SOCIAL MEDIA ENGAGEMENT AND BRAND AWARENESS IN FRANCHISE CHAINS
Abstract
In today’s fast-paced digital world, social media is a game-changer for how brands connect with consumers — especially in the franchise industry, where being visible and maintaining a good reputation are key to staying competitive. This study dives into the relationship between social media engagement—measured by likes, shares, and comments—and brand awareness, which we looked at through the lens of the ABF Seal of Excellence. We used logistic regression to assess how likely franchises were to earn this seal based on engagement data from Brazil’s top 100 franchise chains, gathered over 18 months using Facepager. Our findings revealed that likes had a strong and positive impact, while shares didn’t show significant results. Interestingly, comments were linked to a negative association with the seal, hinting at potential reputational risks depending on the tone of feedback. This research adds to the existing literature by shedding light on how digital engagement influences brand recognition in franchise networks. From a methodological standpoint, it highlights the importance of multivariate analysis in connecting online behavior to real-world outcomes. For managers, these insights emphasize the need to foster positive visual interactions and keep a close eye on user-generated content to avoid any negative repercussions.
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1. Introduction
The rise of social media in recent decades has profoundly revolutionized the dynamics of interactions between companies and customers (Rahman, Subasinghage & Singh, 2024). It has reshaped not only how companies communicate but also how they are perceived and evaluated by the market and consumers (Olfat, Shokouhyar, Ahmadi & Ghaderi, 2021). The proliferation of social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and LinkedIn has created an environment where information flows rapidly, opinions are shared instantly, and customer experiences are openly and widely exposed (Lin & Li, 2022).
In the franchising sector, where reputation and quality are critical to success (Luu, Mai, Huynh, Phan, & Le, 2023), social media engagement has become a crucial aspect of building a company's image (Calderón-Monge & Ramirez-Hurtado, 2021) and achieving recognition through brand awareness. In this new digital landscape, businesses face unique challenges and opportunities. On one hand, they have the ability to connect directly with their target audience, build closer and more authentic relationships, and increase brand visibility in a broader and more accessible way (Lim, Pham & Heinrichs, 2020; Gligor & Bozkurt, 2021). On the other hand, they are exposed to constant scrutiny, where every interaction, post, and response influences customers' perceptions of the company and its products or services (Aji, Nadhila & Sany, 2020; Mohamad, Abdullah, Akanmu & Raji, 2022).
In this dynamic and highly interactive social media context, businesses seek effective strategies to stand out, earn customers' trust and loyalty, and differentiate themselves in an increasingly competitive and globalized market (Mehrez, Khemira & Medabesh, 2023; Rahman, Subasinghage & Singh, 2024). Social media engagement has thus become a cornerstone of marketing and communication strategies, with a direct impact on reputation, brand image, and overall business success (Ibrahim, Aljarah, Hayat & Lahuerta-Otero, 2022; Sashi & Brynildsen, 2022).
The franchise business possesses certain properties that render brand awareness especially strategic. Franchise systems rely upon the repeated duplication of a central brand identity at many units, frequently with multiple franchisees as owners. In contrast to independent companies, franchises share a common reputation, where the value of the brand name has a direct impact on customer trust and franchisee interest. Consequently, brand strength becomes a market growth strategy, operational continuity, and differentiation resource (Bretas et al., 2021; Gillis, Combs & Xin, 2020).	Comment by WENDEL SANTOS: Ajuste para 4. The introduction section focuses mainly on social media and its impact on the relationship between companies and consumers, without sufficient justification for the study regarding the franchising industry and brand awareness. 
Brand awareness here is not merely a marketing goal but an integral factor in franchise performance. Brand awareness is an indicator of reliability, quality, and consistency—essential in recruiting new franchisees, maintaining consumer loyalty, and gaining competitive advantage. High levels of brand awareness can reduce perceived risk for stakeholders and enhance the perceived legitimacy of the franchise, especially in competitive or saturated markets (Calderón-Monge & Ramírez-Hurtado, 2021; Kremez et al., 2022). An investigation into the determinants of brand awareness in franchise chains is therefore important in elucidating how such firms acquire and sustain their market standing.
Despite the growing importance of social media in the franchising sector (Yakimova, Owens & Freeman, 2021; Sashi & Brynildsen, 2022), existing literature on the relationship between social media engagement and the attainment of brand awareness remains limited. This lack of in-depth studies in the field underscores the need for further investigation (Song, Lee, Liew & Subramaniam, 2023).
In this context, the present study aims to investigate the relationship between social media engagement and the attainment of brand awareness. This is represented by the ABF seal of Excellence, a relevant indicator of excellence and commitment to industry standards, recognized as a competitive differentiator.
This study seeks to contribute to knowledge about effective marketing and relationship strategies in the franchising sector. The remainder of this article presents a review of the literature, a detailed description of the methodology used, a discussion of the results and their implications, and a conclusion with reflections on the theoretical and practical contributions of this study. 
2. Literature Review
2.1. Franchise Chains and Social Media
The franchising model is a business arrangement in which a company, referred to as the franchisor, grants another company, the franchisee, the right to use its brand, operational methods, and support in exchange for fees and royalties (Gillis, Combs & Xin, 2020; Huang, Huang, Do & Nguyen, 2023). This model provides franchisees with an established and market-recognized structure, reducing operational and marketing risks, while enabling franchisors to achieve faster and broader brand expansion along with revenue from fees and royalties (Bretas, Alon, Rocha, & Galetti, 2021; Calderón-Monge & Ramírez-Hurtado, 2021).
The success of this model relies on the quality of the relationship between the parties, adherence to established standards, and the franchisor’s ongoing support to the franchisee (Kremez, Frazer, Quach & Thaichon, 2022; Grünhagen, González-Díaz, Hussain & Da Silva Filho, 2020).
In the digital environment, Lima, Mainardes & Cavalcanti (2019) examined the impact of social media on brand perception and purchase intent among restaurant customers. Their findings revealed that an active social media presence has a significantly positive effect on perceived brand image and consumer purchase intent. This suggests that campaigns and interactions on social media can strengthen brand image, making it more appealing and trustworthy (Lim, Pham, & Heinrichs, 2020; Gligor, & Bozkurt, 2021). A positive image, influenced by social media interactions, can mediate the relationship between online presence and purchase intent, creating a competitive advantage for businesses that prioritize a strong and reliable brand image (Arghashi, Bozbay & Karami, 2021; Mohamad, Abdullah, Akanmu, & Raji, 2022).
The study by Sashi and Brynildsen (2022) investigated the influence of franchise chain size on word-of-mouth (WOM) communication via social media. Using Twitter data, the authors found that customer engagement, demonstrated through loyalty and brand affinity, plays a crucial mediating role between franchise chain size and WOM. Their analysis revealed that larger franchise chains are better equipped to build lasting relationships with customers, turning them into active brand advocates on social media.
The growth of franchise chains, particularly those with a high proportion of franchised units, can enhance customer loyalty (Villanueva & Gaytán Ramírez, 2020; Sashi & Brynildsen, 2022). This loyalty, in turn, fosters brand affinity, resulting in increased WOM dissemination on social media (Aji, Nadhila, & Sanny, 2020). Strategies aimed at expanding franchise chains and strengthening emotional bonds with customers are essential to maximizing WOM impact and improving brand image (Suttidharm & Leelasantitham, 2024).

2.2. Social Media Engagement and Franchise Chains
The relationship between the use of social media and consumer engagement in the franchise sector is explored by Calderón-Monge and Ramírez-Hurtado (2021). By analyzing the social media activity of Spanish franchise chains, the authors discovered that consumer engagement on platforms like Facebook and Twitter is crucial for the growth of franchise chains. The study demonstrates that an active presence on social media can increase brand visibility and strengthen relationships with consumers.
The research also highlights that consumer engagement on social media is positively correlated with operational variables such as entry fees and royalties. This suggests that franchise chains requiring higher entry fees and royalties tend to achieve greater consumer engagement. Consumer engagement not only helps attract new franchisees but also contributes to customer loyalty and increased sales (Han, Ozdemir & Agarwal, 2023).
Moreover, the strategic use of social media can foster long-term loyalty and create a solid base of engaged customers (Ibrahim, Aljarah, Hayat & Lahuerta-Otero, 2022). For franchise chains, investing in a robust social media strategy can be an effective way to promote their products and services, reach new audiences, and maintain close relationships with customers (Basset, López-Fernández & Perrigot, 2023; Yakimova, Owens & Freeman, 2021).
The study by Webster, Imam & White (2021) analyzes how small and medium-sized Australian enterprises utilize social media as digital touchpoints to improve consumer engagement. The analysis reveals that sectors such as "Commercial" and "Trades" have shown remarkable growth in adopting digital touchpoints, indicating that an active social media presence can be an effective strategy for driving business growth and competitiveness.
Additionally, the importance of strategically using digital touchpoints to increase brand visibility and strengthen customer relationships is emphasized (Kremez, Frazer, Quach & Thaichon, 2022). Companies that adopt diverse social media platforms and digital touchpoints have a better chance of attracting and retaining customers, thereby creating a solid base of engaged consumers (Calderón-Monge & Ramírez-Hurtado, 2021; Ibrahim, Aljarah, Hayat & Lahuerta-Otero, 2022; Han, Ozdemir & Agarwal, 2023).
2.3. Brand Awareness
Among the numerous impacts related to social media marketing campaigns, various research works have demonstrated their impacts on various consumer behaviors including positive word-of-mouth, facilitated brand awareness, development of brand equity, heightened purchase intention, emotional engagement, and value co-creation (Cheung et al., 2021; Koay et al., 2022).Among such far-reaching influences, brand awareness has been one of the most prominent constructs because of its attitudinal and preferential anchoring roles for consumers (Zeqiri et al., 2025).	Comment by WENDEL SANTOS: Resposta a 5. The section titled “Brand Awareness” does not adequately address this concept. p
Certifications and awards are fundamental for validating a company's commitment to high-quality standards, as these recognitions play a crucial role in demonstrating dedication to excellence. By adhering to established standards, organizations not only affirm their commitment to quality but also enhance their brand awareness, as evidenced by earning a seal of trust that is highly valued by consumers (Cao, Peng & Prybutok, 2024). These accolades enhance brand reputation while fostering a more motivated and efficient internal environment, making them essential for companies aiming to stand out in a competitive market (Mehrez, Khemira & Medabesh, 2023; Nabais & Franco, 2024).
It is vital to highlight the importance of awards and recognition within the franchising sector. Achievements in this domain not only validate the excellence and performance of franchises but also significantly impact brand visibility and consumer trust (Yakimova, Owens & Sydow, 2019; Mohd & Ishan, 2019). By receiving awards for quality, innovation, or customer service, franchises differentiate themselves from competitors, strengthen their reputation, and build better relationships with customers. Such achievements serve as powerful marketing tools, demonstrating a commitment to excellence and offering a competitive edge in the franchising market (Gao & Ahn, 2023).
A study conducted by Yadav, Heriyati, Kumar & Tamara (2022) emphasizes the importance of certifications in the business context. The research revealed that retail consumers, business clients, and experts perceive certified products and services more favorably. This recognition bolsters brand reputation and creates a significant competitive advantage, especially in developing economies where certifications hold even greater value (Yakimova, Owens & Sydow, 2019).
Mosquera Molina and Hidalgo Delgado (2024) illustrate the importance of quality seals in consumer purchasing decisions in Guayaquil. These seals, such as ISO 9001, INEN, and Mucho Mejor Ecuador, act as instruments to enhance brand awareness, serving as indicators of trust and excellence that directly influence consumer preferences. By increasing the perceived value of products, these certifications reinforce the association between quality and consumer decision-making.
Awareness campaigns about quality seals can increase recognition and appreciation of these certifications (Serota, 2019), thereby enhancing brand awareness, reinforcing consumer trust, and influencing purchasing behavior. This positions quality seals as crucial elements in a company's marketing and communication strategies (Iqbal, Wajidi, Khan & Khan, 2024). Castillo-Díaz et al. (2023) further emphasize the role of certifications in promoting sustainability and competitiveness, as they not only add value to products but also elevate brand awareness, making products more appealing to consumers and improving their market position. 

3. Hypothesis Development
3.1. Social Media Engagement and Brand Awareness
Social media engagement has emerged as a critical factor in influencing consumer perceptions and behaviors, particularly in the context of franchising and brand recognition. Calderón-Monge and Ramírez-Hurtado (2021) highlight the importance of measuring consumer engagement on digital platforms to better understand its impact on brand equity. Engagement metrics such as likes, shares, and comments serve as indicators of public interest and can significantly shape a brand's digital presence and reputation. In the franchising sector, where brand consistency and recognition are paramount, such interactions play a pivotal role in building consumer trust and loyalty.
Moreover, engagement through likes represents a visible endorsement from the audience, signaling approval and appreciation of the brand's content (Ibrahim, Aljarah, Hayat & Lahuerta-Otero, 2022). This aligns with findings by Gligor and Bozkurt (2021), who argue that perceived social media agility enhances customer engagement, leading to a more robust perception of brand credibility. Likes not only reflect individual user approval but also contribute to a cumulative effect that amplifies the brand's visibility and credibility in the digital ecosystem.
Similarly, shares and comments provide deeper insights into consumer behavior and preferences. According to Han, Ozdemir, and Agarwal (2023), the act of sharing content extends its reach and fosters greater audience interaction, while comments represent a qualitative form of engagement that reflects a more profound connection with the brand's narrative. However, as highlighted by Hasan, Qayyum, and Zia (2022), these interactions can also bring challenges, such as managing consumer expectations and addressing negative feedback. These dynamics underline the complex relationship between social media engagement and brand awareness, emphasizing the need for brands to strategically leverage these metrics to enhance their market position and consumer trust. Thus, we propose the following:

H1:  There is a positive relationship between social media engagement and brand awareness.
3.2. The Role of Likes in Building Brand Awareness and Digital Engagement 
Hypothesis H2 proposes that the number of likes on posts related to the company is positively associated with enhancing brand awareness, as evidenced by obtaining a quality seal. Likes act as visual indicators of public approval and acceptance, functioning as metrics that reflect the popularity and positive impact of a company in the digital environment (Ibrahim et al., 2022; Gligor & Bozkurt, 2021). These engagements are not only reflective of immediate customer satisfaction but also contribute to the company’s overall reputation in highly competitive markets (Han et al., 2023).
The role of likes in shaping brand awareness is further emphasized in studies that associate high levels of engagement with increased consumer trust and perceived value (Arghashi, Bozbay & Karami, 2021). This is particularly relevant in industries where digital platforms serve as primary channels for interaction and evaluation of brand offerings. For example, Calderón-Monge and Ramírez-Hurtado (2021) suggest that likes provide quantifiable feedback that can influence marketing strategies and operational adjustments, ultimately fostering a stronger brand presence.
Additionally, the psychological effect of likes as a form of social proof cannot be understated. According to Algharabat et al. (2019), a high number of likes signals credibility and generates positive word-of-mouth effects, which can cascade into broader consumer engagement. This dynamic underscores the importance of cultivating a digital presence that encourages frequent and meaningful interactions, thereby amplifying brand visibility and reinforcing the association between digital approval and quality recognition. Thus, we propose the following:
H2: The number of likes on posts related to the company is positively associated with brand awareness.
3.3. The Amplification Effect of Shares on Brand Awareness 
Hypothesis H3 proposes that the number of shares of the company’s content is positively associated with enhancing brand awareness, as evidenced by obtaining a quality seal. Shares represent voluntary dissemination by users, serving as a vital mechanism for increasing the company’s visibility and reach on social media platforms (Calderón-Monge & Ramírez-Hurtado, 2021; Gligor & Bozkurt, 2021).
Sashi and Brynildsen (2022) emphasize that sharing reflects trust and approval from users, reinforcing the company’s influence within digital communication networks. This type of engagement extends the reach of content while amplifying the brand’s message to new audiences, creating a ripple effect that fosters broader recognition. The dissemination of content through shares acts as a form of social proof, contributing to public perceptions of credibility and quality (Algharabat et al., 2019).
Moreover, Han, Ozdemir, and Agarwal (2023) argue that shares are an effective means of cultivating stronger connections between a brand and its audience, thereby strengthening the brand’s reputation. By reaching diverse demographic groups, the shared content increases the likelihood of formal recognition, such as a quality seal, affirming the company’s market presence and commitment to excellence. Thus, we propose the following:

H3: The number of shares of the company’s content is positively associated with brand awareness.
3.4. The Influence of Comments on Brand Awareness and Digital Engagement
Hypothesis H4 postulates that the number of comments on a company’s posts is positively associated with enhancing brand awareness, as evidenced by obtaining a quality seal. Comments, as qualitative indicators of engagement, reflect an audience's active involvement, signifying not only interest but also an interaction depth that is less passive than likes or shares (Arghashi, Bozbay & Karami, 2021). This dynamic fosters a deeper connection between brands and their audiences, which is essential for establishing trust and authenticity.
Studies by Algharabat et al. (2019) and Han, Ozdemir, and Agarwal (2023) highlight the importance of user-generated content, such as comments, in signaling the credibility and relevance of a brand. Positive feedback in the comment section often translates into increased social proof, reinforcing the brand’s reputation in the eyes of its audience. In this sense, comments provide an avenue for consumers to express approval or raise inquiries, both of which contribute to the brand’s perceived transparency and approachability.
However, as noted by Sashi and Brynildsen (2022), not all comments are created equal. While positive feedback strengthens brand image, negative remarks or criticism can also serve a constructive role by offering valuable insights into areas of improvement (Iqbal, Wajidi, Khan & Khan, 2024). The presence of mixed interactions underscores the brand’s ability to engage authentically with its audience, fostering loyalty and trust through responsive communication.
Furthermore, comments can amplify a brand’s visibility within algorithm-driven social platforms. Research by Gligor and Bozkurt (2021) and Song et al. (2023) illustrates how high engagement volumes, including comments, can boost content reach, indirectly supporting the brand’s positioning as a leader in its market segment. In the franchising sector, as highlighted by Yakimova, Owens, and Freeman (2021), this interaction is critical for solidifying a franchise’s reputation and enhancing its attractiveness to potential stakeholders. Thus, we propose the following:
H4: The number of comments on the company’s posts is positively associated with brand awareness.

Figure 1: Proposed Framework 
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                     Source: The Authors
4. Methodology
4.1 Sample Selection	Comment by WENDEL SANTOS: Resposta para 7. More detailed information on the Facepager software should be included. 
	The population utilized for this research was franchise chains that were based in Brazil and picked from the Guia de Franquias – Edição 2020/2021 (Ed. Globo).Were considered the top 100 largest franchise chains by number of units.To begin with, there was a survey of the franchises in the Guia de Franquias to determine the top 100 based on unit numbers.
	Engagement data were then gathered from March 2020 to September 2021 through Facepager, an open-source software created by Jünger and Keyling (2019) that is used for the automatic fetching of data in social media research (Pancer & Poole, 2016; McShane, Pancer & Poole, 2019). Facepager allows programmable public data retrieval through APIs, and in this study, it was used for the collection of engagement statistics—likes, comments, and shares—on the official Facebook pages of the selected franchise chains. (Poucke, 2022).The Facebook Graph API was queried with public tokens, and the searches were set up to return organic user activity, as opposed to paid advertisement data.
	The reason for selecting this tool was that it is transparent, it supports most social media APIs, and it is suitable for large-scale time-saving data collection. The chosen timeframe represents a period of accelerated digital revolution brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, enabling the analysis of franchise engagement at the height of the increased online activities.
4.2 Research Model and Its Variables  
This section of the study presents the variables that make up the scope of the current research (Table 1). The variables are described in the context of the proposed research framework, with a specific focus on which of these variables—likes, shares, and comments, which represent consumer engagement metrics on social media—impact the likelihood of obtaining a quality seal. 
Table 1: Variables Comprising the Study 
	Variable
	Description
	Unit of Measurement 
	Type of Variable

	Likes
	Total number of likes received on posts 
	Quantity
	Discrete

	Shares
	Total number of shares of the posts
	Quantity
	Discrete

	Comments
	Total number of comments on posts
	Quantity
	Discrete

	Seal ABF
	Distinction granted by the Brazilian Franchising Association 
	Binary Indicator (0 = does not have; 1 = has)
	Categorical


Source: Authors
4.2.1. Dependent Variable
The ABF Seal of Excellence,  awarded by the Brazilian Franchising Association, is a recognition that distinguishes franchises with excellent standards of operation. The seal is a good sign of excellence and is most associated with brand awareness, given its high visibility and institutional prestige in the marketplace. Rather than directly affecting brand awareness, the seal reflects a franchise's consolidated reputation and performance and is likely to contribute to a more effective market positioning. As an added advantage, it also earns franchises bonus points in performance evaluations, cementing its status as a legitimate marker of organizational reputation. (Melo, Borini, Oliveira Júnior & Parente, 2015).	Comment by WENDEL SANTOS: Resposta a 1. The measure of brand awareness is not measuring brand awareness. The authors themselves say that the seal is awarded by an association and is “a key instrument for enhancing brand awareness”. If the seal increases brand awareness, it cannot measure the construct. 
4.2.2. Independent Variables
a) Likes :  The variable "likes" refers to the number of likes a post or content receives on a social media platform (Ibrahim et al., 2022). Likes are a form of direct user engagement, indicating approval or interest in the presented content (Calderón-Monge & Ramirez-Hurtado, 2021). This metric is widely used to evaluate the popularity and acceptance of posts, serving as an indicator of impact and reach among the target audience.
b) Comments: The variable "comments" represents the number of comments a post or content receives (Ibrahim et al., 2022). Comments provide both qualitative and quantitative measures of engagement (Calderón-Monge & Ramirez-Hurtado, 2021), allowing users to express opinions, ask questions, and interact with the content and with each other. This type of engagement is crucial for understanding the depth of user interaction, offering insights into their perceptions and levels of involvement.
c) Shares : The variable "shares" indicates the number of times a post or content is shared by users within their own social networks (Ibrahim et al., 2022). Shares significantly expand the content's reach, allowing it to spread beyond the original audience. This metric is essential for measuring virality and the dissemination of information, reflecting the content's ability to resonate with the audience to the point of being voluntarily promoted (Calderón-Monge & Ramirez-Hurtado, 2021).
5. Results
For data analysis and obtaining statistical results, the open-source software Jamovi, version 2.5.3.0 (2024), was used. This software was chosen due to its intuitive interface and its ability to efficiently perform advanced statistical analyses (Intriago, Villaverde, Montoya & Flores, 2024).
The primary statistical test employed for data analysis is Logistic Regression. This method was selected because of the dichotomous nature of the dependent variable, "SELO", which indicates whether a quality seal was obtained. Logistic regression is particularly suitable for modeling the probability of a binary event, considering one or more independent variables (Hair, Black, Babin & Anderson, 2014; Li, Liu, Yang & Xie, 2016).
The set of formulated hypotheses suggests that social media engagement variables—specifically likes, shares, and comments—significantly influence the likelihood of a company enhancing its brand awareness, as evidenced by obtaining a quality seal. Through logistic regression, the aim is to quantify the impact of each variable and assess its relative importance, providing an analysis of the factors contributing to brand awareness and seal acquisition.This methodology allows for a rigorous validation of the hypotheses and offers a detailed understanding of the mechanisms that influence corporate reputation through digital interactions on social media.
5.1. [bookmark: _Hlk187770468]Descriptive Statistics 
Table 2 reveals data variability through the Coefficient of Variation (CV), highlighting the dispersion around the mean and providing insights into the consistency of engagement levels (likes, shares, comments) and the acquisition of the quality seal. Additionally, the means and medians offer a perspective on the central tendency of the data. The absence of missing values ensures the integrity of the dataset, reinforcing the reliability of the conclusions. 
Table 2 – Descriptive Statistics
	VARIABLE
	LIKES
	SHARES
	COMMENTS
	SEAL

	N
	100
	100
	100
	100

	Mean
	4,48
	3,43
	3,17
	0,48

	Median
	4,63
	3,49
	3,29
	0

	Coefficient of Variation (CV)
	1,04
	0,96
	1,09
	0,502

	Minimum
	73
	6
	1
	0

	Maximum
	2356261
	287722
	291404
	1

	25th Quartile (Q1) 
	6798
	1040
	243
	0

	50th Quartile (Q2) 
	43019
	3106
	1930
	0

	75th Quartile (Q3)
	232666
	10386
	10070
	1


Source: Authors
The descriptive analysis of the data reveals important characteristics of the variables influencing the acquisition of the ABF quality seal. The variable "Seal," which indicates whether a franchise has achieved brand awareness through the seal (1) or not (0), shows that 48% of the analyzed franchises possess this recognition. This finding aligns with the literature emphasizing the competitive role of certifications and quality seals as instruments for enhancing organizational value perception and brand awareness (Melo et al., 2015; Cao, Peng, & Prybutok, 2024).
The variables related to social media engagement (LIKES, SHARES, and COMMENTS) also exhibit significant dispersion. For instance, the average number of likes (LIKES) is 177,956, with a standard deviation of 335,118, reflecting a skewed distribution with extreme values, as observed in studies on digital engagement in organizational settings (Gligor & Bozkurt, 2021; Ibrahim et al., 2022). The first quartile (25th percentile) for LIKES is only 6,798, while the third quartile (75th percentile) is 232,666, indicating that most franchises exhibit moderate engagement levels, while some achieve exceptionally high levels. This pattern is consistent with the presence of outliers associated with effective digital marketing practices (Lima, Mainardes, & Cavalcanti, 2019).
The behavior of the SHARES and COMMENTS variables follows a similar pattern, with relatively low means (16,589 and 15,043, respectively) but substantial maximum values (287,722 and 291,404). This suggests that engagement metrics can vary widely depending on each franchise's digital strategy and reach (Lim, Pham, & Heinrichs, 2020; Yakimova, Owens, & Freeman, 2021).
These results indicate that, despite high variability in digital engagement levels, obtaining the ABF quality seal appears to correlate with higher engagement levels, as evidenced by the concentration of franchises with the seal in the upper engagement quartile. Previous studies, such as those by Sashi and Brynildsen (2022), suggest that social media engagement not only reflects brand strength but can also influence the attainment of certifications and the perception of quality among consumers.
5.2 Description of the Econometric Model 
The econometric model employed in this study was Logistic Regression, a widely used approach for predicting probabilities in scenarios where the dependent variable is binary (Hosmer, Lemeshow & Sturdivant, 2013; Fernandes et al., 2020; Kumar, 2024). In the context of this research, the dependent variable SEAL indicates whether the franchise has the ABF quality seal (1 = Yes, 0 = No).
The choice of logistic regression is justified by its ability to model nonlinear relationships between the explanatory variables (LIKES, SHARES, COMMENTS) and the probability of obtaining the seal. Furthermore, the model provides intuitive interpretations through odds ratios, which represent the relative change in probability associated with a one-unit increase in each explanatory variable (Hair et al., 2014).
These predictors have been extensively studied in analyses of digital engagement, demonstrating how metrics such as likes and comments can reflect dynamics of approval and organizational value perception (Ibrahim et al., 2022).

5.3 Logistic Regression Model Coefficients 
The coefficients of the logistic regression model for the dependent variable "SEAL" are presented in Table 3, including the estimates, standard errors, Z-scores, p-values, odds ratios, and 95% confidence intervals. 
Table 3 - Model Coefficients
	Predictor
	Estimates
	Standard Erros
	Z
	p
	Odds Ratios
	Lower Limit
	Upper Limit

	Intercept
	-4.270
	1.233
	-3.463
	< .001
	0.0140
	0.00125
	0.157

	LIKES
	1.699
	0.562
	3.024
	0.002
	5.4662
	1.81809
	16.434

	SHARES
	0.168
	0.509
	0.329
	0.742
	1.1827
	0.43592
	3.209

	COMMENTS
	-1.269
	0.500
	-2.537
	0.011
	0.2811
	0.10545
	0.749

	Note: The estimates represent the log-odds of "SEAL = 1" vs. "SEAL = 0."
95% Confidence Interval


Source: Authors
The results of the logistic regression model reveal relevant aspects of the factors influencing the acquisition of the ABF quality seal. Each coefficient was analyzed in terms of its statistical significance and practical impact.
For the intercept, the negative coefficient (-4.270) suggests that, in the absence of digital engagement (i.e., with LIKES, SHARES, and COMMENTS equal to zero), the probability of obtaining the seal is extremely low. This finding underscores the importance of digital metrics for organizational performance in competitive environments, as observed by Hasan, Qayyum, and Zia (2022). The statistical significance (p < 0.001) validates the robustness of the intercept, which serves as the baseline reference for the model (Surjanovic et al., 2023).
The positive coefficient for LIKES (1.699) indicates that an increase in likes is associated with a higher probability of obtaining the seal. With an odds ratio of 5.466, the results suggest that each unit increase in likes multiplies the chances of obtaining the seal by approximately 5.5 times. This effect aligns with findings from Algharabat et al. (2020), which emphasize likes as a critical metric for social approval and brand value.
In contrast, the estimated coefficient for SHARES (0.168) is close to zero, with p = 0.742, indicating that shares do not have a statistically significant influence on obtaining the seal. While studies such as Gligor and Bozkurt (2021) highlight the importance of shares in expanding brand reach on social media, this result may reflect a specific dynamic within the franchising sector. Metrics like LIKES and other forms of visual engagement may carry more weight in the evaluation of perceived quality. Additionally, Ibrahim et al. (2022) argue that the effectiveness of different forms of engagement varies depending on the audience and the digital strategy employed, which could explain the observed statistical insignificance of shares.
For COMMENTS, the negative coefficient (-1.269) suggests that an increase in comments is associated with a lower probability of obtaining the seal. The odds ratio (0.281) supports this conclusion, indicating a significant reduction in the likelihood of success as the number of comments increases.
This result can be interpreted in light of studies such as those by Sashi and Brynildsen (2022), which highlight that textual interactions on social media, such as comments, often include criticisms or negative feedback, potentially adversely affecting the perception of quality. Additionally, the literature by Arghashi et al. (2021) discusses that the perception of engagement can be mediated by the tone of interactions. This suggests that the negative impact of comments may be attributed to the predominance of unfavorable opinions or controversial discussions.

5.4 Likelihood Ratio Test
The Likelihood Ratio Test (Table 4) evaluates the overall significance of the predictors in the logistic regression model (Vakhitova & Alston-Knox, 2018). For the predictor LIKES, the chi-square (χ2) value is 10.439 with 1 degree of freedom, resulting in a p-value of 0.001, indicating a statistically significant association between the number of likes and the dependent variable.
Table 4 - Likelihood Ratio Test
	PREDICTOR
	χ²
	gl
	p

	LIKES
	10.439
	1
	0.001

	SHARES
	0.109
	1
	0.741

	COMMENTS
	7.169
	1
	0.007


Source: Authors
For the predictor SHARES, the chi-square (χ2) value is 0.109 with 1 degree of freedom, and a p-value of 0.741, suggesting that the number of shares does not have a statistically significant association with the dependent variable in the context of this model.For the predictor COMMENTS, the chi-square (χ2) value is 7.169 with 1 degree of freedom, resulting in a p-value of 0.007, indicating a statistically significant association between the number of comments and the dependent variable (Hair et al., 2014).
5.5. Complementary Analysis (Model Robustness)
The robustness analysis of the model was conducted based on the evaluation of predictive measures such as the Area Under the Curve (AUC), accuracy, specificity, and sensitivity (Fávero & Belfiore, 2017). These metrics are essential for understanding the model's ability to distinguish between franchises with and without the ABF quality seal. 
[bookmark: _Hlk187771807]a) Cutoff and Sensitivity Analysis: The cutoff value adopted in the model was 0.5, a widely accepted balance point for logistic regression models. This cutoff reflects a balanced approach between true positive rates (sensitivity) and true negative rates (specificity). As highlighted by Fávero and Belfiore (2017), the choice of cutoff should consider both the analysis objective and the class distribution.
The sensitivity analysis, represented graphically (Figure 2), illustrates the behavior of specificity and sensitivity across different cutoff values. The model achieves greater discriminative efficiency at cutoff values near 0.5, with a clear separation between the sensitivity and specificity curves.
Figure 2: Sensitivity Analysis
[image: ]
Source: Authors

[bookmark: _Hlk187771913]b) Predictive Measures: Table 5 summarizes the main predictive measures of the model. The overall accuracy was 0.650, indicating that 65% of predictions were correct. The specificity of 0.692 demonstrates a high proportion of true negatives correctly identified, while the sensitivity of 0.604 reflects the model's ability to identify true positives. These results align with the findings described by Fávero and Belfiore (2017), who emphasize the importance of these metrics in evaluating predictive models.


Table 5 - Predictive Measures 
	Metric
	Valor

	Accuracy
	0.650

	Specificity
	0.692

	Sensitivity
	0.604

	AUC
	0.717


Note: The cutoff value used was 0.5.
Source: Authors.

The Area Under the Curve (AUC) of 0.717 reinforces the model's ability to discriminate between the two classes, demonstrating good predictive quality across different cutoff thresholds (Fávero & Belfiore, 2017).An AUC value close to 1 indicates excellent discrimination, while a value near 0.5 suggests discrimination equivalent to random chance (Jahandideh et al., 2023).
c) Overall Efficiency and Practical Interpretation
The model’s overall efficiency, as measured by accuracy, reflects a balance between correct results in the two analyzed classes. As highlighted in the literature, high accuracy should be interpreted with caution in imbalanced datasets (Nasir & Dang, 2020; Jahandideh et al., 2023). The model demonstrated robust performance in predicting the enhancement of brand awareness, as evidenced by the acquisition of the ABF quality seal, particularly for franchises with higher digital engagement.
6. Discussion
The results of this study indicate that social media engagement, measured through likes, shares, and comments, plays a significant role in obtaining the ABF Seal of Excellence. Data analysis revealed that the number of likes is positively associated with enhancing brand awareness, as evidenced by the acquisition of the seal. This suggests that the popularity and acceptance of social media posts influence the perception of quality and credibility of franchises.
This finding aligns with existing literature, which emphasizes the importance of social media in building brand image and shaping consumers' purchase intentions (Lima, Mainardes & Cavalcanti, 2019; Gligor & Bozkurt, 2021). Additionally, the frequency of likes can be viewed as a reflection of immediate public approval (Ibrahim et al., 2022), reinforcing confidence in the franchise's operations and its adherence to high-quality standards (Kremez et al., 2022; Huang et al., 2023).
On the other hand, the number of shares did not show a statistically significant association with enhancing brand awareness, as evidenced by the acquisition of the seal. This result may indicate that, while shares increase content visibility and contribute to brand dissemination (Ibrahim et al., 2022), they are not a direct indicator of perceived quality by consumers. Expanding reach through shares can generate greater exposure (Gligor & Bozkurt, 2021; Song et al., 2023), but it does not necessarily translate into a consistent positive perception strong enough to influence brand awareness, as evidenced by the awarding of the seal of excellence.
In contrast, the number of comments showed a negative association, suggesting that a higher volume of comments may reflect criticisms or negative discussions, negatively impacting the perception of quality. Comments may indicate a higher level of audience engagement (McShane, Pancer & Poole, 2019; Ibrahim et al., 2022), but they can also surface issues and concerns that are not necessarily positive. Such feedback may reveal problematic areas or dissatisfaction that affect the franchise’s image and reputation in the market (Sashi & Brynildsen, 2022). Thus, while comments are a high-engagement indicator (Webster et al., 2021), the nature of their content can vary significantly, influencing the overall perception of quality.
These results provide valuable insights for franchise marketing strategies, indicating that effectively managing social media interactions can directly impact reputation and the achievement of formal quality recognitions (Arghashi, Bozbay & Karami, 2021). Franchises should therefore focus not only on increasing the number of interactions but also on ensuring that these interactions are predominantly positive. This may involve active monitoring, prompt responses to negative feedback, and promoting content that encourages positive interactions.
A limitation of this research is the endogeneity between social media engagement and the ABF Seal of Excellence. Although the model presumes that the engagement metrics impact seal award probability, one counterintuitive explanation is that seal award enhances a franchise's legitimacy and visibility, thereby inducing higher engagement. Because the data are cross-sectional, the causal ordering cannot be entirely disentangled. Future studies using longitudinal data or instrumental variable approaches are recommended to better address this potential endogeneity and identify causal relationships.	Comment by WENDEL SANTOS: Resposta ao questionamento: 2. There is an endogeneity issue. Does engagement impact the association’s decision to award the seal, or does the seal enhance awareness, and that influences engagement? 
One limitation has to do with the timing of the factors. The model assumes that social media results come before the giving of the ABF Seal of Excellence, but data does not clearly show if engagement was measured before or after certification was awarded. This is a worry about timing accuracy and causality direction. Longitudinal data gathering should be used in future studies to make clear the timing order of interactions and have a stronger causal reading.	Comment by WENDEL SANTOS: Resposta ao questionamento: here is also a temporal issue with the measures. Are the engagement measures from after the seal was awarded or before? 
7. Contribution/Conclusion
This study significantly contributes to the literature on franchising and social media engagement (Calderón-Monge and Ramírez-Hurtado, 2021), particularly in emerging markets such as Brazil. Theoretically, it provides empirical evidence of the crucial role of social media popularity in enhancing brand awareness, as evidenced by recognitions such as the ABF Seal of Excellence. Social media popularity, measured by the number of likes, reflects public acceptance and approval, which are fundamental to building a positive brand image (Mohamad et al., 2022). 
This acceptance not only strengthens the franchise's reputation but can also be a decisive factor in the quality evaluation conducted by ABF. Furthermore, these interactions align with findings that brand awareness mediates the relationship between engagement and consumer trust, reinforcing the importance of digital metrics in strategic brand management (Algharabat et al., 2019).
Empirically, the results suggest that franchises should focus on increasing the number of likes on their posts to enhance their brand awareness, as reflected in the likelihood of obtaining the seal. Marketing strategies should be designed to encourage positive interactions, promoting content that resonates with the audience and fosters favorable reactions. This is consistent with studies emphasizing the importance of fostering consumer-brand relationships through active engagement on social platforms (Gligor & Bozkurt, 2021; Sashi & Brynildsen, 2022). However, attention must be paid to the type of comments received, as a high volume of negative feedback can harm the perception of quality. Negative comments may signal operational or customer satisfaction issues that require immediate attention (Ibrahim et al., 2022). Effectively managing comments by promptly responding to criticism and transparently addressing issues can mitigate negative effects and turn unfavorable feedback into improvement opportunities. Such practices have been identified as key drivers for maintaining consumer trust and loyalty in competitive markets (Han et al., 2023).
This study has some limitations, including the restriction of the sample to franchises operating in Brazil and the use of cross-sectional data, which may not fully capture the temporal dynamics of social media engagement. The limited sample may restrict the generalizability of the results to other regions or markets, and cross-sectional data provides only a snapshot in time, without considering changes and trends over time. Future research could use longitudinal methodologies to better understand the impact of engagement over time and explore whether the same effects are observed in other emerging countries. As highlighted by Yadav et al. (2022), exploring regional differences in engagement strategies can shed light on context-specific dynamics that influence brand performance.
Additionally, future investigations could expand the sample to include franchises from different sectors and regions, providing a more comprehensive view of the relationships between social media engagement and quality recognitions. This approach aligns with the work of Gao and Ahn (2023), who demonstrated that sector-specific strategies significantly impact the effectiveness of engagement initiatives. In summary, this study highlights the importance of social media as a strategic tool for franchises, demonstrating that a high level of positive engagement can be crucial to obtaining quality recognitions and, consequently, to the success and expansion of franchises in the competitive global market.
Social media engagement not only strengthens brand image but can also serve as a competitive differentiator, essential for attracting new franchisees and retaining existing customers (Calderón-Monge and Ramírez-Hurtado, 2021; Sashi & Brynildsen, 2022). Therefore, investing in effective engagement strategies and managing social media interactions should be a priority for franchises seeking to stand out and thrive in an increasingly digital and interconnected market environment. Moreover, Castillo-Díaz et al. (2023) underscore the potential of such strategies to enhance sustainability and long-term competitiveness, further validating the strategic importance of digital engagement for modern franchise networks. 
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