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Abstract 
Businesses of all sizes are now expected to have an online presence, and the creation of digital content 
that effectively engages the online community over social networking sites (SNS) has become crucial. 
Self-help books advise that promotional content decreases online engagement for business-to-business 
(B2B) SNS, and this advice has been a major consideration for marketers. Research has primarily 
concerned Facebook, YouTube, Instagram and Twitter, and has yielded inconclusive and conflicting 
results pertaining to promotional content. Research has also failed to consider LinkedIn specifically, 
despite it being the key B2B SNS. This investigation performed a small-scale quantitative content 
analysis as a proof of concept – to prove that despite the many self-help articles and books on the subject, 
promotional content on LinkedIn might not be as much of a turn-off for industry professional audiences 
as it may seem. Eighteen top performing articles published on LinkedIn across two different industries 
were analysed, and the total level of engagement and promotional index of each article was recorded. 
Results depicted a weak relationship between promotional content and engagement across, and also 
highlighted possible differences according to industry – thus refuting both hypotheses. The project thus 
proved its concept, opening the way to future research in this area.  
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Introduction 
 

In the current era of digitalisation, the business 
value of digital content is increasing exponentially. 
Businesses both large and small are expected to 
have an online presence, and the creation of digital 
content that effectively engages the online 
community over websites and social networking 
sites (SNS) has become a crucial element of any 
marketing campaign (Hutchins, 2016; Brennan & 
Croft, 2012). This is especially true for business-
to-business (B2B) companies; a study from 2015 
concluded that ‘28% of the total marketing budget 
in a B2B company is spent on digital content 
marketing (Content Marketing Institute, 2015) – a 
number which is expected to increase dramatically 
(Maddox 2015). Unsurprisingly, this has attracted 
a wealth of interest – both scholarly and non-
scholarly – surrounding what exactly makes digital 

content engaging for B2B audiences. Research in 
this area has primarily been concerned with digital 
content (such as posts, articles and graphics) 
published on Facebook, YouTube, Instagram and 
Twitter (Kim & Kim, 2017; Yuki, 2015; Saxton & 
Waters, 2014; Ramanadhan, Mendez, Rao, 
Viswanath, 2013). Research directly pertaining to 
LinkedIn however, has remained sparse. As 
LinkedIn is now considered to be ‘one of the key 
social media sites for B2B Marketing’ (Brennan & 
Croft, 2012, p. 11) with 94% of B2B marketers 
using LinkedIn to distribute content (LinkedIn 
Corporation, 2017), more scholarly research 
surrounding what makes content engaging for 
industry professionals on LinkedIn is required.  

Self-help books and internet articles continue 
to insist that promotional content is detrimental to 
audience engagement on LinkedIn (Stratten & 
Stratten, 2016; Schaffer, Safko, Korhan, Goodman, 
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Stratten, & Zarella, 2014). However, scholarly 
research in the area considers SNSs other than 
LinkedIn, or only considers LinkedIn under the 
umbrella concept of a B2B SNSs – and research 
has found either conflicting evidence (Saxton & 
Waters, 2014), or no evidence to support these 
claims at all (Holliman & Rowley, 2014; Naude & 
Holland, 2003; Brennan & Croft, 2012; Hutchins, 
2016; Ramanadhan, Mendez, Rao, Viswanath, 
2013).Yet this has be proven to be a dominant idea 
among B2B marketers, despite the limited 
scholarly supporting evidence (Holliman & 
Rowley, 2014). Furthermore, as the scholarly 
research in the area hasn’t considered LinkedIn 
independently, and hasn’t obtained any concrete 
conclusions, it is thus necessary to consider the 
true validity of these self-help books – and 
consider whether promotional content on LinkedIn 
is really less likely to engage professional 
audiences.  

This project will henceforth investigate just 
this, by performing a quantitative analysis of 18 
top performing articles published on LinkedIn 
across two different industries: Education and 
Management & Workplace. Engagement will be 
measured by the combined number of ‘likes’, 
‘comments’, and ‘shares’ of an article, and a 
promotional index number will indicate the level 
of promotional content within each article based on 
three categorical schemas. It will subsequently be 
hypothesized that in the context of previous 
scholarly and non-scholarly literature, articles with 
a higher promotional index will possess a lower 
level of engagement. It will also be hypothesized 
that this should be found across articles in both 
industries.  

This investigation is a small scale analysis that 
works as a proof of concept – to prove that despite 
the many self-help articles and books on the 
subject, promotional content on LinkedIn might 
not be as much of a turn-off for industry 
professional audiences as it may seem. It will 
conclude that if either or both of these hypotheses 
are rejected, this will be a worthwhile area for 

further research. Seeing as these self-help books 
have been shown to influence B2B marketers and 
their strategies (Holliman & Rowley, 2014), 
contradictory results could indicate that these ideas 
have been negatively impacting both business’ 
current B2B marketing strategies and invested 
resources, and prospective digital marketing 
specialists who are being educated in the area.  
 
Literature Review 
 

In examining the literature surrounding this 
project, it is important to consider three areas of 
interest. Firstly, the complexities of creating 
content for SNSs that is engaging, and how this 
engagement has previously been measured will be 
discussed. Secondly, the literature surrounding the 
notion that promotional content is less engaging 
will be unpacked. Finally, all literature will be 
taken into the context of LinkedIn – to examine the 
research that has been conducted on creating 
content specifically for LinkedIn audiences.  
 
Creating Content for Social Networking Sites 
that is Engaging 
 

The creation of digital content that will effectively 
engage audiences on SNSs is a complicated issue 
that continues to be unpacked in the literature. 
Unlike traditional media, digital content is now 
‘transferred through a digital value chain based on 
computer-mediated networks such as the Internet’ 
(Kim & Kim, 2017, p. 553), which has been 
evidenced in research concerning creative digital 
productions such as animations, music, and movies 
(Bradley et al., 2012; Hargittai & Walejko, 2008; 
Meisel, 2008; Smith & Teland, 2009; Stini, 
Mauve, Heine & Fitzek, 2006; Williams et al., 
2008). These studies have found this digital value 
chain to be much more dynamic and complex than 
the value chains in traditional media (Kim & Kim, 
2017), for ‘what was largely didactic, one-way 
computer-mediated communication has now 
changed with the evolution of SNSs’ (Brennan & 
Croft, 2012, p. 3). This has thus complicated the 
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process of what engagement means on SNSs, and 
how it can be measured.  

‘Spreadability’ and ‘stickiness’ are concepts 
that have been popularised among digital 
marketing discourse, and both work to overcome 
these complexities by identifying how ‘successful’ 
or ‘effective’ a work of digital content is at 
engaging online audiences. ‘Stickiness’ was 
popularised by Malcolm Gladwell’s The Tipping 
Point (2000), and can generally be defined as ‘the 
need to create content that attracts audience 
attention and engagement’ (Jenkins, Ford & Green, 
2013, p. 4). Stickiness is thus primarily concerned 
with making information ‘irresistible’ to the 
audience (Gladwell, 2000, p. 132), by creating 
compelling and engaging content. ‘Spreadability’ 
was coined by Henry Jenkins, and was created in 
direct response to the stickiness concept. Jenkins 
agreed that content needed to be sticky to be 
engaging for the online audience, but he also 
theorized that the content also needed to be 
spreadable – that is to say that it can be 
‘repurposed and transformed... allowing content to 
be localized to diverse contexts of use’ (Jenkins, 
2009, p. 1). Although neither Jenkins or Gladwell 
specifically considered LinkedIn in their theories, 
their research stipulates that online engagement 
requires both a level of stickiness and 
spreadability. It will thereby inform the present 
study, as it will be expected that articles that are 
engaging for industry professionals will be both 
sticky and spreadable. 

With regard to how audience engagement has 
been measured on SNSs, previous studies have 
generally focused more on static content, and have 
failed to consider the dynamic communicative 
actions that occur on SNSs (Bortree & Seltzer, 
2009). Saxton and Waters (2014) however, 
highlighted the ways interactive features of SNSs 
such as Facebook’s ‘liking’, ‘commenting’, and 
‘sharing’ of a post illustrate the dynamic and 
interactive systems of public reaction to certain 
organizations. Although this study was concerned 
with Facebook, as LinkedIn has similar features of 

‘liking’, ‘commenting’ and ‘sharing’ articles, these 
measurement choices of online engagement will 
greatly inform the present study. Similarly, these 
dynamic measures of audience engagement run 
somewhat parallel to Jenkins and Gladwell’s 
research – ‘likes’ might indicate the article’s 
stickiness, and as Jenkins describes spreadability to 
include how regularly content is ‘shared’, ‘shares’ 
might similarly indicate spreadability. Although 
these parallels are stipulations, it will prove an 
interesting point of analysis of engagement in this 
project.  

 
Promotional Content and Engagement 
 

The negative effect of promotional content on SNS 
users’ engagement is a dominant idea that can be 
observed in both the scholarly and non-scholarly 
literature – however is rarely supported by 
scholarly evidence. Saxton and Waters (2014), in 
their analysis of likes, comments, and shares on 
organizations’ Facebook posts, found conflicting 
results pertaining to just this. They concluded that 
‘messages designed to promote the organization’ 
were associated with less audience engagement on 
Facebook (Saxton & Waters, 2014, p. 294). 
However, they also found that ‘call-to-action 
messages – with a clear goal of soliciting the 
public’s help in lobbying, advocacy, or 
volunteering efforts – elicited the highest level of 
engagement from the public in terms of liking, and 
second highest in terms of commenting’ (Saxton & 
Waters, 2014, p. 294).  

Similarly, Ramanadhan et al. instead analyzed 
Facebook, Twitter and YouTube among 
community-based organizations, and found that 
although promotional content was posted the most 
across all channels, all channels also received low 
levels of audience engagement (Ramanadhan, 
Mendez, Rao, Viswanath, 2013). Ramanadhan et 
al., subsequently theorized that engagement would 
increase, if the amount of promotional content was 
limited (2013).  

Although these scholarly articles do not 
specifically address LinkedIn, they are an 
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important consideration in the present study. This 
is because these ideas have filtered down into 
professional literature concerning LinkedIn, 
despite the conflicting and non-concrete results 
obtained. This review will henceforth now discuss 
the scholarly and non-scholarly literature that 
concerns creating content that will engage industry 
professionals, on LinkedIn specifically. 
 
Engaging Industry Professionals on LinkedIn 
 

LinkedIn is a social network designed specifically 
for professional audiences; its tagline is ‘welcome 
to your professional community’ (LinkedIn, 2019). 
Initially an employment site, LinkedIn is now for 
more than just resumes, and the creation of digital 
content that effectively engages the professional 
online community has become a crucial element of 
many marketing strategies (Hutchins, 2016; 
Brennan & Croft, 2012). In addition, LinkedIn is 
also considered to be ‘one of the key social media 
for B2B (Business-to-Business) Marketing’ 
(Brennan & Croft, 2012, p. 11). 

The majority of scholarly research to date 
concerning digital content on LinkedIn primarily 
falls under this umbrella concept of B2B social 
media sites, and LinkedIn is rarely analyzed on its 
own (Huotari, Saraniemi, Ulkuniemi & Tormala, 
2015; Holliman & Rowley, 2014; Brennan & 
Croft, 2012). Holliman and Rowley (2014) 
examine what marketers consider to be the best 
practice for business digital content marketing, and 
cite a paradigm shift in marketing that is echoed by 
many professional materials (Stratten & Stratten, 
2016; Schaffer, Safko, Korhan, Goodman, Stratten, 
& Zarella, 2014). This shift identifies a change to a 
more subtle kind of marketing – a ‘cultural change 
from selling to helping’ (Holliman & Rowley, 
2014, p. 1). This leads Holliman and Rowley to 
declare that valuable content for B2B content 
marketing, should be ‘useful, relevant, compelling, 
and timely’(p. 1), a theory that draws on the 
concept of stickiness in particular, as it focuses on 
drawing the audience in. Although this research is 
insightful as it demonstrates that the dominant B2B 

marketing strategy is contingent on the belief that 
the promotional nature of content should be 
subdued, it does not explore whether these 
attitudes are supported by evidence. Instead, this 
study reinforces the importance that this research 
be conducted – in order to establish whether these 
influential claims are justified.  

This idea that B2B social media sites should 
produce informative content and limit promotional 
content is also supported by Naude & Holland 
(2003), Brennan & Croft (2012), and Hutchins 
(2016). Naude & Holland argue that B2B 
marketing had moved into a new era called 
‘information marketing’, where marketing 
becomes ‘primarily an information handling 
problem’(Brennan & Croft, 2013), and that the 
dissemination of useful information is the key to 
marketing. When uncovering whether this strategy 
is actually being utilized, Brennan & Croft (2013) 
found conflicting results; although some leading 
companies’ content was highly controlled and 
designed to inform with clarity, others however 
were somewhat ‘random and chaotic’ (Brennan & 
Croft, 2013, p. 15). Furthermore, this research 
indicates that the promotional quality of content 
could be irrelevant for leading companies in 
securing audience engagement on SNS.   

Interactivity is another frequently discussed 
idea that effects the engagement of B2B audiences 
online, and can also be linked to the ideas 
regarding promotional content. Huotari, Saraniemi, 
Ulkuniemi & Tormala (2015), concluded that the 
role of relationships and interactions in B2B SNSs 
are exceedingly important, and businesses should 
promote audience participation with digital content 
posted on the site for increased sharing of content. 
This draws on Jenkins’ theory of spreadability for 
it asserts that content should be relatable, but it 
also raises an interesting point when related to 
promotional content. As Saxton and Waters (2014) 
found, calls-of-action where posts asked the public 
to interact with their organizations’ upcoming 
events were associated with a higher level of 
online engagement. This could be explained by 



Engaging Professionals on LinkedIn: Is Promotional Content Really Such a Turn-Off? 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 5 

Huotari, Saraniemi, Ulkuniemi & Tormala (2015), 
for these posts were both promotional and 
interactive. Furthermore, this indicates that 
promotional content that is interactive could be 
beneficial to online audience engagement.  

As can be observed, the scholarly research 
pertaining to digital content on LinkedIn is 
exceedingly limited; it has only been examined 
alongside other B2B SNS, and the results retrieved 
indicate more research needs to be conducted. 
Holliman and Rowley’s 2014 statement that ‘there 
has been no prior academic and peer reviewed 
research specifically into B2B digital content 
marketing’ (p. 271), still thereby holds a level of 
validity. This means that non-scholarly and self-
help books in the area are still the dominant 
literature being observed (Holliman & Rowley, 
2014), which makes it important to examine these 
trends as part of this review. 

Many authors/commentators in this area, 
reinforce that digital content for B2B users should 
be informative – digital creation should plan ‘for 
the creation, delivery, and governance of useful, 
usable content’ (Bloomstein, 2013, p. 101), where 
‘thought leadership’ is one of the main objectives 
(B to B Magazine, 2012). Another recurring idea is 
that content should carry a journalistic quality, 
where content is used to tell a brands’ story 
(Wuebben, 2012, p. 5). Schaffer et al., in Un-
Marketing Volume 1 (2014), and 2 (2016), sum up 
this area succinctly and reference LinkedIn 
specifically - they advise that useful, relevant, not 
overtly promotional, and timely content, will be 
the digital content most engaging among industry 
professional on LinkedIn (Schaffer et al., 2014). 
As this trend concerns LinkedIn directly, and has 
been echoed as a dominant concern among the 
scholarly literature (Holliman & Rowley, 2014; 
Ramanadhan, Mendez, Rao, Viswanath, 2013), this 
will greatly inform the hypotheses for this study.  

From analysis of the scholarly research and 
acknowledging of the dominant trends in the non-
scholarly literature, it is clear that research is yet to 
prove what the books are advising. Although the 

research devoted to engaging industry professions 
on LinkedIn does not focus on LinkedIn alone and 
does not establish clear findings – they set up key 
concepts and analytical tools that this investigation 
will apply to the case study of LinkedIn. 
 
Methodology 
 

The methodology for this project was in the form 
of a quantitative content analysis. It was 
intentionally designed as a small-scale project, to 
provide a proof of concept for future research.  
 
Sample 
 

To generate the sample of articles for this study, 6 
authors were selected from the LinkedIn Top 
Voices List: 3 from the ‘Education’ industry, and 3 
from the ‘Management & Workplace’ industry. 
These Top Voices authors had been selected by 
LinkedIn editors based on reader engagement; data 
and editorial signals screened the conversations 
these authors’ content had provoked – measured by 
comments, and re-shares – as well as their relative 
follower growth (Dengate, 2018). All activities 
were measured over a 12-month period, and 
excluded LinkedIn and Microsoft employees from 
consideration (Dengate, 2018). Three of each 
authors’ most recent pulse articles published on 
LinkedIn were selected for analysis – providing a 
sample of 18 articles.  
 
Design of Quantitative Content Analysis 
 

The measurement of promotional content within 
the articles was carefully designed in accordance to 
literature on quantitative content analysis (Riff, 
Lacy, Fico, 2014); a message-level analysis was 
conducted using a categorical scheme of three 
categories to address promotional content within 
the articles. The selected categories were informed 
by previous literature in the area (Saxton & 
Waters, 2014). The first category for the 
promotional index of the content, was ‘the direct 
promotion of the author’s own product/company’, 
which included the number of times there were 
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recommendations of the author’s own 
product/company, and a hyperlink to an alternate 
website affiliated with their product/company. For 
this study, links to other individuals’ 
products/companies were excluded from the 
promotional index – seeing as many articles were 
focused on reviewing other products/companies. 
The second category for the promotional index was 
‘the promotion of self (author) and their 
credentials’, which included the number of times 
the author directly mentioned their 
experience/credentials/awards. The final variable 
for measurement was a ‘Call to Action’, which was 
defined as when ‘the author directs the reader to 
perform a specific act, typically in the form of an 
instruction or directive such as ‘buy now’ or ‘click 
here’’ (Oxford Dictionary, 2019).  

In accordance to the notion that ‘observable 
content needs to be ‘cut up’ in a way that is 
justified by logic or theory’ (Riff, Lacy, Fico, 
2014), it was specified that for variable 1 and 3 
(company/product promotion and calls to action), 
only independent clauses would be considered. 
This allowed a sentence to be divided into 
independent clauses if numerous categories were 
present. This specific content ‘cut up’ was 
justified, in the hope of preventing over-counting if 
independent clauses could be divided further. 
However, for the second category for promotional 
index (the promotion of self (author) and 
credentials), it was determined that sentences could 
be broken into singular words. The reasoning 
behind this was because of the use of hyperlinked 
words; authors often provided a link within a 
singular word to an external website/product 
supporting their experience and/or credentials, 
meaning that numerous hyperlinks could be used 
in an independent clause.  

To measure the engagement of the reader, the 
sum of the articles’ shares, likes, and comments 
were recorded. This was informed by Saxton & 
Waters’ (2014), for alike their research, this study 
was primarily concerned with audience reaction to 
a singular article. All of these measurements of 

engagement were given identical weight in the 
total level of engagement, however the raw break-
down of engagement was also recorded for each 
article. This allowed for possible analysis in the 
context of stickiness and spreadability, for 
although an article might have a higher level of 
engagement, the break-down measurements could 
indicate a higher level of spreadability or shares, 
providing an interesting point of discussion in the 
context of Jenkins’ and Gladwell’s work.  
 
Procedure and Data Collection 
 

The procedure for this analysis was performed 
manually and by hand. The 9 articles from the 
education industry were first analysed, 
commencing with the first article of the first 
author. The first article was analysed against the 
three promotional content categories, where the 
raw results for each category were recorded in a 
table (see Appendix 1). After these three raw 
results were obtained, the sum of the three was 
calculated and recorded as the ‘promotional index’ 
for that article in the same table (see Appendix 1). 
After the results for promotional index were 
recorded, the likes, shares, and comments of the 
article were recorded separately in a different table 
for the same article (see Appendix 2). After these 
raw results of engagement were recorded, the sum 
of the three was calculated and recorded as the 
total ‘level of engagement’ for that article in the 
same table (see Appendix 2).  

The previous four steps were then completed 
for the second and third articles of the first author. 
All steps were then repeated for the remaining 6 
articles in the education industry. After all 9 
articles in the education industry were analysed, 
averages were recorded for each promotion 
category and the total promotional index (see 
Appendix 1). Similarly, averages were then 
recorded for the likes, comments, shares, and total 
level of engagement (see Appendix 2). Following 
the calculation of averages, all previous steps were 
repeated for the 9 articles in the management & 
workplace industry, where both the promotional 
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(see Appendix 3), and engagement (see Appendix 
4) results were recorded in different tables.   

After all articles were analysed, and the raw 
results were recorded and calculated, the data was 
transferred into excel. A correlation coefficient 
was calculated for the promotional index and total 
level of engagement for the articles in the 
education industry, before the correlation 
coefficient was calculated for the same variables in 
the management & workplace industry. This was 
to determine industry differences in correlation. 
Finally, the correlation coefficient was calculated 
for the entire sample of 18 articles. These three of 
Pearson’s correlation coefficients were then 
evaluated against Cohen’s 1988 guidelines for 
correlation strength.  

This led to the calculations of the lower, upper, 
and interquartile ranges of all three correlations, 
using excel. This was to determine if there were 
possible outliers in the data that could be removed 
from the sample. As this investigation was 
intentionally a small-scale proof of concept, no 
further statistical measures were taken to declare 
the statistical significance of the results collected. 
This was because the results were not intended to 
be used as conclusive and representative, but more 
as an indication if further research is required. 
 
Results 
 

This section will proceed to depict the results 
found in this study firstly for the 9 articles in the 
education industry, then for the 9 articles in the 
management & workplace industry, before finally 
depicting the correlation calculated for all 18 
articles.  
 
Promotion Index and Level of Engagement for 
Articles in the Education Industry 
 

For the education industry, the average 
promotional index obtained from the categorical 

schema was lower than the promotional index for 
the management and workplace articles (see 
Appendices 1 and 3). The average highest scoring 
promotional category was the promotion of self 
and credentials, which was substantially higher 
than the promotion of product/company. The 
lowest categorical schema for the education 
industry articles was the call to action. (see 
Appendix 1). As for engagement in the education 
articles, the average total level of engagement was 
exceedingly similar to that of the management and 
workplace articles (see Appendices 2 and 4), which 
was unsurprising as this was one of the 
considerations noted by LinkedIn editors (Dengate, 
2018). The highest average within the engagement 
categories for the education industry was ‘likes’, 
followed by comments and shares (see Appendix 
2). The average number of likes however, was 
skewed by a possible outlier.  

Figure 1 illustrates the correlation between the 
promotional index and the total level of 
engagement for the 9 articles in the education 
industry. A moderately strong negative relationship 
can be observed for this correlation; illustrating 
that generally, as the amount of promotional 
content observed in the article increased, the level 
of engagement decreased. The correlation 
coefficient for this data was calculated at -0.44, 
demonstrating a medium on the cusp of strong 
negative correlation (Cohen, 1988), and 
subsequently supporting this observation. There 
was a large difference between the mean and 
median calculated for the total level of engagement 
for this sample (the mean was 188.3, and the 
median was 102). This led to the outlier 
calculations, which ruled Article 3 as being a 
moderate outlier. This outlier was still included in 
Figure 1 as it proved an interesting point of 
discussion. However, it will be removed from the 
final correlation of all 18 articles.  
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Figure 1 
The following figure depicts the relationship between total level of engagement and promotional index    
for the articles in the education industry. 

 

 
 
 
Promotion Index and Level of Engagement for 
Articles in the Management and Workplace 
Industry 
 

For the management and workplace industry, the 
average highest scoring promotional category was 
the promotion of product/company, followed by 
the promotion of self and credentials (see 
Appendix 3). Similar to the education articles, the 
lowest categorical schema for the education 
industry articles was the call to action (see 
Appendix 3). Although the total average 
promotional index was higher than that of the 
education articles, the average promotion of self 
and credentials in the education articles was higher 
than all average promotional categories in the 
management and workplace articles (see 
Appendices 1 and 3).  

As for engagement in the management and 
workplace articles, the results echoed the education 
articles; the number of likes was largest, followed 
by comments, then shares (see Appendix 4).  

 
 
Figure 2 illustrates the correlation between the 

promotional index and the total level of 
engagement for the 9 articles in the management 
and workplace industry. Although less of a 
correlation can be observed within this sample 
when compared to the last sample, the correlation 
does seem slightly positive by contrast. This was 
supported by the correlation coefficient being  
calculated as 0.06, indicating a weak positive 
relationship (Cohen, 1988). Similar to the articles 
in the education industry, there was a great 
difference between the mean and median 
calculated (the mean was 190, and the median was 
101). This again led to the calculations of the 
lower, upper, and interquartile ranges to identify 
whether Article 7 was an outlier that could be 
removed from the sample. Article 7 however, 
although on the cusp, was not reported as a 
moderate or extreme outlier and thus was included 
in the final correlation of all 18 articles.  
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Figure 2 
The following figure depicts the relationship between total level of engagement and promotional index    
for the articles in the management and workplace industry.
 

 
 
Figure 3 
The following figure depicts the relationship between total level of engagement and promotional index    
for the articles in the education industry. 
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Promotion Index and Level of Engagement for 
all Articles in Both Industries 
 

Figure 3 depicts the relationship between 
engagement and promotional index, for all 18 
articles regardless of their industries. As previously 
mentioned, the outlier in the education sample was 
removed from this correlation. The relationship 
that can be observed is very weak but slightly 
negative. This was supported by the calculated 
correlation coefficient of -0.11, which is 
considered to be a weak negative relationship 
(Cohen, 1988).  
 
Discussion 
 

The aim of this project was to perform a small-
scale analysis that will work as a proof of concept 
– to prove that despite the many self-help articles 
and books on the subject, promotional content on 
LinkedIn might not be as much of a turn-off for 
industry professional audiences as it may seem. It 
was subsequently hypothesized that in the context 
of previous scholarly and non-scholarly literature, 
the results obtained from the quantitative content 
analysis should indicate that articles with a higher 
promotional index will possess a lower level of 
engagement. It was also hypothesized that this 
should remain consistent across articles in both 
industries. To achieve the aim of this project, and 
prove that more research is required to be done in 
this area, either hypothesis needed to be rejected 
by the results collected.  

The correlation calculated for the articles in the 
education industry supported this hypothesis, as 
there was a medium negative relationship between 
the promotional index and level of engagement – 
indicating that as the promotional content in the 
article increased, the level of engagement 
decreased. However, the correlations calculated for 
both the management and workplace, and the 
complete sample of articles from both industries, 
did not support the hypothesis in question, 
simultaneously refuting the second hypothesis of 
industry differences. Although there was a slight 

increase in engagement when the amount of 
promotional content increased in the management 
and workplace articles, this relationship was weak 
(0.06). As a correlation of 0 indicates no 
relationship at all, this correlation indicates that 
there was almost no relationship between 
promotional content and levels of engagement in 
articles for this industry. Similarly, the correlation 
for all 18 articles although slightly negative, was 
also very weak (-0.11). This again indicates that it 
is likely that there is limited relationship between 
promotional content and levels of engagement, for 
industry professionals on LinkedIn.  
 
Consistency with Previous Research 
 

The research evidencing the complicated digital 
value chain inherent in digital content – due to the 
dynamic nature that SNSs have brought (Kim & 
Kim, 2017; Brennan & Croft, 2012) – was 
validated by the results obtained. This is because 
most correlations were weak, indicating that the 
relationship between promotional content and 
engagement was somewhat unpredictable. The 
outlier that was removed from the sample also 
provides an important reminder of the 
inconsistencies and subsequent complex nature of 
the digital value chain inherent in LinkedIn.  

Henry Jenkins’ research pertaining to 
spreadability – although not the primary focus of 
this investigation – was also supported by the 
results obtained. If the theory that ‘likes’ indicate 
stickiness and ‘shares’ indicate spreadability is to 
be respected, Jenkins’ assertion that digital content 
requires not only stickiness but also spreadability 
is supported by the results obtained in this study. 
This is because the articles that received the most 
shares (and subsequently were arguably more 
spreadable) also received the most likes (see 
Appendices 2 and 4). To register the strength of 
this relationship, correlation graphs were created 
for both industry samples (see Appendices 5 and 
6). These coefficients retrieved fascinating results 
– for the education industry, the relationship 
between shares and likes was a massive 0.97 
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correlation coefficient (see Appendix 5) – 
indicating an exceedingly strong positive 
relationship (Cohen, 1988). Although not as 
strong, the management and workplace articles 
also received a strong positive correlation 
coefficient of 0.60 (Cohen, 1988) (see Appendix 
6). Although stickiness and spreadability were not 
the sole focus of this investigation, this consistency 
with previous dominant research in digital 
engagement further validates this investigation.  

Saxton and Waters’ (2014) findings that 
messages designed to promote the organisation 
were associated with less audience engagement on 
Facebook, and that calls-to-action were associated 
with more audience engagement, were not 
supported by this study in the context of LinkedIn. 
The raw results behind the promotional index were 
considered to evaluate this, to distinguish calls-to-
action and promotion of organisation/product. 
Results for this analysis found a -0.23 correlation 
coefficient between promotion of 
organisation/product and total level of engagement 
(see Appendix 7); a negative weak correlation 
(Cohen, 1988), that was not strong enough to 
support Saxton and Waters’ findings. Saxton and 
Waters’ (2014) second finding that calls-to-action 
were associated with an increase in audience 
engagement, was also only supported to a weak 
extent (Cohen’s, 1988) – the correlation coefficient 
between calls to action and total level of 
engagement was 0.22 (see Appendix 8). This 
subsequently did not support Huotari, Saraneimi, 
Ulkuniemi, and Tormala’s study (2014), for 
although calls-to-action were promotional and 
interactive, they were only weakly associated with 
increased engagement.  

Ramanadhan et al’s., (2013) theory that 
engagement would increase if the amount of 
promotional content was limited, was also not 
supported by the results of this study – as there 
seemed to be limited relationship between the two. 
Although Holliman and Rowley’s (2014) findings 
were based on marketers’ attitudes and not on 
evidence, their belief that promotional content may 

be a hindrance to achieving engagement from 
professional audiences on LinkedIn was similarly 
discredited by the results obtained.  

Brennan and Croft’s (2013) findings that 
leading companies did not always regulate 
promotional content, and that possibly promotional 
content was irrelevant in securing audience 
engagement for leading companies on SNSs, was 
supported by the findings in this study. This is 
again because there was nearly no correlation.  

Finally, the dominant trend in the non-scholarly 
literature – that promotional content is less 
engaging on LinkedIn and that professionals 
should aim to promote less (Schaffer et al., 2014, 
2013; Wuebben, 2012) – was not supported by the 
results in this study. This furthermore validates the 
proof of concept this investigation was designed to 
establish – as it proves that despite the many self-
help articles and books on the subject, promotional 
content on LinkedIn might not be as much of a 
turn-off for industry professional audiences as it 
may seem. Although this does not indicate that 
promotional content attracts audiences, this project 
concludes that it is unpredictable, and multiple 
other possible factors need to be considered.  

 
Further Possibilities for Research 
 

One possibility for future research could be to 
assess whether marketers should not be steering 
away from promotion altogether, but merely 
consider tweaking their strategies. In the results for 
this study, all three of the author’s article were 
reviewed in close succession – which was 
evidenced in the order of results (see Appendices 
1-4). This highlighted certain trends that might 
indicate each author to be utilizing different 
strategies; Education author 1 tended to promote 
themselves more than they utilized calls to action 
and promotions of company (see Appendix 1), 
whereas marketing and workplace author 2 
promoted their company/product much more than 
they utilized self-promotions or calls-to-action (see 
Appendix 3). Further qualitative analysis could 
consider these contrasting promotional strategies – 
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and observe whether it is not how much you 
promote, but more how you promote that matters.   

Secondly, although this article touched on the 
concepts of spreadability and stickiness – much 
more research could be done into this area. 
Namely, whether shares really indicate 
spreadability, and likes indicate stickiness, could 
be investigated whilst also examining what 
‘comments’ might indicate. This theory was only 
used tentatively in this study as it had not been 
supported by previous scholarly evidence 
especially concerning LinkedIn. Similarly, future 
research also might consider weighing the levels of 
engagement differently – as one share might be 
more significant than one like.  

This project also proposes that further research 
needs to be done to support the many 
recommendations non-scholarly literature are 
making. Particularly that useful (Bloomstein, 
2013), journalistic (Wuebben, 2012), relevant, not 
overtly promotional, and timely (Schaffer et al., 
2014), is more effective. This project only scraped 
the surface of evidencing these notions.  

Finally, as this project found slight differences 
between industries, further research might be 
considered unpacking industry differences in 
creating engaging content  
 
Project Limitations 
 

There were many limitations for this project – the 
prominent one being that it was small-scale, and 
subsequently had a small sample size. To follow 
this proof of concept, this study requires 
replication examining a much broader analysis of 
authors and LinkedIn articles. Only a larger sample 
size can imply that these results are representative 
of the larger sample, and subsequently hold 
reliability and validity.  

Similarly, as this research only provided a proof 
of concept, it did not evaluate the statistical 
significance of these findings as this was not 
relevant in determining simply if it was a 
worthwhile avenue for further research. Future 
research needs to consider the statistical validity 

involved in their results. Another limitation that 
resulted from the projects’ small scale, is having 
only one individual performing the quantitative 
content analysis. It is crucial for further research in 
this area to be analysed by multiple researchers, in 
the hope of preventing human errors in data 
collection.  
 
Conclusion 
 

This project performed a small-scale quantitative 
content analyse of 18 LinkedIn articles across two 
industries, as a proof of concept that further 
research is required to establish how to engage 
industry professionals on LinkedIn, and whether 
promotional content is really such a turn-off. This 
was a necessary avenue for study – despite the fact 
that LinkedIn is now considered to be ‘one of the 
key social media sites for B2B Marketing’ 
(Brennan & Croft, 2012, p. 11) with 94% of B2B 
marketers using LinkedIn to distribute content 
(LinkedIn Corporation, 2017), no scholarly 
research has been done to analyse the effective 
content creation methods specifically for LinkedIn.  

The results obtained in this study highlighted an 
exceedingly weak relationship between all articles’ 
promotional content and level of engagement, 
indicating that the amount of promotional content 
in an article might have no effect on the level of 
engagement from the LinkedIn audience. The 
results also highlighted a disparity between 
industries – for although in the education industry 
promotional content was moderately associated 
with higher levels of engagement, the management 
and workplace articles indicated that there was a 
slight decrease in engagement when there was less 
promotional content. These findings refuted both 
hypotheses that were informed by previous 
literature: firstly that promotional content 
decreases engagement from the audience, and also 
that this is true regardless of the industry.  

Limitations and future avenues for further 
research were discussed – in particular, that this 
project proved the many non-scholarly assertions 
for LinkedIn strategy might not be always 
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accurate, and that future research should further 
evaluate these claims.  
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Appendices 
 

 
Appendix 1 

The Promotional Index Obtained from the Categorical Schema for the Articles in the Education Industry 

Article Promotion of 
Product/Company 

Promotion of Self & 
Credentials Call to Action 

Total: 
Promotional 

Index 

Author 1, Article 1: 
Education Industry 

 
1 

 
15 

 
3 

 
19 

Author 1, Article 2: 
Education Industry 

 
6 

 
5 

 
2 

 
13 

Author 1, Article 3: 
Education Industry 

 
2 

 
15 

 

 
2 

 
19 

Author 2, Article 1: 
Education Industry 

 
2 

 
1 
 

 
2 

 
5 

Author 2, Article 2: 
Education Industry 

 
3 

 
1 
 

 
2 

 
6 

Author 2, Article 3: 
Education Industry 

 
9 

 
7 
 

 
2 

 
18 

Author 3, Article 1: 
Education Industry 

 
0 

 
1 

 
0 

 
1 

Author 3, Article 2: 
Education Industry 

 
2 

 
0 

 
2 

 
4 

Author 3, Article 3: 
Education Industry 

 
0 

 
1 

 
1 

 
2 

Average 2.78 5.11 1.78 9.67 
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Appendix 2 

The Level of Engagement Obtained for the Articles in the Education Industry 

Article Likes Comments Shares Total: Level of 
Engagement 

Author 1, Article 1: 
Education Industry 

 
86 

 
15 

 
9 

 
110 

Author 1, Article 2: 
Education Industry 

 
90 

 
6 

 
6 

 
102 

Author 1, Article 3: 
Education Industry 

 
42 

 

 
7 

 
3 

 
52 

Author 2, Article 1: 
Education Industry 

 
40 

 

 
4 

 
6 

 
50 

Author 2, Article 2: 
Education Industry 

 
26 

 

 
1 

 
1 

 
28 

Author 2, Article 3: 
Education Industry 

 
32 

 
2 

 
3 

 
37 

Author 3, Article 1: 
Education Industry 

 
146 

 
16 

 
11 

 
173 

Author 3, Article 2: 
Education Industry 

 
635 

 
127 

 
60 

 
822 

Author 3, Article 3: 
Education Industry 

 
260 

 
23 

 
38 

 
321 

Average 150.78 22.33 15.22 188.33 
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Appendix 3 

The Promotional Index Categorical Schema for Articles in the Management & Workplace Industry 

Article Promotion of 
Product/Company 

Promotion of Self & 
Credentials Call to Action 

Total: 
Promotional 

Index 

Author 1, Article 1: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
1 

 
1 

 
2 

 
4 

Author 1, Article 2: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 
 

 
0 

Author 1, Article 3: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
2 

 
2 
 

 
1 

 
5 

Author 2, Article 1: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
16 

 
3 
 

 
2 

 
21 

Author 2, Article 2: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
13 

 
4 
 

 
2 

 
19 

Author 2, Article 3: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
10 

 
4 
 

 
2 

 
16 

Author 3, Article 1: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
4 

 
8 

 
4 

 
16 

Author 3, Article 2: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
3 

 
7 

 
1 

 
11 

Author 3, Article 3: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
3 

 
1 

 
4 

 
8 

Average 4.67 3.33 2 11.11 
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Appendix 4 

The Level of Engagement Obtained for the Articles in the Management & Workplace Industry 

Article Likes Comments Shares Total: Level of 
Engagement 

Author 1, Article 1: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
61 

 
12 

 
8 

 
81 

Author 1, Article 2: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
64 

 
7 

 
4 

 
75 

Author 1, Article 3: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
118 

 

 
26 

 
11 

 
155 

Author 2, Article 1: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
26 

 

 
4 

 
1 

 
31 

Author 2, Article 2: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
61 

 

 
2 

 
3 

 
66 

Author 2, Article 3: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
81 

 

 
6 

 
14 

 
101 

Author 3, Article 1: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
492 

 
43 

 
11 

 
546 

Author 3, Article 2: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
323 

 
12 

 
17 

 
352 

Author 3, Article 3: 
Management & 
Workplace Industry 

 
272 

 
14 

 
17 

 
303 

Average 169.78 14 9.56 189.89 
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Appendix 5 

The relationship between ‘likes’ (and thus an indication of stickiness) and ‘shares’ (an indication of 
spreadability) in articles in the education industry. 

 

Appendix 6 

The relationship between ‘likes’ (and thus an indication of stickiness) and ‘shares’ (an indication of 
spreadability) in articles in the management and workplace industry. 
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Appendix 7 

The relationship between promotion of product/company (sum per article) and level of engagement (sum 
per article) for all articles across both industries. 

 
Appendix 8 

The relationship between promotion of calls-to-action (sum per article) and level of engagement (sum per 
article) for all articles across both industries. 
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