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Abstract:

Digital platforms increasingly rely on personalization, gamification, and social feedback to shape user
behaviour, particularly in health and wellness contexts. Despite these advances, many digital
interventions struggle to sustain engagement over time, with participation often declining once
novelty or external incentives weaken. Existing engagement models largely emphasize motivation,
rewards, or habit formation, yet these approaches offer limited explanation for why some behaviours
persist while others relapse under similar conditions.

This paper develops the Identity Activation Loop (IAL), a conceptual framework that explains
sustained digital engagement by positioning identity activation as a dynamic mediating mechanism
between digital communication and long-term behaviour. Rather than treating identity as a fixed
individual trait or a distant outcome of behaviour, the framework conceptualizes identity as a
continuously activated process that is shaped and reinforced within digital environments.

The Identity Activation Loop consists of five interdependent stages: stimulus design, where digital cues
are framed to signal identity relevance; identity internalization, through which individuals interpret
behaviour as self-defining; social reinforcement, where validation and visibility strengthen identity
salience; habitual action, in which identity-consistent behaviour becomes increasingly automatic;
and feedback amplification, where system feedback reinforces identity alignment and reinitiates the
cycle. Together, these stages form a self-reinforcing loop that explains how digital systems can
stabilize behaviour beyond short-term motivation or incentives.

The framework contributes to engagement and health communication theory by clarifying why
reward-based and motivation-centric designs often fail to produce durable outcomes. It further
offers a structured basis for empirical testing and provides practical guidance for designing ethically
responsible digital interventions that support sustainable behaviour rather than compulsive
engagement.
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