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ABSTRACT

This study examines Iraq's social commerce platform to see how initial formation pathway affect customer
engagement and repeat purchase behaviour in social commerce. Grounded on social exchange theory (SET) and
Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) theory, this study uses a mediated model to analyse how customer
engagement turns initial formation pathway into consumer customer engagement and repeat purchase behaviour.
The data was collected from 471 online customers in Iraq and analysed using Smart PLS. Results show that initial
formation pathway has a positive impact on customer engagement and repeat purchase. Customer engagement
affected positively the repeat purchase and mediated the effect of initial formation pathway on repeat purchase.
The study contributed to theory by integrating SET and SOR. SET explained the cost-benefit analysis while SOR
explained the behavioural mechanism linking initial stimuli to repeat purchase. This study integrates these theories
into a coherent framework while acknowledging Iraq's geographic restrictions, improving social commerce
literature. The findings can help firms improve engagement tactics through trust-building. This study improves
understanding of digital customer engagement tactics in emerging regions and suggests cross-cultural applicability
and technology engagement enhancements.
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INTRODUCTION

S-commerce, which combines social media (SM) and e-commerce, has changed shopping worldwide (Ali et
al., 2024). S-commerce uses SM networks for e-commerce. It involves using SM platforms to find, research, and
buy products and facilitate social interactions, suggestions, and user-generated content (Lin et al., 2019). S-
commerce, which began in the early 2010s, involves companies selling products on SM applications and website
(Attar et al., 2022). The confluence of SM and e-commerce platforms, increased consumer time on SM, and the
COVID-19 pandemic encouraging online shopping have driven its rise (Hruska & Maresova, 2020). Sales through
S-commerce rose to $992 billion in 2022 and expected to reach $8,500 billion by 2030 (Statista, 2024). Social proof
and user-generated content can boost sales in s-commerce when users share feedback and experiences on SM
platforms (Dwivedi & McDonald, 2020). However, maintaining an active SM presence and building client trust
are challenges (Malesev & Cherry, 2021). S-commerce allows firms to communicate and increase customer
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engagement despite these limits. Companies need customer engagement because it boosts performance and
marketing (Marolt et al., 2020; Karamdsani et al., 2025). It also influenced consumer behaviour, which increased
business sales, word of mouth, and repeat purchases. Customer engagement may increase customer loyalty (Ahmad
et al., 2022; Sallaku & Vigolo, 2022) and product/setvice satisfaction (Jessen et al., 2020). Thus, customer
engagement is “a consumer’s behavioural manifestations that have a brand or firm focus, beyond purchase, coming
from motivating drivers” (Sallaku & Vigolo, 2022).

Because customer engagement is important, companies and scholars have studied it to better manage
customers and boost revenues. Meta-analysis (Barari et al., 2021) divides customer engagement into two paths.
Companies use the promoted path to increase customer engagement (Barari et al., 2021). The organic pathway
promotes customer contact through consumer-driven activities such as perceived value and perceived service
quality (Barari et al., 2021). The promoted pathway uses incentives, prizes, discounts, and bouncing to attract
customers (Harmeling et al., 2017). Therefore, promoted pathway focuses on incentives while organic pathway
focuses on developing customer relationship. However, researchers did not account for the pre-relationship among
the customers and companies. The first impression as well as the reputation of companies along with the credibility
of information has been examined in limited studies (Mubdir et al., 2024, 2025). Customer engagement depends
on initial formation (Gouji et al., 2016). This includes customers' knowledge of companies' reputations, the integrity
of their information, and their response. Reputation, information credibility, and responsiveness are crucial to
client acquisition (Gouji et al., 20106). Initial formation pathway begins with responsiveness. Interactive S-
commerce speeds up information flow and engagement between buyers, merchants, and companies in retailing
(Attar et al., 2022), improving online customer experience and service quality (Palese & Usai, 2018). S-commerce
enables stores respond faster to customer inquiries. When merchants respond quickly and show care, customers
are happier (Nazir et al., 2023; Palese & Usai, 2018).

Information credibility which refers to the public's confidence in an organization's information, is another
component of initial formation (Galib et al., 2023). Information credibility improves customer engagement,
decision-making, and purchase intention (Connolly et al., 2023; P. Wang & Huang, 2022). Firm reputation is the
third initial formation component. Customers' service ratings determine a company's reputation (Hess Jr, 2008).
Research indicates that it significantly affects customer behaviour, loyalty, and corporate reputation (Fatmawati &
Fauzan, 2021). Company reputation affects consumer trust, loyalty, and purchase intentions, enhancing brand
credibility and trustworthiness (Qalati et al., 2021). Customer engagement might be cognitive, emotional, or
behavioural (Bazi et al., 2023; Aji et al., 2025). This research is motivated by several gaps in the literature. Prior
studies showed conflicting results on how customer engagement derives repeat purchases (Barari et al., 2021; Blut
et al., 2023). In addition, most research focuses on western markets neglecting unique barriers in regions like Iraq,
where low digital adoption and fraud concerns persists (Raheem Naeem Naeem, 2022; Statista, 2021) and this
issues persists in other developing nations due to technology adoption challenges (Chen et al. 2021; Do et al. 2023).
Furthermore, while prior literature examines organic and promoted engagement pathway, the initial formation
pathway remains overlooked despite its role in mitigating early-stage distrust (Gouji et al., 2016). Due to the
increase shift toward online purchase, retailers must understand how to manage online customer and increase their
engagement and repeat purchase. The objective of this study is to examine the effect of initial formation pathway
on customer engagement and repeat purchase and to examine the direct and mediating role of customer
engagement between initial formation pathway and repeat purchase. The study responds to the call of Srivastava
and Sivaramakrishnan (2022) to explore S-commerce customer engagement predictors as SM may boost
engagement. This research explores Iraqi s-commerce customer engagement, including repeat purchase. Next
section discusses the literature review followed by research methodology, findings, discussion, and conclusion.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theoretical Framework

This study uses social exchange theory (SET) and stimulus-organism-response (SOR) to evaluate how initial
formation pathway influences customer engagement and repeat purchases in Iraq's s-commetce environment.
These theories describe rational computations and psychological dynamics in digital market customer-brand
interactions. The theoties provide a full S-commerce paradigm for Iraq's socio-economic and cultural context
(Calhoun & McCarthy, 2023). SET which depends on cost-benefit analysis informs customer engagement
decisions (Lioukas & Reuer, 2015). SET argues humans create relationships when advantages outweigh costs (Cook
et al., 2013). Reduced ambiguity shows how good first experiences may lead to continued engagement, as
customers who perceive positive cost-benefit ratios in early transactions are more inclined to use the platform (Di
Ruscio, 2021). The SOR describes how psychological systems turn environmental stimuli into behaviour. SOR
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theory asserts that external stimuli (S) drive interior cognitive, emotional, and behavioural states (O) to create a
response (Tan et al., 2019). According to this study, initial formation pathway (S) is expected to affect S-commerce
customers' engagement (O) which in turn will affect repeat putrchase (R). Therefore, this study uses the SET to
explain the general transaction that leads to customer engagement and repeat purchase while the SOR describes
the process through which the initial formation pathway affects customer engagement which in turn affects repeat
purchase.

Online Repeat Purchase in Iraq

Since the digital revolution, e-commerce and s-commetce dominate retail. Iraq's s-commerce business is
growing due to internet penetration (78.7% in 2024), smartphone use, and changing customer preferences
(Mohamed et al., 2023). Iraqi online repeat purchases are growing for several reasons. Digital platforms allow
customers to buy more things anytime, anyplace. Online shoppers ate more confident due to secure payment and
delivery procedures (Zaidan & Raju, 2021). However, several issues are still prevalent in Iraqgi context. Logistics
issues such delivery delays and restricted service coverage raise consumer worries regarding product legitimacy,
delivery dependability, and payment security (Naeem 2022).

Customer engagement fosters repeat purchases in Iraq's growing online retail economy. Engaging SM
marketing, personalised messages, and user-friendly mobile applications build consumer loyalty (Al Sukaini, 2022;
Rashid & Rokade, 2021). Iraqis consider price, authenticity, and shopping experience before buying (Al-Refiay et
al., 2022). Repeat customers desire high quality product with reasonable price and secure payment method
(ALmasoodi et al., 2023; Behera et al., 2024). Retail environments in Iraq is critical for consumer behaviour.
Despite 31.95 million SM users in 2024, internet purchasing lags globally. A total of 12.4% of Iraqi internet users
buy biannually, 47% never bought product online (Statista, 2021; Putridinanti et al., 2025). Neatly 90% of
industrialized internet users purchase online (Tahir & Arije, 2021). Therefore, this study investigates the effect of
initial formation in encouraging online customer to engage in online purchase.

Customer Engagement

Customer engagement is a new concept in marketing. Harly research in customer engagement can be traced
back to 2005 and increased after 2010. Engagement is a brand-consumer emotional bond. Due to the importance
of customer engagement, companies place high interest in this variable because engaged customer repeatedly
purchase, refers others and recommended the brand to other customers as well as stay loyal to the brand (Nyadzayo
et al., 2020). Client relationships have replaced transactions and one-way communication in marketing. Mobile and
social media have changed how customers connect with companies and each other (Naimi-Sadigh et al., 2022;
Ambag et al., 2024, Abbas et al., 2024).

Service and pleasure sparked customer engagement. In saturated, competitive marketplaces, companies seek
distinction beyond product and price (Hoyer et al., 2020). It emphasized emotional and psychological client ties.
Customers gave input online and on social media, pushing this transition (Bala & Verma, 2018). Customer
engagement may influence brand impression and relationships (Mariani & Nambisan, 2021). Customer
engagement emphasizes brand-customer co-creation. This dynamic, iterative process encompasses cognition,
emotions, and behaviour. Businesses engage customers with relevant content, tailored experiences, and brand
storytelling on social media, mobile apps, and online communities (Nadeem et al., 2021; Naimi-Sadigh et al., 2022;
Savila et al., 2025).

In customer oriented enterprise, companies prefer trust, loyalty, and value above transactions (Pardo-Jaramillo
et al., 2020). Customer lifetime value and sustainable corporate growth increase when engaged customers become
brand ambassadors (Sapienza, 2020). Companies may personalise interactions and services by collecting, analysing,
and using massive volumes of client data (Mariani & Wamba, 2020). Companies may increase customer experience
and engagement by leveraging data to recommend, inform, and promote (Kitchens et al., 2018).

As customer engagement has grown, businesses have used chatbots, virtual assistants, augmented reality (AR),
and gamification. These technologies can help companies create immersive, engaging experiences that attract
customers, simplify self-service, and build emotional brand bonds (Riar et al., 2023). Despite technological
advances, clients seldom interact with enterprises, commodities, and services (Chelpanova, 2023). Theodora and
Napitupulu (2023) found low customer engagement lowers sales. Proactive, customer-centric customer
engagement uses technology, data, and new methods to build meaningful, mutually beneficial relationships
between customers and businesses in today's competitive matrket. Therefore, this study examines customer
engagement.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this study integrates the SET and SOR to explain how initial formation pathway
can affect the customer engagement and repeat purchase and how customer engagement can affect the repeat
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purchase and mediate the effect of initial formation pathway on repeat purchase. The framework in Figure 1
addresses an important gap in the literature by introducing the initial formation pathway as a predictor of customer
engagement and repeat purchase unlike previous studies which focused on the organic and promoted pathway
(Barari et al., 2021). The framework also deals with a developing countries context where studies are still limited
(Statista, 2021). Further, introducing the engagement with multidimensional approach can capture the different
aspect of engagement. Furthermore, examining the engagement as direct and mediating variable can explain the
relationship between initial formation pathway and repeat purchase. Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework of
this study.

) Ve

Initial Formation Pathway
e Reputation
o Information Credibility
® Responsiveness

Repeat Purchase

J Customer Engagement
e Cognitive

e Emotional

e Behavioral

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

Initial Formatted Pathway, Customer Engagement and Repeat Purchase

The initial formation pathway includes the firms' reputation, which encourages newcomers to interact and deal
with them online, as well as their credibility of information and the responsiveness. Customers' impressions of a
firm's caring for their needs and wants can determine the reputation of the firm (Hess Jr, 2008). Customer
behaviour of repeat purchase depends on company reputation. (Qalati et al., 2021) discovered that business
reputation influences consumer trust, loyalty, and purchase intentions. A strong brand reputation increases
reliability and trustworthiness, leading to increased customer engagement (Stravinskiené et al.,, 2021; Ahmed et al.,
2023). Recent research has studied how consumer engagement influences repeat purchase. (Hollebeek & Macky,
2019; Prasetyo et al., 2025) pointed out that business reputation boosts customer engagement and repeat purchases.

Information credibility is how much the public trusts the organization's public information. Credibility
improves customer engagement in communication, decision-making, and purchase intention (Galib et al., 2023).
Trustworthiness of a corporation and its products and services depends on information credibility. Falsifying
product or service facts can damage trust and promote poor company reputation. Therefore, researchers indicated
that early consumer engagement and repeat purchases depend on information credibility (Onoftei et al., 2022).
Credible information influences early client perceptions of a firm or its products (Jamal et al., 2021). Credible
information about the firm and its products fosters trust (Schweiger & Cress, 2019; Nizar, 2022).

Customer responsiveness indicates how seriously merchants consider customer criticism and how long they
take to reply (Lim et al, 2020). Interactive S-commerce enables shoppers and merchants instantly share
information and communicate with one other and businesses (Attar et al., 2022). Quick merchant responses boost
customer engagement and satisfaction (Nazir et al., 2023). Sellers swiftly address consumer problems, improving
service quality (Palese & Usai, 2018). Ahmad et al. (2022) and Connolly et al. (2023) indicated that responsiveness
helps online sellers to learn about the company and experience the services. Answering consumer inquiries on
companies' social media apps and delivering real-time information improves customer perception and engagement
with online vendors (Connolly et al., 2023; Rajagopal et al., 2024).

This hypothesis is grounded in SET, which posits that customers will invest time and engagement when they
perceive sufficient benefits from the platform. In the s-commerce context, reputation is established through visible
social proof like platform ratings and user testimonials, information credibility is assessed through authentic user-
generated content and influencer endorsements, and responsiveness is evaluated via real-time communication
features native to social platforms (Bhutto et al., 2023; Omar Zaki et al., 2024). These elements collectively reduce
perceived risk and foster engagement behaviours that are unique to s-commerce environments, such as active
participation in comment sections and live shopping events (Rosli et al., 2024; Tan et al., 2025). The
operationalization of these constructs specifically accounts for the social dynamics that differentiate s-commerce
from traditional e-commerce platforms (Hussain & Ayob, 2023). This study suggests the initial formation pathway
boosts customer engagement and repeat purchases.

H1: Initial formation pathway affects positively customer engagement.

H2: Initial formation pathway affects positively repeat purchase.
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Customer Engagement and Repeat Purchase

Engagement is key to repeat purchases and other outcomes. Customer engagement improved company
tinances, word of mouth, and repeat purchases as well as loyalty (Sallaku & Vigolo, 2022). Customer engagement
increases customer engagement, which leads to direct purchase, indirect recommendations, influencing others, and
teedback (Bilro & Loureiro, 2020; M, P., 2020). Customer engagement boosts business performance, opt-in rates,
information sharing, and appropriate marketing. Meta studies showed varied results for customer engagement.
Cognitive and emotional customer engagement did not impact behavioural intention, but behavioural engagement
did (Blut et al., 2023; Ayub, 2021). However, Barari et al. (2021) revealed that attitudinal and behavioural customer
engagement boosts loyalty and business performance. In s-commerce environments, engagement manifests
through platform-native actions like following sellers, saving posts, or participating in live shopping events all of
which create multiple touchpoints that naturally facilitate repurchases (Tan et al., 2024; Wang & Ayob, 2024).
Based on these findings, this study examines how customer engagement affects repeat purchase among Iraqi online
customer.

H3: Customer engagement has a positive effect on repeat purchase.

Mediating Role of Customer Engagement

Few research addressed customer engagement as a mediator. Ahmad et al. (2022) revealed that customer
engagement mediated the influence of online customer experience on loyalty. Sallaku and Vigolo (2022) explored
customer engagement as a mediator. The finding showed that customer engagement mediated authenticity,
interaction, and engagement on loyalty. Connolly et al. (2023) discovered that information credibility and
community responsiveness increased knowledge adoption but not contribution, mediated via customer
engagement. This hypothesis draws from the SOR and proposes that customer engagement mediates the
relationship between the initial formation pathway and repeat purchases, where the initial formation components
serve as external stimuli that create cognitive, emotional, and behavioural engagement states (the organism), which
in turn drive repeat purchase behaviour (the response) (Bhutto et al., 2023; Ferdous et al., 2024; Wenning et al.,
2021). In S-commerce, this mediation is particulatly salient because engagement behaviours like sharing product
posts or participating in live streams create ongoing platform stickiness and social reinforcement that traditional
e-commerce lacks (Rosli et al., 2025; Ahmad et al., 2023; Rehman et al., 2024). The social nature of these platforms
means that engagement do not just facilitate transactions but builds community relationships that encourage
repurchasing, making the mediation effect potentially stronger than in conventional e-commerce contexts (Zhang
et al., 2025; Muhammad et al., 2023). Therefore, this study proposes customer engagement as a mediating variable
between initial formation pathway and repeat purchase.

H4: Customer engagement mediates the effect of initial formation pathway on repeat purchase.

Research Population

The demographic of this study is Iraqi retail customers. This research examines Iraq's oldest and most popular
platform. The platform is prominent MENA online classifieds site, is crucial to Iraq's e-commetce economy. It
was founded in 2008, eliminates intermediaries and offers autos, real estate, electronics, home appliances, and
fashion product. Its uset-friendly design and website and mobile app accessibility have established it Iraq's digital
market leader. It is estimated based on data from the website that 900,000 online customers are visiting the website
to purchase products. The majority of these respondents are located in Baghdad. Therefore, the study focuses on
Baghdad. Due to the lack of contact details of these online users, this research uses purposive sampling. Only users
with online banking account and have conducted online purchase are included. Thus, a question at the beginning
of the questionnaire was asked to select only those who match the inclusion criteria.

The data was collected using a questionnaire. The measurement of the variables was adopted from previous
studies. Initial formation pathway was adopted from (Connolly et al., 2023; Lederman et al., 2014; Nguyen et al.,
2021). Customer engagement was adopted from (Patterson et al., 2000). Repeat purchase was adopted from (Phan
Tan & Le, 2023). Next, the questionnaire was translated using back-to-back translation and a validation process
was conducted by inviting experts to validate the questionnaire. The pilot study was conducted also to ensure that
reliability of the measurement. Exploratory factor analysis was conducted to ensure that the questionnaire is ready
for further data collection and to remove any weak loading variable. A total of 768 questionnaires were distributed
using online channel and network referral. Next section discusses the process of data filtering.

FINDINGS

Data Examination
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Hair et al. (2023) recommended data quality assessments before hypothesis testing. These checks ensured the
dataset was complete, outlier-free, normally distributed, and multicollinearity-free. Out of 768 invited respondents,
515 (67.0%) gave complete responses and 232 (30.3%) did not reply while 21 responses were considered invalid.
Hair et al. (2023) recommended checking missing values using SPSS frequency. Excluded responses had above
15% missing data (23 cases), and those with less than 5% missing values (11 cases) were mean replaced. This
method minimized data loss and preserved dataset integrity. Boxplot analysis identified outliers, or extreme data
that deviated from the mean. Removing 21 outliers yielded 471 cases for further analysis. Skewness, kurtosis, and
histograms determined normality. All variables showed skewness and kurtosis values within the acceptable range
(absolute values <1), confirming a normal distribution. Further, histograms had a bell-shaped curve, supporting
normality. Tolerance and variance inflation factors assessed multicollinearity. All tolerance values were over 0.20,
and VIF values were under 5, indicating no multicollinearity among predictor variables. This confirmed regression
variable independence. An independent samples t-test compared early (n=194) and late (n=277) respondents to
assess non-response bias. The dataset was unaffected by non-response bias since critical variables did not change

(p > 0.05).
Profile of the Respondents

The sample was almost equally divided between male (52.4%, n=247) and female (47.6%, n=224) participants.
This equitable representation indicates that online buying behaviour is not markedly influenced by gender, since
both men and women engage actively in S-commerce. The predominant age group was 26-35 years (31.6%,
n=149), closely succeeded by 36-45 years (29.9%, n=141). Collectively, these two categories comprised the majority
(61.5%) of the sample, signifying a robust representation of middle-aged consumers. The 18-25 age group included
28.7% (n=135), whilst older demographics (46-55 years and over 55 years) constituted lesser amounts (7.6%, n=36
and 2.1%, n=10, respectively). Overall, 90.2% of respondents were aged between 18 and 45 years, indicating a
largely youthful to middle-aged demographic.

A notable percentage of participants possessed a bachelor’s degree (49.5%, n=233), while those with a master’s
degree constituted 22.1% (n=104). Individuals with a diploma or below accounted for 17.4% (n=82), whilst PhD
holders were the lowest segment at 11.0% (n=>52). In all, 82.6% of respondents possessed at least a bachelot’s
degree, signifying a highly educated population. The predominant group of participants was working in the public
sector (56.3%, n=40), followed by students and jobless persons, each comprising 11.3% (n=8). Employees in the
ptivate sector constituted 11.3% (n=8) and retired and others each comprised 2.8% (n=2). This distribution
emphasizes a significant public sector representation while integrating many job backgrounds.

Measurement Model

The measurement model is evaluated based on five criteria. First the factor loading have to be larger than 0.70
as well as the Cronbach’s Alpha (CA) and Composite Reliability (CR). Acceptable values of CA and CR are 0.70.
In addition, the validity of the measurement is assessed using the convergent validity and the discriminant validity.
The convergent validity is assessed using the Average Variance Extracted (AVE). Acceptable value of AVE is 0.50.
For the discriminant validity, the measurement is considered to have a discriminant validity when the indicator
loading is larger than all the cross loading. In evaluating the factor loading, one item from initial formation pathway
was removed. As can be seen in Table 1, the values of CR, CA, and AVE are above 0.70, 0.70, and 0.50 respectively.
Therefore, CR and CA are achieved as well as the convergent validity. In term of the discriminant validity, the
value of HTMT’s correlation is less than 0.85 indicating that the discriminant validity is achieved.

Table 1: Measurement Model Evaluation

Variable CA CR AVE CE IFP RP

Customer engagement (CE) 0.908 0.909 0.548 -

Initial Formation Pathway (IFP) 0.936 0.937 0.587 0.741

Repeat Purchase (RP) 0.856 0.857 0.636 0.741 0.713 -
Structural Model

For evaluating the structural model, researchers agreed that there are four main criteria that includes the R-
square (R?), path coefficient (), and effect size (F?) (Hair et al., 2023). As shown in Figure 2, the value of R-square
ranged between 0.464 for customer engagement and 0.619 for repeat purchase. This indicates that the initial
formation pathway can explain 46.4% in customer engagement while customer engagement and initial formation
pathway can explain 61.9% of repeat purchase. For the effect size, the value of I'? as shown in Table 2 is larger
than 0.02 for all paths.
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Customer engagement

0.464
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0.218 (0.000) i asio

Initial Formation Pathway Repeat Purchase

Figure 2 shows the structural model. The figure shows the effect of initial formation pathway on customer
engagement and repeat purchase. It shows also the effect of customer engagement on repeat purchase. Further,
the figure shows the mediating role of customer engagement between initial formation pathway and repeat
purchase. The results of testing the hypotheses are shown in Table 2. It shows the direct and mediation effect.

Table 2: Results of Hypotheses Testing

T- P

H Path B Std. values values | F?
H 0.0

1 | Initial Formation Pathway -> Customer engagement | 0.137 0.046 2.96 0.003 9
H 0.1

2 | Initial Formation Pathway -> Repeat Purchase 0.173 0.049 3.515 0.000 0
H 0.3

3 Customer engagement -> Repeat Purchase 0.622 0.041 15.01 0.000 9

Initial Formation Pathway -> Customer engagement

H > 0.0

4 Repeat Purchase 0.065 0.023 2.886 0.004 3

The analysis confirmed H1 with a strong positive impact of initial formation pathway on repeat purchase (8 =
0.137, p = 0.003). This shows that ecatly service development experiences strongly affect user engagement. The
relationship is strong since the t-value is 2.96, over the 1.96 threshold. For H2, a substantial direct influence (8 =
0.173, p < 0.001) and t-value of 3.515 were observed. The initial formation experience increases repurchase
intentions independently of customer engagement, supporting H2. For H3, this path which shows the effect of
customer engagement on repeat purchase had the greatest influence (§ = 0.622, p < 0.001) and a high t-value of
15.01. The results support H3, showing that engaged customers are more likely to repeat their purchases. For H4,
the direct effect of initial formation pathway on repeat purchase is positive while the indirect effect is also positive.
The considerable indirect effect (8 = 0.065, p = 0.004, t-value = 2.886) supports the partial mediation hypothesis.

DISCUSSION

This study examined the effect of newly emerged variables such as initial formation pathway on customer
engagement and repeat purchase. The study also aimed to examine the mediating role of customer engagement.
The hypothesis testing showed that early interactions including business reputation, information trustworthiness,
and responsiveness influence customer engagement and encourage repeat purchases in Iraq's social commerce
environment. These findings support the study's goals and highlight the importance of trust-building in online
shopping, where scepticism and fraud concerns are common. Customer distrust owing to counterfeit products and
untrustworthy suppliers plagues Iraqi shopping. In this context, company reputation is crucial to overcoming trust
issues. According to studies (Qalati et al., 2021; Said et al., 2025; Fitriana, 2022), a good reputation boosts client
confidence and encourages repeat business. Consumer perceptions and actions depend on information credibility.
Due to extensive deception in Iraq's digital marketplace, accurate product information and clear seller
communication influence customer engagement and purchases. This finding supports research (Schweiger &
Cress, 2019; Kahil, 2025; Hetiutami, 2022) that exact information builds confidence and reduces risk, boosting
repeat transactions.
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The findings confirmed that engaged customers are more likely to rebuy again. This supports research showing
that customer engagement drives loyalty, word-of-mouth, and company success (Barari et al., 2021; Blut et al.,
2023; Putti et al., 2023). Similarly, the customer engagement affected the purchasing behaviour (Jessen et al., 2020;
Aslam et al., 2024). In this study, retailers may improve brand loyalty, retention, and profitability by focusing on
engagement of customer. This study investigates how customer engagement mediated the effect of initial
formation pathway on repeat purchase in Iraq's S-commerce. The findings showed that customer engagement is
essential to linking early trust-building events with continued purchase behaviour, despite previous research's
limited coverage. Analysis shows that customer engagement partially influences the first formation pathway's effect
on repeat purchases. This indicates that while corporate reputation, information credibility, and responsiveness
directly affect repeat purchase, much of their impact is through customer engagement. Engagement as a mediator
increases R-square values significantly, confirming its explanatory power in this connection. This result is in line
with prior literature. Ahmad et al. (2022) experience-loyalty connection findings confirm the initial formation
pathway's trust-building components, which increase customer engagement and repurchase intentions. (Connolly
et al., 2023; Fatima et al., 2022; Haykal et al., 2022) information credibility study shows how engagement turns
favourable perceptions into activity. This mediation effect supports boosting initial trust factors and encouraging
continued participation for Iraqi platforms. The partial mediation shows that initially good interactions and their
engagement effects enhance customer engagement. This deep understanding enhances academic and practical
customer relationship management methods in expanding e-commerce economies.

IMPLICATIONS

This study advances S-commerce customer engagement theory. The research unites previously scattered
approaches by evaluating early formation processes. In the early formation pathway, trust-building processes (e.g.,
reputation, credibility) coincide with social exchange theory. The study innovatively combines SET with the SOR
theories to understand engagement dynamics. SET describes trust and perceived advantages as the "why" of
consumer reciprocity, whereas SOR describes psychological processes (cognitive, emotional, behavioural). These
two integrations overcome theoretical fragmentation and show their complimentary value. Initial formation
pathway like reliable information diminishes perceived risks (SET), which induce cognitive trust (SOR) and
engagement.

Interpreting these ideas for emerging markets like Iraq, where low digital trust and cultural preferences change
engagement patterns, is crucial. Mediation analysis validates its key role in recurrent purchases, expanding
engagement literature. Customer engagement affected repeat purchase and mediated partially the effect of initial
formation pathway on repeat purchase demonstrating its dual role as a strategic stimulus and loyalty driver. This
research supports SET's reciprocity principle and adds complexity to SOR by illustrating how various stimuli
activate cognitive and emotional engagement characteristics.

By concentrating on Iraq, the study challenges Western-centric engagement models and fills a vital gap. The
research pioneers a repeatable paradigm for developing markets by showing how localized trust-building and
hybrid digital-traditional techniques perform in low-trust contexts. This confirms classical theories' applicability
and encourages research on cultural variables in digital engagement tactics.

The study provided social commerce retailers with customer engagement and retention tactics. Prioritizing the
initial formation pathway is crucial in Iraq, where trust problems hamper online adoption. For risk mitigation,
firms should invest in transparent reputation systems including verified seller profiles, clear product information,
and prompt customer support. Retailers might use Al-driven chatbots to resolve queries instantly, minimizing
eatly-stage abandonment. Integrated analytics are essential for engagement mediation. To find high-value
consumers, firms should measure behavioural engagement indicators like review frequency and session duration
alongside transactional data. Retailers might utilize engagement levels to target reactivation tactics like tailored
emails for lapsing users.

The research emphasizes hyper-localization in developing markets. Customer support teams may bridge the
digital-human touch barrier by learning dialect-specific communication or working with local influencers like Iraqi
social media influencers. Secure payment channels and fraud prevention boost initial confidence and engagement.
Retailers may turn one-time purchasers into devoted advocates in difficult markets like Iraq by combining these
methods with constant engagement tracking.

CONCLUSION

This study was examined the effect of initial formation pathway on customer engagement and repeat purchase
with customer engagement proposed as a mediating variable. Initial formation pathway affected significantly the
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customer engagement and repeat purchase. In addition, customer engagement affected positively the repeat
purchase and mediated the effect of initial formation pathway on repeat purchase. These insights give firms a
framework to maximize engagement tactics through trust-building, value creation, and targeted marketing. Three
main limitations should be considered in this study. First, its geographic concentration on Baghdad, Iraq, limits its
applicability to other places and nations with different socio-economic and technical circumstances. While regional
insights are useful for understanding Iraqi customer behaviour, they may not apply to established e-commerce
economies. Second, despite the targeted retailers dominate the market in Iraq, the sole focus on it restricts insights
on how platform-specific characteristics (e.g., interface design, community tools) impact engagement throughout
Iraq's S-commerce ecosystem. Third, purposive sampling limits the generalizability of the findings of this study.
As a way forward, four main suggestions for future works can address these limitations. Replicating the study in
other Iraqi areas and cross-cultural contexts would test the framework's universality and reveal regional differences
and similarities. In addition, conducting comparative research across platforms may show how design and
functionality affect interaction paths. Adding competitive dynamics, economic volatility, or regulatory changes
would make the model more applicable in volatile markets. Further researchers are also recommended to examine
the effect of Al-driven customization, augmented reality and virtual reality experiences, and blockchain-based trust
mechanisms in changing engagement methods. Further research is also recommended to examine variables like
customer demographics and product categories for segment-specific tactics. Gamified promotions may appeal to
younger users, while elderly users value reputation. Methodologically, longitudinal or randomized sampling
improves causal inferences and generalizability. Research may enhance the proposed paths into a dynamic,
internationally adaptable S-commerce engagement framework by addressing these gaps.
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