference 
on Education 
Science and 
Economic 
Management 
(ICESEM 2018) 
Research

To describe the impact of 
various dimensions of 
content marketing on 
consumers’ purchase 
intention

How social networks 
influence consumers’ 
willingness to purchase in 
the situation of content 
marketing

Survey
Quantitative

B2C
Industry not clear

China

16 Gümüş (2017) Academic Research 
International

Determining the content 
leading to consumers 
following brands, 
quitting brand following, 
establishing interaction 
with brands, and sharing 
brand content

Focus groups
Qualitative

B2C
Social media (industry 

not clear)

Turkey

(continued)

Table 1. (continued)
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Table 1. (continued)

Study 
no Authors

Journal/
proceeding Study objective

Methodology and research 
approach

Business-to business 
(B2B), business-to 
consumer (B2C), 
or consumer-to 
consumer (C2C) 
context/industry

Country of 
scholars

17 Hollebeek and 
Macky (2019)

Journal of 
Interactive 
Marketing

To develop a conceptual 
framework that identifies 
important consumer-based 
digital content marketing 
antecedents

Conceptual
Qualitative

B2C
Framework

New 
Zealand

18 Human et al. 
(2018)

International 
Journal of 
Emerging 
Markets

To consider the effect of 
content marketing on 
sponsorship-response 
favorability in the South 
African energy drink 
market.

whether communicated 
online video sponsorship 
content influences 
the favorability of the 
sponsoring brand in an 
emerging market context

Survey after treatment
Structural equations model
Quantitative

B2C
Energy drink market

South 
Africa

19 Sabate et al. 
(2014)

European 
Management 
Journal

To shed light on those 
factors that are expected 
to impact on Facebook 
branded post popularity.

An empirical analysis using 
multiple linear regressions

Conceptual model
Quantitative

B2C
Facebook fan page

Spain

20 Taiminen and 
Karjaluoto 
(2017)

Computers in 
Human Behavior

To investigate the impact of 
brand extended thematic-
content on both the 
readers of the content and 
the brands.

Structural Equation
Modeling
Quantitative

B2C
One brand that 

practices content 
marketing (industry 
not clear)

Finland

21 Müller and 
Christandl 
(2019)

Computers in 
Human Behavior

To examine the effect 
of content marketing, 
sponsored content, and 
user-generated content on 
brand responses

Survey
A serial mediation model is 

developed and tested in an 
experimental study, using 
different content types in 
the context of the video 
game industry

Quantitative

B2C
Gaming videos 

on YouTube 
(entertainment)

Germany

22 Taiminen and 
Ranaweera 
(2019)

European Journal of 
Marketing

To explore how digital 
content marketing leads to 
value-laden trusted brand 
relationships.

Online survey
Covariance-based structural 

equation modeling
Quantitative

B2B
Email marketing list of 

a large B2B brand

Finland

23 Krishnaprabha and 
Tarunika (2020)

International 
Journal of 
Research in 
Engineering, 
Science and 
Management

To investigate the effects of 
digital content marketing 
on brand awareness.

Survey
Quantitative

B2C
Consumers who are 

aware of content 
marketing

India

24 Bunpis and Haron 
(2014)

International SME 
Conference 
(ISMEC 2014)

To study the background 
knowledge about content 
marketing on customer 
brand engagement.

Documentary research
Qualitative

B2C
Health and beauty

Malaysia

25 Mohammad 
(2020)

International 
Journal of 
Business and 
Administrative 
Studies

To examine the effect of 
product transparency on 
consumer trust to increase 
the effectiveness of 
content marketing,

Online survey
Quantitative

B2C
Food and beverage

Netherlands

26 Liu et al. (2018) Journal of 
Marketing

To examine how marketers of 
video-based content should 
edit trailers to produce 
(shorter) clips that help 
consumers decide whether 
to watch the content.

An online experiment
Quantitative

B2C
Comedy movies

USA

(continued)
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Study 
no Authors

Journal/
proceeding Study objective

Methodology and research 
approach

Business-to business 
(B2B), business-to 
consumer (B2C), 
or consumer-to 
consumer (C2C) 
context/industry

Country of 
scholars

27 Ramesh and 
Vidhaya (2019-
2020)

Journal of Services 
Research

To establish the effect of 
digital marketing on online 
consumer buying behavior

Survey B2C
Consumers in Indian 

City doing online 
shopping

India

28 Wang and 
McCarthy 
(2021)—First 
published online 
in 2020

Australasian 
Marketing Journal

To examine how the type 
of message, the post 
format, and the source 
of the content influences 
customer engagement with 
retail bank brands

Content analysis
Multiple regressions.
Quantitative

B2C
Retail banks’ Facebook 

pages
Financial

Australia 
and 
Singapore

29 Repovienė and 
Pažėraitė (2018)

Research for Rural 
Development

To determine which 
combinations of content 
marketing decisions could 
create the desired value 
for the customer in the 
tourism sector

Q methodology
Mixed-method

B2C
Tourism

Lithuania

30 Repovienė and 
Pažėraitė (2019)

Research for Rural 
Development

To determine which content 
marketing decisions 
create the biggest value 
for the customer in social 
networks.

Correlation analysis
Quantitative

B2C
Example of an organic 

farm

Lithuania

31 Poradova (2020) SHS Web of 
Conferences 
Globalization 
and its Socio-
Economic 
Consequences

How a global content 
marketing strategy can 
be used to influence 
user interests and its 
importance communication 
with customers.

Survey
Google Analytics

B2C
Industry not clear

Slovakia

32 Ahmed (2019) Innovative 
Marketing

Investigates the multi-
dimensional relationships 
among content marketing, 
loyalty, trust, and 
customer engagement

Survey
Quantitative

B2C
Private hospital sector

Saudi Arabia

Table 1. (continued)

behavior has been structured and organized. The results do 
not only clarify what content resonates with consumers, but 
also how the content affects online consumer behavior when 
brands meet the expectations of consumer brand content. As 
depicted in Table 3 and Figure 2, evidence relates to building 
better relationships (1, 2, 15, 22); creating brand awareness 
(12, 23); ensuring deeper consumer brand engagement (6, 7, 
17, 19, 22, 24, 28, 32); enhancing brand identity (15); 
increases brand loyalty (4, 5, 10, 23, 32); and more trust in 
the brand (17, 22, 25, 32); enhancing consumer purchase 
behavior, intentions, and sales (3, 6, 8, 10, 11, 13, 16, 26, 28, 
31); driving traffic to e-commerce sales channels (9); provid-
ing more brand value to consumers (17, 29, 30); increasing 
consumer brand responses on digital media (16, 21, 28, 31); 
positively changing consumer attitudes towards brands (10, 
17, 20); increasing sponsorship opportunities (18); and 
enhancing eWOM opportunities (11, 14).

The results furthermore show that the effect of content mar-
keting on online consumer behavior is due to being helpful by 

providing relevant, useful, valuable, and timely brand content 
shared on social media to address consumers’ needs. Because 
consumers’ needs are met, they not only become more aware 
of and attracted to the brand but are also more inclined to pur-
chase from the brand because of a trusting relationship that 
was formed with the brand through their content (Ho et al., 
2020; Järvinen & Taiminen, 2016; Magno & Cassia, 2020; 
Mathew & Soliman, 2020; Weiger et al., 2019).

While many studies since 2008 discussed the effects of 
content marketing activities and benefits for a brand, the 
studies in this sample confirm that strong branded content 
will persuade online consumers towards the desired content 
marketing results.

Characteristics of the Range of 
Methodologies Used

Table 1 also depicts the characteristics of the range of meth-
odologies and research approaches adopted by the studies in 
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the sample. The results show that 26 studies adopted a quan-
titative research approach to determine the effect of digital 
brand content on online consumer behavior. Advanced statis-
tical methods were used to test proposed models; experi-
ments were conducted with consumers, while online surveys 
and content analyses were also administered. The quantita-
tive studies also show the evidence of rigorous statistical 
analysis, which can be attributed to the complexity of the 
topic. The six qualitative studies used interviews, case stud-
ies, and focus groups, while one mixed-method study adopted 
Q methodology. Although one study in the sample was con-
ceptual, the study dealt with the effect of content marketing 
on online consumer behavior with recommendations for 
future research and thus contributed to the investigation.

Discussion

Contrary to the scholarly belief about the paucity of research 
about content marketing in the extant literature, this scoping 
review established that many studies about content market-
ing exist. However, fewer studies are available with evidence 
on the effect of content marketing on online consumer behav-
ior which has become an important lens to further investigate 
this digital marketing strategy (Figure 1). It is evident from 
the process followed for this study that the body of literature 

on content marketing has grown substantially since 2008. 
While still not a mature field yet, the idea of sharing digital 
brand content on social media with content marketing has 
become more viable and understood than 12 years ago when 
Rowley (2008) published the first scholarly paper on digital 
content marketing. Also, authors of studies in the final sam-
ple represent most continents, showing the growth of global 
scholarly interest in the topic (Table 1).

This scoping review synthesizes the fragmented evidence 
about what we know about the effect of content marketing in 
the context of online consumer behavior over 12 years. In 
doing so, the study provides more insights about the extent of 
the current body of knowledge on this topic, as depicted in 
Table 1. Although the causal connection between content 
marketing (digital brand content) and online consumer 
behavior has been acknowledged in earlier literature 
(Holliman & Rowley, 2014; Rowley, 2008), the studies 
included in the final sample verified this connection with 
empirical data, using a wide range of methodologies. 
Moreover, the included studies clearly support earlier schol-
arly and practitioner arguments to the effect that digital brand 
content must influence online consumer behavior when solu-
tions to consumers’ problems are provided with digital brand 
content (Schram, 2020). By strategically focusing on rele-
vant content that consumers need, a brand builds an audience 

Table 2. Journals and Conference Proceedings Included in the Sample.

Study no Name of journal Number of studies

1 Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing 1
2 Journal of Research in Interactive Marketing 1
3 Journal of Consumer Behavior 1
4 Journal of Interactive Advertising 1
5 International Journal of Advertising 1
6, 8, 13 Industrial Marketing Management 3
9 Industrial Management & Data Systems 1
7, 22 European Journal of Marketing 2
10 Journal of Product & Brand Management 1
11 Management Science Letters 1
12 Journal of Public Value and Administration Insights 1
14, 28 Australasian Marketing Journal 2
15 Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research (ASSEHR) Conference Proceeding 1
16 Academic Research International 1
17, Journal of Interactive Marketing 1
18 International Journal of Emerging Markets 1
19 European Management Journal  
20, 21 Computers in Human Behavior 2
23 International Journal of Research in Engineering, Science and Management 1
24 International SME Conference (ISMEC 2014) 1
25 International Journal of Business and Administrative Studies 1
26 Journal of Marketing 1
27 Journal of Services Research 1
29, 30 Research for Rural Development 2
31 SHS Web of Conferences—Globalization and Its Socio-Economic Consequences 1
32 Innovative Marketing 1
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Table 3. Evidence of the Causal Connection Between Content Marketing and Online Consumer Behavior.

Study 
no Author and date

Content marketing’s effect on online 
consumer behavior Reason for the effect (digital brand content)

1 Magno and Cassia (2020) Builds relationships Valuable content demonstrates 
competences and expertise because of a 
thought leadership strategy

2 Ho et al. (2020) Builds relationships Content generates value which is then 
consumed and shared

3 Mathew and Soliman (2020) Affects behavioral intention in terms 
of purchasing from the brand

Ease of use, convenience, usefulness, 
perceived enjoyment, and convenience of 
the content

4 Xie and Lou (2020) Increases brand loyalty Perceived experiential value and unique 
value of luxury branded content are 
positively related to per- ceived brand 
prestige, brand exclusivity, and customer 
intimacy

5 Lou and Xie (2021) first published 
online in 2020

Enhances consumer brand 
experience and brand loyalty

The informative, entertainment, social, and 
functional value of the content

6 Wang et al. (2019) Affects consumer purchase behavior 
(sales) as well as consumer brand 
engagement

Because of the exposure to in-person 
events, digital events, and digital branded 
content

7 Weiger et al. (2019) Enhances consumer brand 
engagement

Content that works through either enhancing 
self-determination (autonomous community 
membership motivation) or through 
enhancing other-determination (controlled 
community membership motivation)

8 Järvinen and Taiminen (2016) Enhances consumer purchase intent Organizational processes that foster the 
creation and delivery of valuable and 
timely content based on customer needs.

Content must target customers’ needs 
and solve their problems rather than 
promoting company products

9 Geng et al. (2020) Drives traffic to e-commerce sales Content endorsed by Internet celebrities
10 Lou et al. (2019) Increases brand loyalty, affects 

consumer behavior in terms of 
purchase intention, and changes 
brand attitude

Different content types must be created 
for high and low involvement products 
through a brand’s own social media 
channel(s)

11 Al-Gasawneh and Al-Adamat 
(2020)

Increases eWOM and affects 
purchase intention

Suitable appealing content encourages 
consumers to share their positive 
experiences through eWOM which 
increases the interest of other consumers 
towards green products.

12 Ansari et al. (2019) Increases brand awareness and 
affects purchase decision

Content strengthens purchase decisions 
because of prior brand awareness

13 Barry and Gironda (2019) Affects the purchase intentions of 
targeted buyers

Content depicts thought leadership

14 Bu et al. (2021)—First published 
online in 2020

Increases eWOM Content promotes eWOM because of 
positive social impact

15 Gao (2018) Builds relationships, enhances brand 
identity, and affects purchase 
intention

Because of information-based and 
entertainment-oriented content

16 Gümüş (2017) Improves consumer brand response When content is in line with the 
expectations of the audience. It is also 
important to know the audience well.

17 Hollebeek and Macky (2019) Increases brand trust, changes brand 
attitude, enhances consumer brand 
engagement, and adds consumer 
value

Content’s nature and execution are pivotal 
to digital content marketing success. Also, 
because of the clarity of the content, 
appealing presentation, a user value focus, 
and opt-out at any stage of the process

(continued)



12 SAGE Open

Study 
no Author and date

Content marketing’s effect on online 
consumer behavior Reason for the effect (digital brand content)

18 Human et al. (2018) Increases sponsorship preference 
among customers

Content that depicts the sincerity of the 
sponsor and attitude of the sponsor 
increases feelings of sincerity and enhances 
the favorability of the sponsor.

19 Sabate et al. (2014) Enhances consumer brand 
engagement

Because of the use of images (likes and 
comments), videos (increase number of 
likes and structural characteristics of posts

20 Taiminen and Karjaluoto (2017) Changes consumer brand attitude Frequent reading of brand-extended 
thematic content and becoming familiar 
with the brand

21 Müller and Christandl (2019) Improves consumer brand response User generated content is perceived more 
favorably than sponsored content

22 Taiminen and Ranaweera (2019) Increases brand trust, enhances 
consumer brand engagement, and 
builds relationships with the brand

Because of the brand’s actions that are 
perceived as being helpful

23 Krishnaprabha and Tarunika 
(2020)

Creates more brand awareness and 
increases brand loyalty

Content increases brand awareness and 
loyalty

24 Bunpis and Haron (2014) Enhances consumer brand 
engagement

Content stimulates consumer interest

25 Mohammad (2020) Increases brand trust Content that promotes product 
transparency

26 Liu et al. (2018) Improves consumer brand response 
and purchase intention

Production of short clips can be an effective 
tool to market movies and other online 
content.

27 Ramesh and Vidhaya (2019-2020) Affects consumer purchase behavior Content that provides true, factual, and 
full-fledged information about goods and 
services

28 Wang and McCarthy (2021) Improves consumer brand response 
and enhances consumer brand 
engagement

Producing the right mix of content suitable 
for a specific country

29 Repovienė and Pažėraitė (2018) Adds customer value creation Making the right content marketing 
decisions to increase value

30 Repovienė and Pažėraitė (2019) Adds consumer value creation Content creation decisions include the 
usage of photos and hashtags when 
posting

31 Poradova (2020) Improves consumer brand response Creating and publishing, interesting and 
valuable content strengthens customer 
relationships because of a more personal 
connection between company employees 
and customers

32 Ahmed (2019) Increases brand loyalty, brand 
trust, and enhances consumer 
engagement

Content marketing is helpful in fostering 
trust and confidence among customers 
and is also engaging them at a more 
personal level.

Table 3. (continued)

with content marketing because the content adds meaningful 
value to their lives (Lou et al., 2019).

As depicted in Tables 1 and 2, the studies were conducted 
in different contexts. However, considered together, the 
present findings confirm the effect of content marketing 
(digital brand content) on online consumer behavior in sev-
eral areas. For example, for building relationships with 

online consumers, the results of Magno and Cassia’s (2020) 
study confirmed that thought leadership plays a significant 
role in that it provides valuable content that demonstrates 
competence and expertise. Similarly, the study of Ho et al.’s 
(2020) found that building relationships with online con-
sumers is possible with digital brand content that generates 
value to their lives. Digital brand content which deals with 
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perceived experiential value and unique value also enhances 
brand loyalty (Xie & Lou, 2020), in that it provides informa-
tive, entertainment, social, and functional value (Lou & Xie, 
2021) and at the same time also increases brand awareness 
because of exposure to digital brand content (Krishnaprabha 
& Tarunika, 2020).

Online consumers trust a brand more when the digital 
brand content demonstrates helpful actions that assist with 
their daily lives (Taiminen & Ranaweera, 2019). When the 
digital brand content is clear, presented appealingly, and 
focuses on user value while consumers can opt out any time, 
brand trust is enhanced (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019). On the 
other hand, Mohammad (2020) found that brand trust is 
enhanced with digital brand content that promotes product 
transparency.

The investigation into how and whether consumers 
engaged with digital brand content was of much interest to 
scholars. In this regard, Sabate et al. (2014) found that 
structural characteristics, such as including videos and 
images, play a role in how engaged consumers are with the 
digital brand content. Also, Bunpis and Haron (2014) clari-
fied that digital brand content must stimulate consumers’ 
interest for them to become engaged. Hollebeek and Macky 
(2019) later confirm that the nature of digital brand content’ 

and the way in which it is implemented must be important 
considerations to engage consumers. However, Wang and 
McCarthy (2021) point out that the extent of consumers’ 
engagement with digital brand content will differ among 
consumers in different countries.

Although content marketing precedes the online consum-
er’s purchasing decision, whether digital brand content will 
eventually lead consumers to a purchase decision was also 
important to scholars. A total of 10 studies confirmed that 
consumers’ purchase behavior was affected because of their 
exposure to digital brand content. In this regard, consumers 
indicated a purchase intent because of, for example, ease of 
use, convenience, usefulness, perceived enjoyment, per-
ceived convenience, valuable, timely, and alluring content 
(Al-Gasawneh & Al-Adamat, 2020; Barry & Gironda, 2019; 
Gao, 2018; Järvinen & Taiminen, 2016; Liu et al., 2018; Lou 
et al., 2019; Mathew & Soliman, 2020). When celebrities 
endorsed digital brand content, e-sales increased (Geng 
et al., 2020). Prior awareness of a brand because of digital 
brand content also played a role in the purchase intentions of 
consumers (Ansari et al., 2019). However, consumers will 
not purchase from brands, unless digital brand content pro-
vides true and factual information about products (Ramesh 
& Vidhaya, 2019-2020).

Figure 2. How evidence of the causal connection between content marketing and online consumer behavior has been structured in the 
literature.
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Digital brand content shared on social media also resulted 
in consumers reacting favorably towards the brand when the 
digital content dealt with consumers’ needs (Gümüş, 2017); 
was not sponsored (Müller & Christandl, 2019); and elicited 
a personal connection between employees and consumers 
(Poradova, 2020). Also, the brand responses of consumers in 
the form of eWOM were enhanced with digital brand content 
that attracted consumers’ interest in specific products 
(Al-Gasawneh & Al-Adamat, 2020) or could have a social 
impact (Bu et al., 2021).

Furthermore, the work of Repovienė and Pažėraitė (2018) 
highlights that content marketers must make the right deci-
sions to increase value for consumers with digital brand 
content.

Research Implications

The study also allowed the identification of knowledge gaps 
that can guide the future research agenda in this area. This 
study therefore has several research implications for further 
studies.

While studies on the effect of content marketing on online 
consumer behavior seem to mount, some knowledge gaps in 
this area remain. For example, further research is needed into 
the effect of content marketing on online consumer behavior 
in the education and financial industries and from countries 
in Africa and South America. Also, the novel areas of con-
sumer sponsorship preferences and enhanced brand identity 
because of digital brand content deserve some further explo-
ration (Gao, 2018; Human et al., 2018). Because of the com-
plexity of the topic, scholars are encouraged to cross 
disciplinary boundaries to put forward more effective digital 
brand content solutions for brands. More interdisciplinary 
research will also generate new knowledge and innovative 
research (Duerr & Herkommer, 2019). The idea put forward 
by Wang et al. (2019, p. 167) that content marketing must be 
viewed as an “integrative component of the overall market-
ing and sales effort,” not only for products but also for ser-
vices, must also be further explored and tested.

Because literature from different scholarly angles on this 
topic continues to expand, there is now an urgent need to 
clarify the differences between content marketing and social 
media marketing. When scholars refer to content marketing 
and social media marketing interchangeably, it hinders the 
theoretical development of content marketing as a rightful 
sub-field of digital marketing (Bai & Yan, 2020). Studies that 
clarify these differences will eliminate the persistent confu-
sion about these two concepts and further advance the extant 
literature on content marketing (Baer, n.d.; Murdock, 2012).

In addition, the growth of the body of literature is also 
impeded because of the many studies that deal with issues 
related to content marketing but do not acknowledge the con-
cept of content marketing in their work (Cheung et al., 2020). 
By not explicitly referring to content marketing in studies 
can perhaps still be ascribed to the diverse views of content 

marketing in the literature (Ho et al., 2020). More studies on 
the effect of content marketing on online consumer behavior 
will, therefore, situate content marketing more prominently 
in the literature.

While the results have shown that B2C content marketing 
has expanded since the earlier literature, there is now also a 
gap in the C2C content marketing context on digital plat-
forms where consumers interact with one another. In this 
regard, Geng et al., (2020) have paved the way for more 
studies that investigate how consumers talk to one another 
about branded content to identify more content needs. By 
gaining consumers’ perspectives on digital platforms where 
they are present, can provide further insights into the digital 
brand content that resonates with them. Further studies are 
also necessary to clarify the effect of content marketing on 
the B2B content marketing context.

In addition, there is also a gap in the literature to conduct 
more qualitative research on content marketing and online 
consumer behavior. Qualitative studies will allow for richer 
and more in-depth data about how online consumers experi-
ence and respond to a brand because of their branded con-
tent. Qualitative studies can also provide more insights 
specific into an industry when incorporating consumer brand 
experiences.

Practical Implications

This study also has some practical implications. A greater 
awareness of more conclusive evidence of the effect of con-
tent marketing on online consumer behavior can guide mar-
keters to produce and share digital brand content on social 
media that will resonate more with consumers. In this regard, 
the results provide more insights into what content online 
consumers expect from brands with which they interact on 
digital platforms; and how brands can benefit when these 
consumer expectations are met (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019; 
Mathew & Soliman, 2020). This study also shows the differ-
ent areas in which content marketing can influence online 
consumer behavior, as depicted in Table 3. In addition, the 
results also confirm that content marketing is a valuable 
long-term investment for brands because consumers will 
eventually make a purchase because of a trusting relationship 
that was formed with resonating digital brand content (Ho 
et al., 2020).

Conclusion

The purpose of this scoping review was to summarize empir-
ical evidence of the effect of content marketing on online 
consumer behavior in a structured and comprehensive way 
and to identify some knowledge gaps for future studies on 
the topic. The study thus provides more insights into the 
extent of verified knowledge and which areas to still pay 
attention to. These knowledge gaps include more studies into 
the education and financial industries and from countries in 
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Africa and South America. Scholars are also encouraged to 
further explore consumer sponsorship preferences and 
enhanced brand identity because of digital brand content. 
Also, there is a need to clarify how content marketing differs 
from social media marketing, while more studies on C2C 
and B2B content marketing and more qualitative research on 
this topic are needed.

This scoping review had some limitations. The main limi-
tation was the few studies that could be included and ana-
lyzed. It is acknowledged that the inclusion of grey literature 
and other databases could have contributed to a larger sample. 
Also, studies that did not refer to content marketing but dis-
cussed activities related to content marketing and studies that 
referred to social media marketing instead of content market-
ing also limited the number of studies in the final sample.

Content marketing remains a vibrant new field with 
increased scholarly interest. This scoping study, therefore, 
provides some clarification of the important role of content 
marketing when it comes to online consumer behavior. 
However, there is a need for further studies to advance con-
tent marketing’s effect in the literature.
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