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What does “engaging” 
really mean?
“Engaging.” It is something that anyone 
designing an interaction or an experi-
ence would love to hear someone say 
about their work: “That was really enga- 
ging” or “I was so engaged with that!” 

But to evaluate a brand or design’s 
claim to be more engaging is to be 
faced with a different question entirely. 
While it might be easy to judge that 
something is two inches thinner, three 
times as fast, or “now has 10% more!”, 
what is there to measure in a claim that 
one experience is more engaging than 
its precursor or a competing alterna-
tive? Is there a way to meaningfully 
evaluate engagement in away that ma-
kes comparing experiences possible? 

As researchers, we’re convinced that a 
metric for engagement can be built.  
There have been a host of previous 
attempts to define engagement, but 
few have held up to careful scrutiny. 
In 2006, the Advertising Research 
Foundation itself endeavored to end 
the confusion and establish an industry 
standard definition: Engagement is 
turning on a prospect to a brand idea 

enhanced by the surrounding context. 
Nearly a decade has passed and no 
one seems to know exactly what  
that means.

So we’ve begun looking at behaviors 
from our own usual starting point: 
consumer experience.

Engagement by definition
En•gage•ment is what’s known by 
language wonks as a “floating signifier” 
– a term that absorbs meaning rather 
than emitting it – also called an “empty 
signifier.” A rather long history of rhe-
torical abuse is required for an ordinary 
word to achieve such a status. But we 
think the term may be worth salvaging. 

En•gaging, at least denotatively, 
means something like “the act of 
being involved.” Connotatively, it has 
the capacity to mean quite a bit more. 
This piece doesn’t intend to solve the 
“problem” of engagement or create a 
new industry standard, but rather to 
simply offer a user-centric, measurable, 
and practical perspective that can help 
compare experiences and act as a 
building block for future engage- 
ment studies.

IT’S A GOOD THING
In all research literature, 
being “engaged” is a positive 
and valued characteristic 
of interaction. But there 
aren’t many clues on how to 
identify the conditions that 
support it.

The parameters of engagement

In order to understand engagement, we need to set some parameters around what it is. 

FIGURE01

ENGAGEMENT 
TAKES TWO 
By definition, engagement 
is an interaction between 
two distinct entities. Inter-
action is what makes the 
whole topic significant and 
of interest.

PEOPLE ARE  
REQUIRED
We are only concerned with 
engagement that has a 
human on at least one side 
of the interaction. (A clutch 
engaging a drive shaft is 
pretty thrilling and all, but 
we don’t know how the car 
feels about it. Yet.)

MEASUREMENT 
MATTERS 
Being able to measure 
something you are explicitly 
trying to change is a neces-
sary precursor to planning, 
managing, and making 
strategic decisions around 
experiences. (Or at least to 
doing it well.)

The two most 
engaging powers  
of an author are  
to make new  
things familiar  
and familiar  
things new.

– Samuel Johnson, 
English author
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“Engaging” is a verb
We think that “engagement” has 
attained its current buzzworthiness on 
some pretty fair merits. It isn’t an exotic 
commodity, but rather a sensible way to 
talk about an everyday life experience. 
(see Figure 1). An experience that crea-
tes meaning is an interaction not only 
between a person and a place, kiosk, 
or screen, but also between that per-
son’s current identity and the person 
that they are in the process of becom-
ing. From eating and writing to working 
and bowling, people are constantly in 
the process of creating themselves, 
moment by moment.

Some of these moments are quickly 
forgotten; many hardly claim any attention 
in the first place; and some are entirely 
unpalatable. These are actively – 
whether physically or psychologically – 
avoided. But there are some moments 
that bring about a net change in a per-
son’s sense of self – in his/her identity. 
These are the moments that seem to 
be worth building. And to do so means 
being able to keep track of where, why, 
and how they happen.

The way in which something – even 
something as seemingly simple as 
stopping for a cup of coffee – is expe-
rienced is, in many ways, a messy pro-
cess. It’s multiply determined, vaguely 
influenced, and an overall complicated 
mix of both habit and thoughtfulness. 
But, ultimately, it is interpretable – you 
make sense of it and ascribe meaning 
to it. Humans are quite adept at this 
ceaseless negotiation on the frontier 
between the predictable and new, the 
understood past, and anticipated future. 

And when one – for a complex set of 
reasons including memories, emotions, 
experiences, and social networks – 
bucks the pull of habit for a moment 
and actually engages, that moment is 
different. You can hear it, touch it, feel 
it, and taste it more fully. Human senses 
are inceptive interfaces – which means 
they don’t simply record, but also 
begin complex and active interactions 
between the outside world and us. 

PAST PRESENT FUTURE
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Every new thing 
learned, each 
life experience, is 
associated with 
other experiences…
The processes of 
attention, interest, 
and association are 
dependent upon 
the nature of the 
person and the 
external conditions 
surrounding him.

- D.B. Lucas
Psychology for Advertisers, 1930

Advertisers have been around  
this block a few times 
D.B. Lucas said, “When we attend to 
things we learn to react to them. Our 
attention is accompanied by feelings 
which are a manifestation of interest. 
Every new thing learned, each life 
experience, is associated with other ex-
periences depending on the conditions  
at the time. The processes of attention, 
interest, and association are dependent  
upon the nature of the person and the 
external conditions surrounding him.” 
In Lucas’s early textbook (among the 
earliest “scientific” investigations of 
advertising), you see the intertwining of 
context, emotion, and experience that 
experience researchers are still after 
today. Threaded in for good measure 
is the importance of taking what might 
best be characterized as a “lifespan” 
perspective – the idea that a moment 

of attention has unique, individualized 
precedents which condition what Lu-
cas called the process of “association.”

Ninety years later, we have – instead 
of an evolved measure of the construct 
– a vast and divergent proliferation of 
applications for a term that ought to be 
a useful tool in our growing compre-
hension of an experience’s qualities. 
In this piece, we are proposing a way 
to get closer to that evolved measure. 

A measurable difference
There is a difference between the idea 
of an “engaging moment” and the 
longer-term notion of “engagement” (an 
aspect of a relationship). Characterizing 
something as an engaging moment is  
a way of marking an instance in which  
a person invests time, attention, and  
effort into an interaction (see Figure 2); 
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Engaging Moment
A person devotes time, effort, or  
attention to an interaction with  
another person, a place, or a thing.

Engagement
The impact of engaging moments  
on a person’s life over time.

FIGURE02

The difference between an “engaging moment” and “engagement”

It all begins with an “engaging moment” or an instance where a person invests in 
an interaction. These moments accumulate over time, with their collective impact 
on a person’s life representing the longer-term notion of “engagement.”

the moment can be clearly demarcated 
by its beginning and end, and ultimately 
results in a change of some sort (usual-
ly a positive one). 

A moment – in contrast to a second 
or an hour – is an experiential unit of 
time. Its onset is marked by an abrupt 
shift in one or more of the key indica-
tors of attention and will most likely be 
followed by an additional amount of 
focused interaction with the object of 
the experience. 

So, how does it end? 

We think the final moment of an experi-
ence is something we cannot see until 
we look at the data retrospectively: 
Something has to change. If everything 
returns to the status quo ante, then it  
is unlikely that it has been an engag- 
ing experience (see Figure 3 for more 
about these “deviant stimuli”).

Approaching metrics 
empirically
We hypothesize that we’ll be able to 
more effectively look at engagement as 
an outcome if we first figure out how to 
see something measurable in engaging 
moments. Through those measures, we 
can look carefully at the conditions and 
outcomes surrounding those moments. 

What can we see? 

What can we count?

What can we prove?

Granted, subjectivity plays a huge role 
in experience, but we are looking to 
quantify observable aspects of engage-
ment – the exterior markers of an interi-
or state. We suspect that engagement 
is a persistent relationship created by 
many interwoven engaging moments 
over time, and this is something we in-
tend to experiment with more closely.w

Something has 
to change. If 
everything  
returns to the 
status quo ante, 
then it is unlikely 
that it has been 
an engaging 
experience.
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Routine and change
The neuropsychology of perception, 
psychology of attention, and phenome- 
nological study of everyday life all agree 
– with slightly different terminologies 
and framings – that routine is an 
indispensible part of getting along in 
the world. Humans rely on routines – 
on “scripts” and “frameworks” – for 
everything from answering the phone 
to reading, eating, bathing, and raising 
a child. 

Routines are how we get to work 
without actively thinking about which 
coffee shop to enter or how to pay a 
subway fare. Even so, in the midst of 
routinely brushing your teeth or walking 
to work or getting the cows in the barn, 
you also notice things. And not just 
new things. Our researchers believe 
this phenomenon is the gateway to 
understanding engagement. 

There’s always a story
Think of a person moving through the 
world. At any given moment, that per-
son is interacting with that world in par-
ticular ways that are already influenced 
by past interactions. When you imagine 
how those influences might connect 
one interaction to another in ways that 
meaningfully change this person, you’ve 
created the right conditions for a Story 
System. Understanding whether or 
not the interaction is working – if it is 
doing what you intended, expected, or 
needed it to do – is where “instrument-
ed intelligence” comes in. 

Individuals move through time in ways 
that can be meaningfully characterized, 
despite being (in the infinite combina-
tions of moments, histories, and situa-
tions) undoubtedly unique. Days have 
rhythms and routines. Individuals have 
life cycles, as do families and friend-
ships. Arguments have arcs, as do 
careers. A “moment” is given meaning 
by scales that can vary significantly, but 
that are ultimately limited by our senses 
at one end and a lifespan at the other.

Day 1

Day 2

Day 3

Day 4

Day 5

Day 6

Day 7

Deviant Stimulus

FIGURE03

Noticing a deviant stimulus

A deviant stimulus, something outside 
of the expected, gets an extra dose of 
attention. This “noticing” marks the “in 
point” of an engaging moment and can 
ultimately lead to change.
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INTERACT
A single noticing event does not un-
varyingly create an engaging moment. 
Something about that which has been 
noticed (recognizing and defining that 
something is our ultimate question 
here) elicits an additional expenditure of 
time, effort, or attention on the interac-
tion. The moment lengthens. The rou-
tine is disrupted. Additional attention to 
an immediate context has the potential 
to reveal new things to be noticed, 
which can extend the moment  
even more, and/or in new directions.

NOTICE
As you go through a day, journey, meal, 
conversation, or shower, much of what 
occurs will fit neatly in with what you 
expect. Some things won’t. In research 
on perception, the thing or event that 
isn’t among what has become expect-
ed is known as a “deviant stimulus.” 
The interesting thing for our purposes 
is that those things which don’t fit well 
get at least a momentary dose of addi-
tional attention, and that is “noticing” — 
what we might think of as the “in point” 
of an engaging moment (see Figure 3).

CHANGE
Lastly, something happens that is  
difficult to assess in the moment, but 
can be experimentally shown: we 
change. We shift our expectations,  
we broaden (or narrow) our definitions, 
we add something to an idea, or we 
reject something we had previously 
held to be absolute. In short, in ways 
large and small, the investment of time, 
attention, and effort effects a change in 
how we go through the world. Change 
thus marks the “out” or end point of  
an experience as much as it does the 
“in” point. 

The joy of deviant stimuli
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Instrumenting for moments
We believe there are ways of being 
inside a moment – ways that don’t 
involve self-recall, self-reporting, or 
multimillion dollar functional magnetic 
resonance imaging machines – and 
are testing out a wide range of inex-
pensive (mostly wearable) technolo-
gies that provide a continuous read-
out of different behavior indicators. 

Gadgets we’ve been tinkering 
with during this proof-of-concept 
phase include:

• Off-the-shelf “activity trackers” 
(Fitbit Force and Basis Band)

• Google Glass

• GPS/location identification apps on  
personal smartphones

• Activity tracker apps on smartphones  
and laptops

• Passive data sensor package (also  
on smartphones, in this case) 

We’ve currently settled on a handful 
of measures that assess or are prox-
ies for time, attention, and effort. And 
we’ve tried a few direct measures of 
what psychologists call “activation” – 
a heightened level of emotional inten-
sity regardless of valence – in order 
to approximate the “positive change” 
aspect of the definition. They’re not 
exactly what one would expect any-
one and everyone to have, but they 
don’t require a trip to a NASA supply 
hut either.

We’ve settled 
on a handful of 
measuring gadgets 
that assess time, 
attention, and 
effort. 

Multi-axis Accelerometer

Sleep, Fitness Tracker
(Pedometer)

Activity Tracker Apps
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Testing, observation, 
and inference
Engaging moments aren’t as rare and 
mysterious as some believe. They are 
simply a different sort of everyday 
event, one that can be both measured 
and understood. 

Tom is one of the ur-nerds at Sapient-
Nitro (he’s a real guy). We outfitted 
Tom with a collection of gadgets that 
report simple, observable phenome-
na back to us (see Figure 4). We put 
together this collection of wearable 
sensors as an initial pass at an instru-
mentation for engagement. The data 
help us describe behaviors and rela-
tionships between activity, time, and 
context. This is not out of a desire to 
predict or control individual behavior, 
but rather to begin to build a map of 
various engagement landscapes from 
a unique perspective built upon con-
tinuous, in-the-moment experiences. 

We’ve had Tom recording data day 
and night for several months.

Tom has 2 credit cards, no cash, 
and only 30 minutes before his  
next meeting.

He is picky about coffee in a way 
that few people are. 

He values expertise in many things. 

He’s an architect by training and a 
computer scientist by inclination. 

He lives in a major city with which 
he is deeply familiar.

FIGURE04

MEET TOM
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TOM’S 23-MINUTE COFFEE OUTING
We picked what seemed to be a well-bounded activity – leaving the office for an 
a�ernoon coffee with a co-worker – as an instance in which we could delve into the 
usefulness of this instrumentation and our definitions of what might mark engagement 
in everyday occurrences. 

B

D

A
START
2:15 PM

STOP
2:38 PM

C
D

    Time
Smartphone GPS data provides the first 
layer – Tom's path from his office to the 
coffee shop and back. 

Start: 2:15 PM CST
End: 2:38 PM CST
Distance: 0.2 miles (3 blocks)

A CA    Attention
We measured Tom’s attention using the 
multi-axis accelerometer in Google Glass.  
This rendering shows shows the direction of 
Tom's gaze as he is leaving the building and 
crossing the street. Red shows a sharp change
in head orientation to the le�; green shows 
the same to the right.

Note the discrete head movements  to the 
right as Tom prepares to cross the street, 
and at 2, when he sees the food truck. 

B     Effort
Effort is another measurement: an accelero-
meter provides a count of steps (shown in 
blue) there and back. 

       Experience Context 
We also tracked the experience-related 
variables of light level and ambient
sound level.

Notice the high noise levels in the coffee 
shop and at certain points on the street. 
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Spotting a New
Food Truck

Finding
Chris

Ordering
Coffee

THREE MOMENTS OF ENGAGEMENT
We found three possible moments that Tom was actively engaged with something, 
focusing time and attention on it. The first was in the office when he was looking for 
his co-worker, Chris; the second was when he spotted a new food truck; and the third 
was when he was ordering coffee. All showed head movement that signaled a shi�
in the pattern. 
 

TIME. EFFORT. ATTENTION.
All focused on an interaction that is – in at least some small way – new to the 
person doing the focusing. They mark the deviance from a pattern that occurs 
because of something placed into the world for the express purpose of getting an 
individual to focus on it for a moment. 

In this case, we saw engagement at three points: finding Tom's associate Chris, 
spotting a new food truck, and ordering the coffee at his destination.  

But more significantly, this chart shows data that might measure engagement. It 
represents the ability to measure when attention is shi�ed in everyday lives. 
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Converting and aligning data
Even a twenty-three-minute walk to a 
local coffee shop generates several 
million data points. The down-in-the-
weeds data tell us when a head turn 
starts, the degree of movement, and 
even the time spent looking at a pay-
ment app or text message. And that’s 
for one person. So, getting that kind of 
data is only the beginning. 

Constructs like “engaged” become 
useful when we can build models 
of them “in the wild,” as it were. By 
carefully aligning data streams across 
types, we can eventually zero in on a 
configuration of event information that 
allows us to label a moment as “engag-
ing” with confidence, and eventually 
identify the most conducive conditions 
for engagement across various settings 
beyond coffee shops.

Conclusion: A metric for “more”
Time. Effort. Attention. All focused on 
an interaction that is – in some small 
way, at least – new to the person doing 
the focusing. An interaction that rep-
resents the deviation (from a pattern) 
that is caused by something placed 
into the world for the express purpose 
of getting an individual to focus on it 
for a moment. That may be less than 
romantic, but it is a pretty good start at 
really measuring engagement.

SapientNitro is creating tools to 
measure engagement in real people 
going about their everyday lives. Early 
instrumentation studies indicate how 
interactions – beyond ads, websites, or 
displays – effect personal change. And, 
to our clients, the possibility of impact 
is very exciting.
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