
The Art of Digital 
Marketing for 
Fashion and Luxury 
Brands
Marketspaces 
and Marketplaces

Edited by
Wilson Ozuem · Silvia Ranfagni



The Art of Digital Marketing for Fashion and Luxury
Brands

“The digital revolution has forever changed the way people shop. The growing
spread of smartphones, tablets and wearable technologies has generated new
shopping habits. Consumers are increasingly experiencing a double life, analogue
and digital, and are influenced not only by traditional media but also by social
media. This has configured numerous challenges for fashion and luxury compa-
nies, which today are also grappling with the consequences of the Covid 19
pandemic, which have further modified models for evaluating, purchasing and
receiving products. This book presents in an interesting and critical way all the
crucial issues that companies in the sector must face in order to ensure an
economically sustainable business.”

—Elena Cedrola, Professor of Marketing and Management, University of
Macerata, Italy

“The book introduces the theory and application of digital marketing and is a
must-read for practitioners and researchers in the fashion and luxury industry.
The book helps to understand the latest trends in the marketing of fashion and
luxury brands. It will benefit most readers and students.”

—Professor Xiaoting Zheng, Dean of the School of Electronic Commerce at
Jiujiang University

“The difference between conventional and luxury brands is, that the latter master
the art of building and maintaining deeply emotional relationships with their
clients, based on unique, socially distinctive, holistic and memorable experiences.
In times, when these experiences are happening in computer-mediated environ-
ments to an increasing extent and relationships are cultivated through multiple
touchpoints, both online and offline, it is important to revisit the role, concep-
tualization and management of the fashion and luxury brand. By exploring the
conceptual linkages between marketplace and marketspace, this book makes an
important contribution to luxury and fashion management literature and provides
relevant insight to academics and practitioners alike.”
—Professor Fabio Duma, Founder & President of Orbis Excellentiae; Principal
at Luxury Observatory; Head Competence Team Luxury Management at Zurich
University of Applied Sciences, School of Management and Law (ZHAW SML),

Switzerland
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Foreword by Teodora Sevastakieva

The market is transforming from market of masses to market of one, a
concept well explained by Pine II and Gilmore in their book, The Expe-
rience Economy, published in 1999 by Harvard Business School Press.
Although the theory is not totally accepted and its feasibility and appli-
cability were criticized in some business segments, I consider the idea of
market of one to be valid in today’s environment. How can we interpret
market of one? Market of one means that a company treats each customer
as a unique consumer and the customer feels that they are receiving exclu-
sive services, products, experiences and emotions. Brands offer customers
personalization of their life: working day, shopping time, leisure time,
family time and so on.

In 2020, due to COVID-19, there was a disruptive acceleration of the
personalization of experience thanks to technologies already available and
quickly developed for this purpose. Everyone can personalize their digital
interaction with the world. All technological devices enable consumers to
browse and navigate through any virtual experience, and personalization
of this journey is work in progress; for example, Amazon and Google are
highly focused on personalizing users’ experiences, to enable ease of use
and to give users the feeling that their journey is unique and they will find
exactly what they are looking for.

Marketspace is the new dimension of marketplace. A marketplace is
a physical place where consumers go to shop for products or services.
However, in the era of e-commerce startups, the marketplace evolved
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viii FOREWORD BY TEODORA SEVASTAKIEVA

into internet-based platforms, such as Tmall, Alibaba and Amazon, that
offer products from multiple vendors. But, if a physical market and a
digital market are called marketplaces, what is marketspace? The name
is very evocative and is clearly differentiated from marketplace by the
word “space”. All people perceive space to be something that is not phys-
ically defined. It is something you cannot touch or embrace but you are
conscious that you are part of it. When you add the word space to the
word market, you automatically understand that it is a space where you
can find something you are looking for. You can buy or sell. So, you
imagine a space where your every need (material, emotional, etc.) can
somehow be satisfied. Any kind of information can reach you and you
can access anything you desire. In other words, you are an interactive part
of the space. So, imagine the market as a space, you understand that it is
global, multidimensional and extremely fluid. Now that you have a clear
picture of my understanding of harmonious marketspace, you should be
clear that if you want your brand to be successful you should connect all
the dots that enable you to call, welcome, embrace and take care of the
consumer forever. You need a direct relationship with the consumer. You
need to know them.

It will be like creating music around the consumer, letting them think
they created the music. A perfect orchestra delivered by your brand,
conducted by your consumer.

I have identified 10 steps which brands need to follow in rethinking
their strategy for marketspace:

1) Clarify if their purpose today is still relevant and in line with
consumer needs. Identify, finetune or CHANGE the purpose
(in these disruptive times, brands should probably rethink their
purpose; to dress a woman from head to toe might have been rele-
vant for luxury brands or department stores in the 1960s, but,
today, brands need to reconsider and define a new purpose).

2) Clearly identify the consumer target.
3) Study the consumer journey; understand the space consumers

move into and create a frictionless trajectory for them to attract
them to your brand.

4) Implement relevant territories of conversation (values) for
different touchpoints which fit the consumer journey of step 4.

5) Create content for the different touchpoints and territories of
conversation of the consumer journey. You do not have to be pushy
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but just helpful and supportive. Consumers will value this approach
and it will create trust in the relationship they have with you in the
space.

6) Implement consistent and multiple communication strategies
that target the consumer and call attention to themes that are
relevant to them at all touchpoints of their journey.

7) Welcome the consumer in the brand’s store or product presen-
tation area with attention, upscale the quality and the depth of
the chosen “territory of conversation” when the consumer finally
demonstrates interest in your brand, which means the consumer
has started to connect the dots of the marketspace and is ready to
convert their experience into a purchase.

8) The purchase step should occur naturally without any push;
support and help should be offered to the consumer to complete
their needs or experience. The environment of the brand’s store
should be cosy, intimate, made for feeling and faithful to the
brand’s purpose. The purchase step should be pleasant and easy,
clear and frictionless, as all the journey should be.

9) During purchase or after purchase implement personalized
immediate gratification and appreciation (use data to know more
about your customer and engage with them with gratification and
empathy after purchase).

10) To retain the consumer, continue to engage them with content
that offers new opportunities for experiences.

These 10 steps also clearly show that it is irrelevant where the brand or
product is purchased. What is important is the consistency of the message.

The “intermediation” of third party retail or e-tail is becoming either
an opportunity or an obstacle for brands. The key differentiation between
the old system of marketplace and the new system of marketspace is that
it is the brand that reaches out to the consumer, not the consumer going
to the brand in any retail or e-tail environment.

This is another reason to create an even stronger direct relation
between brands and consumers where the network of distribution should
just be able to complete the consumer journey. The marketspace could
lead to a loss of identity of the new retail, which instead of leveraging
on high-end luxury brands to drive consumers in store should start lever-
aging on key services to engage those new consumers who, for one reason
or another, visit the physical space with services and experiences.
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During this process of transition between retail and e-tail, third parties
should be able to reinforce the brand message to the consumer coher-
ently and consistently with what the brand is doing in the rest of the
marketspace. Partners that are unable to complete the customer journey
with the same tone of voice and “frictionless” experience can become
an obstacle to the future development of the brand. This could seem
annoying, because you wish for “amalgamation” of the market and no
differentiation for consumers, but brands should find their way to deliver
a “personalized” experience. How can personalization be created in order
to be always relevant?

There are different ways but, from my point of view, brands mainly
need the following tools to implement this strategy:

1) Product for every life moment of the identified customer target
(offer to your target a “purpose of use” for each product or service
you sell).

2) Content of communication that is a real lifestyle broadcast.
3) Artificial intelligence for constantly recognizing the new needs

of the consumer.
4) Agile organization that is able to adapt quickly to the space.

The key message and the only important fact for brands and compa-
nies is that they have to be able to deliver a personalized journey to
their consumers, transforming an anonymous experience standardized for
a large consumer base, even in the luxury industry, to an individual expe-
rience in the “space”. An experience which will emotionally transform
and inspire your consumer, not only to buy your product, but also to
feel they are contributing to or are part of something bigger and more
important than just a purchase. If a brand is able to connect the dots of
the consumer journey, then the brand’s attractiveness will grow exponen-
tially and consumers will be engaged forever. This engagement should be
maintained and curated even if the consumer is not active.

Teodora Sevastakieva
General Manager Business Unit Parfums Salvatore Ferragamo

Florence, Italy



Foreword byNicola Antonelli

This book deals with a very interesting theme: the integration of the
management of an online market with an offline market. This is the chal-
lenge that Luisaviaroma has faced in the last 20 years, moving from a
physical retail model to an omnichannel model where online and offline
coexist and contribute to the success of the company. The concept of
luxury and the behaviour of customers who buy luxury have changed
profoundly over the years. Luisa Via Roma was one of the first interna-
tional players in the marketing of luxury goods and it can be said that
she has experienced practically all the phases that have characterized the
fashion field. Luisaviaroma was an active player and protagonist of the
creation and development of the “brand” concept, a real tsunami in the
world of fashion: the product became the “background actor” on the
scene, the brand became the real protagonist and the customers became
followers of the brand itself. This has been a historical trend that we
have always encountered in Luisa, especially since we started LUISAVIAR
OMA.com, an e-commerce project in the early 2000s, which allowed the
company to expand its reference market internationally. For many years,
the behaviour of consumers of luxury products has been constant and
extremely characterized by:

– Poor price sensitivity—up to 4 to 5 years ago, customers were clearly
divided into two main clusters. The price sensitivity of the first cluster
was very low, and indeed, they were almost bothered by the logic
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xii FOREWORD BY NICOLA ANTONELLI

of the balance, which they experienced as a sort of class identifica-
tion. The second cluster was composed of less affluent customers
who were much more sensitive to the price of the product; they
frequented the store (online and physical) only on the occasion of
promotional sales or during the sales period, perhaps to buy a brand
garment, a sort of “icon”, to be placed in a wardrobe consisting
mainly of non-brand products or fast fashion brands. These two clus-
ters divided the season: the first months of distribution of the new
collections were characterized by customers of the high-spending
cluster, a cluster that practically disappeared when the sale period
was coming.

– Ambition to be “first mover”—that is, having the iconic garment
of a very famous brand or a much discussed new talent was a key
element of the luxury customer of the 2000s. This was an important
competitive advantage for Luisaviaroma: we have always been able to
distribute our new collections well in advance of our main competi-
tors due to our relationships of more than ten years with the main
brands. Evidently, we could respond to the “first mover” syndrome
by giving our customers the opportunity to be the first to receive the
“must haves” of the season.

– Only luxury—this high-spending cluster was very “purist” about
luxury brands and it was difficult to mix this type of product with
other non-luxury brands or, even worse, fast fashion brands.

These three elements characterized the luxury consumer for many years
but, starting from 2013/14 onwards, a radical change in the behaviour
of this type of consumer began.

This change originated from and was driven by several factors: on the
one hand, the slow but constant transfer of purchases from offline to
online (accelerated considerably following the current pandemic) led to
a significant increase in companies that started selling online and they
started to work on the leverage of price and promos to acquire market
share. Then, on the other hand, the customer worked out the equation
online = savings and this generated the phenomenon known as the “good
deal”, a transversal phenomenon that affected all targets in terms of age,
social background and spending capabilities.

The “thrill” of being able to make a deal, sometimes saving even a few
euros, has become a determining element of the shopping experience;
studies have found that a “good deal” can stimulate the production of
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serotonin in the consumer. This phenomenon gradually got the better of
the trends that have guided luxury for many years: the “purity” of full-
price purchase and at the same time the ambition to be among the first to
own a certain object. Today, the consumer wants to feel “smart” and be
able to “use the network” to make smart purchases. This phenomenon
also had a great impact on physical stores because they are less flexible
(for various reasons) regarding price changes than online stores, which
generated another phenomenon, namely “showrooming”: the customer
begins the discovery phase in physical stores, trying and selecting the
garment, and then finalizes the purchase in the online store that offers
more advantageous commercial conditions.

The other big change concerned the consumer’s ability to mix and
match luxury brands with brands from other segments, typically street
style. This new trend, mainly driven by the phenomenon of influencers,
born and developed since 2010, has made luxury much more democratic
and led the consumer to experiment much more than before, pushing
towards different market segments, such as fast fashion and, in particular,
as already mentioned, street style. What have been the effects of these
changes on the sector? One of the main effects was a reduction in margins,
driven on the one hand by the use of increasingly aggressive promotion
policies and on the other by the introduction of brands and product cate-
gories with an average price much lower than those of luxury. Another
effect is that brands have become more and more contaminated with real-
ities extraneous to their world. Considering what Luisaviaroma is facing in
terms of distribution strategies, it becomes interesting to view/read this
book which, in the various chapters, highlights the challenges that luxury
companies have to face in terms of omnichannel and new distribution
models.

Nicola Antonelli
Project Manager in Luisaviaroma

Florence, Italy



Preface

Omnichannel fashion retailing has attracted considerable research atten-
tion in recent years. This is not surprising, since consumers’ modes of
fashion consumption are shifting towards a blend of computer-mediated
marketing environments (CMMEs) and physical marketplaces. A book
on the role and importance of CMMEs to fashion and luxury brands
in determining a consumer’s purchase and post-purchase trajectories has
been conspicuous by its absence, particularly on the effects of emerging
technologies. This is particularly surprising given the prominent roles
played by the characteristics of emerging technologies in the fashion
industry. Additionally, existing books on fashion and luxury brands offer
limited or no conceptual linkages between marketplace and marketspace
in these emerging dynamic phenomena. The current book was motivated
by our desire to fill these important gaps in the academic and practitioner
literature.

The organization of this book moves from the general to the specific.
The book is divided into three main parts. Chapters in Part I, titled “The
Question of Marketspace and Marketplace”, discuss the foundational
concepts for developing an effective omnichannel marketing strategy.
Chapter 1, “The Key Drivers of Perceived Omnichannel Service Quality
in Fashion” by Elena Patten, describes the tremendous increase in the
complexity of the customer journey in the context of e-commerce because
customers use various touchpoints at different channels when interacting
with a retailer. In omnichannel retailing, a combination of different
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retail channels along the various customer touchpoints has become the
predominant purchasing pattern of customers. The “research shopper
phenomenon” describes a common tendency among customers to use
one channel to search and another to purchase. This chapter aims to
investigate the concept of integration in omnichannel retailing by consid-
ering the different elements of the retail mix. Furthermore, it elaborates
the key drivers of perceived omnichannel service quality. This chapter
presents an omnichannel customer typology of four different types of
fashion customers.

Chapter 2, “Omnichannel Retailing and Brand Equity: A New Balance
to Achieve” Claudio Becagli and Matilde Milanesi, examines how the
premise of omnichannel retailing enhances brand equity. Over the last
decades, consumers have started to use different channels and touch-
points at any stage of their shopping journey, and the internet and tech-
nologies have become relevant tools to ease their shopping experience.
Many devices, such as smartphones and tablets, are increasingly used
to search for product information, reviews and prices, to provide feed-
back and advocacy, to interact with a brand and, finally, to buy online.
Consequently, traditional retailing had to gradually adapt itself to a new
buying reality, first through the building of a multichannel environment
and then through the adoption of an omnichannel approach aimed at
providing a seamless shopping experience with the integration of channels
and customer touchpoints. Starting from this background, this chapter
delves into the shift from a multichannel to an omnichannel approach by
retailing companies, and the implications for customer-based brand equity
(CBBE). In particular, the chapter presents the main differences between
multichannel and omnichannel retailing; then, the main features of the
omnichannel approach are shown. The chapter discusses how to build
and manage CBBE in omnichannel retailing, especially for luxury fashion
companies, and proposes avenues for future research.

Chapter 3, “Opinion Leaders, Short Videos and Virtual Communities
in the Fashion Industry” Peng Chen, offers some insights into the signif-
icance of opinion leaders in the development of an effective marketing
strategy. Research on opinion leaders can be traced back to Lazarsfeld
and colleagues’ work in 1944. Research in the 1970s and 1980s focused
on the characteristics, identity and influence of opinion leaders. In the
past 20 years, with the development of internet technology, the role of
opinion leaders in marketing, public affairs, medical treatment, manage-
ment, tourism, fashion and other fields has attracted the interest of a large

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_2
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number of scholars. Short videos, as a form of social media, have become a
new growth point of network marketing in recent years. Internet celebri-
ties, as modern internet opinion leaders, are active in various virtual
communities and attract the attention of internet users. They have a
significant influence on the marketing campaigns of the fashion industry.
Drawing on social influence theory, this chapter provides some insights
into the relationship between internet celebrities and virtual communities
in the fashion industry, and asks: How can fashion brands connect with
consumers through a virtual community built by internet celebrities?

Chapter 4, “Fashion Bloggers: Temperament and Characteristics”
Gordon Bowen and Deidre Bowen, provocatively discusses the persona
and characteristics of fashion bloggers. The aim of the chapter is to build
a consolidated view of fashion bloggers and understand how they differen-
tiate themselves from other bloggers. Promoting fashion products differs
from promoting other products that are functional and tangible. Fashion
bloggers require abstract and innovative ideas to catch their audiences’
attention to build a fruitful relationship. The success of fashion bloggers
depends on whether they can become influential bloggers in the fashion
blogosphere. Influential bloggers must deploy social and individual capital
to build networks that enable them to change and evolve the content
on their fashion blog. Building cross-social media networks in collabora-
tion with other fashion bloggers is an important mechanism for them to
become influential fashion bloggers. Failure to maintain and build their
network will cause them to decouple from their followers and become
lower in the social media rankings (e.g., Instagram). Influential fashion
bloggers must continue to differentiate themselves in the online environ-
ment and this is achieved by creating personal and original content that
draws on their social capital, which energizes their audience to engage.

Part II (Chapters 5–12) considers online brand communities (OBCs)
and customer relationships. Chapter 5, “Online Brand Communities,
Customer Participation and Loyalty in the Luxury Fashion Industry:
Strategic Insights” Wilson Ozuem and Michelle Willis, presents a frame-
work linking OBCs and customer satisfaction. Despite the proliferation of
studies on the emerging CMMEs, particularly on the burgeoning role
of OBCs in the luxury fashion industry, there is a paucity of knowl-
edge on the ways in which the level of customer participation in OBCs
affects customer loyalty. While previous research on OBCs mainly exam-
ined customer satisfaction and retention, it neglected the role and level
of customer participation in complex OBCs, particularly in the luxury

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_5


xviii PREFACE

fashion industry. By drawing on existing studies, this chapter presents
a customer participation filter model of participation in OBCs. The
proposed model opens up interesting avenues for future research on the
level of customer participation in OBCs and suggests practical lessons for
the development of marketing strategies.

In Chapter 6, “Maintaining a Creative Brand Image in an
Omnichannel World”, Annette Kallevig focuses on the recent dynamics
of maintaining a creative image in an omnichannel environment. The
chapter discusses the need to optimize and coordinate digital marketing
communications across multiple channels; digital marketing communi-
cations have received much attention in recent decades, but its integra-
tion with creativity has not. For trendsetting fashion and luxury brands,
radical creativity is frequently at the core of their brand as well as their
marketing communications. Marketing messages have always tended to
be highly visual, building surreal dream environments for target groups
to aspire to, visionary worlds unlikely to derive from user data. In today’s
complex omnichannel environments, where many dominant channels are
user-driven, it is no longer sufficient to maintain a consistent brand
image. A more agile approach is needed to harness the possibilities within
dynamic marketing channels while maintaining the creative brand image.
This chapter explores multichannel and creative marketing communica-
tion, and how they can be effectively integrated to strengthen fashion and
luxury branding.

In Chapter 7, “Online Brand Communities and Brand Loyalty: Toward
a Social Influence Theory”, Michelle Willis affirms that OBCs are gaining
traction in the development of marketing strategy within the fashion
industry, but it is unclear how the dominant group of users, the millen-
nials, is responding to the prevailing and varying customer loyalty
programmes. Traditionally, customers’ loyalty is measured by the volume
of purchases. However, loyalty is not just based on the perceived material-
istic and monetary gains a customer obtains. Loyalty also involves a strong
feeling of support or allegiance that moves a customer to remain faithful
to a brand despite the occurrence of a negative backlash on social media.
However, not all customers have the same level of loyalty to a brand;
some are even more loyal to the OBC than to the brand itself. Based on
the understanding that loyalty differs among groups of people within the
same OBC, this chapter contributes to existing literature and provides a
conceptual insight into how OBCs activate customers’ multidimensional
loyalty intentions towards fashion brands. Based on customers’ experience

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_6
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within OBCs from the fashion industry, this chapter identifies different
levels of loyalty to fashion brands that can indicate millennial customers’
loyalty intentions. From this, we can identify the diverse attitudes and
actions that separate millennial customers into sub-groups based on their
loyalty intentions.

In Chapter 8, “Exploring the Emergence of Luxury Smartphones
and Switching Behaviour”, Dominic Appiah and Alison Watson consider
the emergence of luxury smartphones and switching behaviour. The
chapter discusses how the evolution of the smartphone has influenced
consumer behaviour and choice significantly in recent times. Mobile
phone technology was initially used only for communication purposes,
but has recently advanced to include additional features that have created
a larger market which has altered the purchase behaviour of consumers.
In this modern era of technological advancement, users of mobile
phones expect other features such as media support, internet connec-
tivity and special applications. Smartphones to a large extent have rede-
fined our identities and remodelled our perspectives on our daily activi-
ties, including the delivery of education, how we communicate and our
shopping experiences. A recent shift towards luxury smartphones means
that luxury smartphone manufacturers are, ultimately, expected to consol-
idate customer loyalty through improved user experiences. Luxury is
regarded by consumers as a value-added experience, which is an intan-
gible benefit beyond functional utility that consolidates consumer–brand
relationships. The management of luxury smartphones is a key marketing
function. Hence, a strong and healthy brand is instrumental in creating
sustainable competitive advantage and the transition to a relationship
marketing paradigm that places brand loyalty at the heart of customer
relational strength. It is widely accepted that brand loyalty has traditionally
been perceived as a behavioural construct relating to intentions towards
repeat purchases. This chapter aims to provide some insights into brand
switching in the luxury smartphone industry and it offers insights for
marketers and scholars interested in the development of related marketing
plans.

In Chapter 9, “Digital Marketing in Luxury Fashion—From Crisis to
Strength”, Aster Mekonnen and Liz Larner offer a deep understanding
of digital marketing in luxury fashion, particularly in a crisis situation.
Digital technology has a key role to play in elevating luxury fashion, more
so now than in the past. Historically, luxury fashion brands had been slow
to embrace and capitalize on the opportunities of the digital era, but that

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_8
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has not been the case for their customers. Digital and online platforms
are becoming more and more integrated into our daily lives and we spend
a lot of time using the internet and digital devices. Internet technology
and social media are known to have substantial impacts on the operations
and success of businesses. We are witnessing unprecedented technological
transformations in the way in which organizations and society commu-
nicate. The COVID-19 pandemic has made for a challenging 2020; this
chapter aims to provide a general understanding of the way luxury fashion
brands are transforming their strategies to adapt to digitalization in the
industry to manage the crisis.

In Chapter 10, “The Effect of Social eWOM on Consumers’ Behaviour
Patterns in the Fashion Sector”, Donata Tania Vergura, Beatrice Luceri
and Cristina Zerbini consider how electronic word of mouth (eWOM)
influences consumers’ decision-making. This chapter aims to enhance
knowledge on the influence of eWOM on consumers’ decision-making
processes. eWOM emerged as a key driver in consumers’ decision-making
processes given its greater impact on purchasing decisions than other
communication channels. Specifically, the chapter focuses on the reviews
of fashion products on social networks (SNs) and builds on the stimulus-
organism-response (S-O-R) model in order to identify the determinants
of social eWOM adoption and intention to buy the reviewed product.
The chapter contributes both theoretically and empirically to the under-
standing of the role of social eWOM in influencing consumer behaviour.
At the theoretical level, it supports the adequacy of the S-O-R model
to explain the consumer decision-making process in the context of social
eWOM. From a managerial perspective, the findings highlight the impor-
tance of taking into consideration both structural (accessibility) and social
relationship variables while developing social media marketing strategies.

In Chapter 11, “Online Service Failure and Recovery Strategies: Exam-
ining the Influences of User-Generated Content”, Samuel Ayertey, Silvia
Ranfagni and Sebastian Okafor address the link between service failure
recovery and user-generated content (UGC). The chapter discusses how
the growth of UGC within fashion brands’ online platforms has increased
consumers’ awareness of service failure and impacted their level of involve-
ment and attitude towards recovery strategies. However, a limited number
of studies have explored the value and antecedents of UGC on service
failure and recovery strategies in the fashion industry. The aim of the

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_10
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chapter is to explore the online behaviour of fashion customers in rela-
tion to UGC and their attitudes towards a firm’s response after a nega-
tive service experience, considering a range of recovery strategies that can
be adopted. The chapter concludes with a discussion on the resulting
managerial implications and solutions, and draws some conclusions for
both marketing professionals and academics.

Part II concludes with Chapter 12, “Building a Sustainable Brand
Image in Luxury Fashion Companies”. Monica Faraoni discusses how
building a sustainable brand image for a luxury fashion company is a
very complex and tangled marketing process. Brand image is a set of
perceptions and beliefs surrounding a particular brand fixed in the mind
of the consumer. It represents the result of the associations that the
consumer recognizes in a brand and summarizes the positioning, person-
ality and reputation of the brand itself. The chapter seeks correspon-
dences or discrepancies between consumer brand perceptions and the
identity conveyed by the Ferragamo brand in terms of sustainability. By
using a netnographic and text mining methodology, they found that the
consumer associates the brand with a company committed to the envi-
ronment and involved in social issues; a company that traditionally shows
creative and experimental skills, using unusual materials, artisanry, inno-
vative techniques and unique designs. The image that the company wants
to convey, however, also includes other characterizations.

Part III focuses on complexities and possibilities: tactics and strategies.
It discusses complementary perspectives that can be used to build a strong
omnichannel competitive landscape. In Chapter 13, “Becoming Digital:
The Need to Redesign Competences and Skills in the Fashion Indus-
try”, Lucia Varra focuses on how the digitalization of fashion companies
has a significant impact on required staff skills and competences. This
chapter aims to investigate, through the analysis of literature and busi-
ness practices, how the development of Industry 4.0 affects organizational
processes and staff competences, redefining the content of traditional jobs
and creating new key roles in the fashion industry. The chapter identi-
fies the set of skills and competences that the research has revealed to be
necessary, distinguishing between technical competences and behavioural
competences. Finally, this chapter reflects on the challenges that techno-
logical changes pose to companies in terms of organizational culture and
the education and training system that must exist to support this new
world of work.
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In Chapter 14, “Luxury fashion in the Chinese marketplace and the
new online channels: an emerging perspective” Serena Rovai and Jin Li
explore how global luxury fashion brands have increasingly focused on
social media marketing (SMM) to effectively compete in the Chinese
luxury consumer market. Consequently, SMM in the Chinese market is
attracting increasing interest from scholars in luxury fashion marketing.
The highly diversified Chinese luxury customers have shown different
shopping attitudes as well as mode of experiencing luxury shopping,
mainly in the online marketplace; this implies that a new way of conceiving
business operations for luxury fashion brands and a central role for the
Chinese consumer is needed. The Chinese online marketplace seems to be
a key phenomenon for luxury and fashion; academia has not sufficiently
analysed the different components specific to the Chinese geographical
context. The chapter examines conceptual studies in the field of online
marketing in the Chinese luxury and fashion context and tries to provide
an emerging research agenda related to the specificities of online Chinese
luxury fashion channels for future empirical studies in the field.

In Chapter 15, “Managing Online Touchpoints for a Consistent
Customer Experience; Cases From Fashion Retailing”, Giada Salvietti,
Marco Ieva and Cristina Ziliani address the role of online customer
experience and online touchpoints in the customer journey. The chapter
initially presents the online and in-store customer experience and discusses
them comparatively in order to highlight similarities and differences.
Second, the chapter focuses on the role of online and offline touch-
points and their relationships with consumer attitudes and behaviours.
Third, best practices and successful cases in fashion and luxury retailing
are discussed to analyse how best-in-class companies are managing online
touchpoints. This analysis offers insights to guide practitioners in devel-
oping a compelling customer experience, both online and in store, with
the goal of achieving long-term customer loyalty.

In Chapter 16, “Leveraging eWOM on Service Failure Recovery
Strategy: An Insight into the Brand Perspective”, Silvia Ranfagni and
Wilson Ozuem offer a strategic approach on how leveraging eWOM on
service failure recovery leads to competitive advantage. They begin by
identifying consumers’ power in the evolving CMMEs. Consumers are a
source of eWOM that can influence other consumers and have an impact
on their brand choices. eWOM is often produced when consumers experi-
ence an online service failure. Providers have to manage this with adequate
recovery strategies. The value that fashion providers are able to create for
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consumers depends more and more on how they handle service failure
situations. This chapter explores the relationship between UGC, as a basis
of eWOM, and service failure and recovery strategies filtered through the
brand. The analysis is carried out from a theoretical point of view and
offers insights into the fashion industry.

The final chapter focuses on the evolving nature of the omnichannel
landscape. Chapter 17, “Opera as Luxury in Culture: The Marketing
Impact of Digitalization” Nicola Bellini, focuses on and extends the
discussions of the omnichannel landscape to opera experience. The author
provides a preliminary framework to analyse the process of digitalization
in opera consumption, by exploring analogies with digitalization in luxury
markets. Two main issues are discussed. First, we consider digitalization
as a tool for market expansion and possibly “democratization” through
increased accessibility. Evidence suggests that, rather than generating new
opera audiences, digitalization provides an extension of the opera experi-
ence for the existing customer base, which is especially relevant for second
and third “tier” customers. Second, we look at the early stages of the
adoption of digital marketing approaches and especially the creation of
online communities based on SNs.

Lancaster, UK
Florence, Italy

Wilson Ozuem
Silvia Ranfagni
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PART I

TheQuestion ofMarketspace andMarketplace



CHAPTER 1

The Key Drivers of PerceivedOmnichannel
Service Quality in Fashion

Elena Patten

Introduction

The increasing possibilities opened up by digitalization led to a funda-
mental change in consumer behaviour (Alexander & Cano, 2020; Huan,
Lobschat, & Verhoef, 2019). The combination of different retail channels
has influenced the predominant purchasing pattern of customers (Heine-
mann, 2019). Therefore, retailers nowadays need to find answers to this
changing behaviour (Verhoef, Kannan, & Inman, 2015). With respect
to service quality as an antecedent to customer satisfaction and loyalty,
there is a gap in the literature when it comes to understanding service
quality in omnichannel settings (Huan et al., 2019; Hult, Tomas, &
Zhang, 2019; Ozuem, Howell & Lancaster, 2008). This is surprising
since omnichannel service systems have become increasingly important
with the rise of e-commerce. Rezaei and Valaei (2017) empirically found
that retailers influenced by convergence of technology, customer expec-
tations, and competition, now consider that their ability to offer their
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4 E. PATTEN

products through multiple channels is becoming indispensable (Rezaei &
Valaei, 2017, p. 854).

This chapter will focus on omnichannel retailing and the service quality
perception of omnichannel customers. It will, therefore, aim to investi-
gate the concept of integration in omnichannel retailing by considering
the different elements along the different customer touchpoints. Further-
more, it will elaborate the key drivers of perceived omnichannel service
quality. This chapter will elaborate that omnichannel customers’ service
perception consists of six major themes: (1) physical stimulation, (2) affil-
iation, (3) value for physical service quality, (4) electronic stimulation, (5)
utility for electronic service quality, and (6) choice optimization for the
integration service quality. Finally, this chapter will present a customer
typology of omnichannel fashion customers.

Theoretical Context

In recent years, companies’ have developed their omnichannel retailing
strategy (Lee, Chan, Chong, & Thadani, 2019; Lorenzo-Romero,
Andrés-Martinez, & Mondéjar-Jiménez, 2020; Ozuem, Patel, Howell,
& Lancaster, 2017). Retailers aim to offer their customers a seamless
shopping experience and try to integrate their different retail chan-
nels; a switch between channels during one purchase at one retailer has
got easier. Customers use different options, such as stores, computers,
mobile devices, tablets, and social media, during the purchase process of
transactions and these options can be a source of inspiration and commu-
nication (Verhoef et al., 2015). Borders between the different channels
blur (Brynjolfsson, Hu, & Rahman, 2013).

The complexity of retail channel strategies has led to confusion
regarding a coherent terminology for both academics and practitioners.
Different concepts are used to describe retailing activities that operate
across more than one retail channel, namely “multichannel”, “cross-
channel” , and “omnichannel” retailing. To date, the meanings of these
concepts are blurred (Beck & Rygl, 2015).

The initial perception of multichannel retailing was of a system that
administrated two or more parallel channels (Berman, 1996; Pelton,
Strutton, & Lumpkin, 2002). During the next phase, the concept of
integration became a topic of major interest both for practitioners and
academia (Neslin et al., 2006). In this context, the terms “cross-channel”
and “omnichannel” augmented the terminology of “multichannel”
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retailing. Yet, there has not been a focus on a conceptualization of these
new terms (Verhoef et al., 2015). However, Beck and Rygl (2015) have
published some initial research (see Fig. 1.1).

Beck and Rygl (2015) categorized the three different terms according
to the degree of customer interaction options and degree of integration
of a company’s different retailing channels. They defined multichannel
retailing as “the set of activities involved in selling merchandise or services
through more than one channel or all widespread channels, whereby the
customer cannot trigger channel interaction and/or the retailer does not
control channel interaction” (Beck & Rygl, 2015, p. 175). Cross-channel
retailing is a later stage of development of multichannel retailing in which
the multiple channels of a retailer are integrated to a higher degree. In
cross-channel retailing “the customer can trigger partial channel inter-
action and/or the retailer controls partial channel integration” (Beck &
Rygl, 2015, p. 176). Omnichannel retailing refers to the most advanced
stage of a multichannel retailing system; hence, there is full customer
interaction and/or integration of a company’s different retailing chan-
nels in omnichannel retailing (Beck & Rygl, 2015). Furthermore, Beck
and Rygl (2015) elaborated a further form, which they called a hybrid

Multichannel Cross-
Channel 

Omni-
Channel 

Hybrid Hybrid Hybrid Hybrid 
I            II            III I            II           III 

Company  
Integration 

Customer 
Interaction 

= no = partial = full 

Fig. 1.1 Terminology (Source Patten [2017])
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form, in which just one party (customer or retailer) fulfils the crite-
rion of interaction/integration (Beck & Rygl, 2015, p. 174). For several
reasons, this framework is a valuable contribution to retailing research in
contexts in which retailers operate more than one channel. It helps to set
clear boundaries for the classification of each of the three connected, but
different, concepts. This conceptualization considers both perspectives:
the customer’s interaction with the different channels and the retailer’s
level of integration. Furthermore it gives a guideline for both researchers
and practitioners to use the different terms more distinctively.

The Concept of Integration

Research about omnichannel retailing embraces the concept of integra-
tion of the different operated channels within an organization (Huan
et al., 2019). Channel integration initially meant that a retailer should
provide a seamless customer experience between stores and online shops;
customers should be able to easily switch channels during their interac-
tion with the retailer (Goersch, 2002; Seck, 2013). However, important
questions remain unanswered: Does a seamless customer experience auto-
matically mean a full integration? In other words, does it mean the more
integrated the better? For retailers, the level of integration is a diffi-
cult managerial decision. They face various challenges because different
channels might have different purposes, features, cost structure, and
competitors (Berry et al., 2010). Studies have investigated the optimal
level of integration in certain areas. Related literature has focused on
several aspects of the retail mix: integration of assortment (Emrich,
Paul, & Rudolph, 2015; Mantrala et al., 2009), pricing and promotions
(Bertrandie & Zielke, 2019; Vogel & Paul, 2015; Wolk & Ebling, 2010),
fulfilment (Agatz, Fleischmann, & Van Nunen, 2008; Lang & Bres-
solles, 2013; Wolk & Ebling, 2010; Xing, Grant, McKinnon, & Fernie,
2010), and web design and store design integration (Emrich & Verhoef,
2015). However, none of the aforementioned areas have been completely
resolved yet. Quite the contrary, there are still several areas requiring
further investigation (Huan et al., 2019). The next three subsections
discuss integration of assortment, pricing and promotions, and fulfilment.
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Integration of Assortment

With regard to the assortment strategy of a retailer, it is deemed neces-
sary to offer an attractive assortment on the one hand but avoid choice
difficulty on the other hand (Mantrala et al., 2009). The reviewed litera-
ture revealed a lack of consensus on the degree of assortment integration
across channels in omnichannel retailing. Some researchers argued that
the assortment does not necessarily need to be fully integrated when the
target customer of the two channels is different (Li et al., 2018). This
is not the case for omnichannel customers, who switch retail channels
during their purchases. However, other researchers argued that product
consistency is crucial to provide a seamless shopping experience for
the customer (Berman & Thelen, 2004). In practice, most of today’s
omnichannel retailers apply an asymmetrical assortment strategy, which
means that they offer a larger assortment online than offline (Emrich
et al., 2015).

Emrich et al. (2015) investigated the impact of multichannel assort-
ment integration on underlying assortment relations. They classified three
different assortment relations: assortments are substitutive (for instance,
a retailer sells two different kinds of similar shoes), or complementary
(shoes and shoe polish), or independent (shoes and sun lotion). Emrich
et al. (2015) found that a lack of integration of assortment was detri-
mental to all three assortment structures. However, they argued that for a
omnichannel retailer with a substitutive assortment, the perceived variety
is lower when the assortment strategy is asymmetrical, and customers tend
to have a low opinion of the decreased channel choice and autonomy.

Pricing and Promotions

In general, customers expect products online to be the same price or
cheaper than products in-store (Zhang et al., 2010); however, at the same
time, customers expect a consistent pricing strategy across channels (Seck,
2013). How can omnichannel retailers balance and meet these expec-
tations without losing market share? In practice, retailers mostly tend
towards a partial integration of their pricing (Wolk & Ebling, 2010).
Retailers post the same prices across their different channels, because
they fear that different prices might lead to customers’ confusion and
resentment. However, many retailers apply channel-specific price promo-
tions or charge handling and shipping costs (Neslin et al., 2006). In
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the reviewed literature, most researchers argued in favour of a consistent
pricing strategy across all channels of a retailer (Berman & Thelen, 2004;
Vogel & Paul, 2015; Wolk & Ebling, 2010).

Vogel and Paul (2015) argued that channel-based price differentiation
has certain positive and negative impacts on customer satisfaction; it posi-
tively affects their perceptions of value, increases relationship quality, and
enhances repurchase intentions, but it also leads to perceptions of price
unfairness and limits customer self-determination, which negatively affect
retention outcomes (Vogel & Paul, 2015). It remains questionable, which
of the mentioned criteria has more effect on the final choice of shopping
location and, furthermore, on the long-term relationship with the retailer.

A possible pricing strategy for omnichannel retailers, which embraces
both a high perception of value and price fairness, is “self-matching
pricing” (Kireyev, Kumar, & Ofek, 2015). Here, the omnichannel retailer
can set different prices across channels, but will offer the lower price to
the customer if the customer can supply evidence of the lower price. Thus,
“self-matching policies, by design, offer retailers the flexibility of setting
different prices across channels, while affording consumers the possibility
of a consistent experience, presumably in line with the omni-channel
philosophy” (Kireyev et al., 2015, p. 29).

Price promotions at omnichannel retailers have several within and
across channel implications: offline price promotions can reduce category
sales online during the promotion period; furthermore, online promo-
tions can reduce category sales offline during the promotion period;
negative cross-channel effects are higher for loyal customers than for
opportunists; and, the impact of online promotions on offline sales within
the promoted category is higher than vice versa (Breugelmans & Campo,
2016).

One can conclude that successful management of pricing and promo-
tions is a complex field in omnichannel retailing; effects within and across
channels have to be considered, and pricing and promotion strategies
must be coherent.

Fulfilment

A coherent omnichannel strategy should incorporate both the marketing
mix and operations management (Agatz et al., 2008). In this respect,
fulfilment is an important component of an omnichannel retailer’s
operations strategy. According to the reviewed fulfilment literature,
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omnichannel e-fulfilment is: fulfilling online or in-store orders, including
warehousing, picking and order preparation, distribution, purchasing,
delivery, and returns (Agatz et al., 2008; Lang & Bressolles, 2013). For
omnichannel customers, the four most important dimensions of fulfilment
are timeliness, availability, condition, and return (Xing & Grant, 2006;
Xing et al., 2010). Timeliness refers to several aspects, such as speed of
delivery, choice of delivery date, or delivery within a certain time slot.
Availability refers to the confirmation of availability, order tracking, or
waiting time. Condition refers to order accuracy, order completeness, or
order damage. Return refers to return policies, such as ease of return
and return channel options, and the promptness of collection and of
replacement (Lang & Bressolles, 2013). For omnichannel retailers this
means that their supply chain management needs to be adapted to these
specific customer needs. This has several impacts: (1) an online channel
not only provides a physical product but also several related services,
most notably delivery. The delivery service may range from making the
product available for pickup to time-specific home delivery. The manage-
ment of this service component of e-fulfilment gives rise to novel planning
issues. (2) The flexibility of an omnichannel retailer with respect to order
promising and pricing requires an appropriate strategy. (3) The integra-
tion of different channels raises issues in inventory deployment, since
different channels may require different service levels (Agatz et al., 2008).
(4) E-fulfilment requirements differ across different product categories
(Hu, Kumar, & Sumit, 2014).

The Omnichannel Customer Journey

In omnichannel retailing, the combination of different retail channels
during the customer journey has become the predominant purchasing
pattern for customers (Lee et al., 2019; Verhoef et al., 2015). Customers
constantly switch channels; borders between channels are blurred
(Lorenzo-Romero et al., 2020).

In the literature, the switch between different channels is called
“ropo”; there are two types of ropo (Heinemann, 2019): (i) research
online and purchase offline, and (ii) research offline and purchase online.

1. “Research online and purchase offline” means that internet users
research online before making any purchase decision. They compare
prices online, obtain information from the producer’s webpage, or
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read comments of other users of the same product. This trend
is called “webrooming”, a wordplay of “showrooming”, where
customers search for retail information online, then purchase offline
(Verhoef et al., 2015). This purchase pattern has an important
impact on the overall purchase process. In the past, customers first
decided what retailer they would approach; then they decided what
product they wanted to buy from this retailer. Customers would
then visit the store to get information about the different products
in the assortment of this retailer. Most customers would also visit
other retailers in order to compare offers; then they would make
their purchase decision. Nowadays, customers primarily decide what
product they want and then choose an adequate retailer. Thus, when
customers – after the initial phase of product decision – visit a retail
store, they have already collected several pieces of information, such
as product features, prices, online availability, and opinions from
other users (Verhoef, Neslin, & Vroomen, 2007). The “point of
decision” is nowadays often located on the internet, while the store
is perceived as the “point of sale” (Heinemann, 2013; Shankar,
2011). Customers increasingly trust the opinions of other product
users more than the recommendations made by in-store sales-
people or advertisements. When customers enter a retail store, they
already know a lot about products and their features. Hence, today’s
customers have high expectations regarding product availability,
immediate accessibility to information, and service delivery.

2. Customers can also “research offline and purchase online”. In this
context, the store can be seen as a showroom, where customers can
physically touch products, interact with salespeople, gather infor-
mation, and enjoy a shopping experience (Verhoef et al., 2015).
Customers are likely to try a product in-store if there are high
mis-buy risks associated with buying the product (Heinemann,
2013).

Verhoef et al. (2007) proposed three reasons for ropo. First, customers
prefer the channel that offers them the most advantages in each part of
the purchase process; they switch among channels during the purchase
process if another channel offers more advantages (attribute-based deci-
sion making). Second, it is seen as unlikely that customers will purchase
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via the channel with the most research advantages (lack of channel lock-
in). Third, customers carry out research shopping when a channel switch
increases their overall shopping experience (cross-channel synergy).

Other studies focussed on retention and free-riding behaviour:
customers search for products on one channel of a retailer and buy the
products from a different channel of the same retailer (cross-channel
retention) or they search a channel of one retailer, but then purchase from
a different channel of another retailer (cross-channel free-riding) (Heitz-
Spahn, 2013). Chiu, Hsieh, Roan, Tseng, and Hsieh (2011) identified
two major reasons for cross-channel free-riding: customers who have a
high level of self-efficacy tend to switch channels and retailers during their
purchasing process. Second, customers will buy at the retailer who offers
good quality and a low risk (Chiu et al., 2011). Furthermore, Chiu et al.
(2011) found that within-firm lock-in decreases cross-channel free-riding.
This means that retailers can install switching barriers, which reduce
customers’ intention to switch channels. Heitz-Spahn (2013), however,
stated that shopping convenience, flexibility, and price comparisons are
the three major cross-channel free-riding motives. It is arguable whether
these motives are similar across all industries or whether there are major
differences regarding purchasing patterns. Heitz-Spahn (2013) argued
that cross-channel free-riding behaviour is more likely for products with a
high financial value that customers buy at a low frequency than for other
product categories.

Kushwaha and Shankar (2013) investigated whether customers’
purchasing behaviour differs for different product categories. They clus-
tered product categories into hedonic and utilitarian categories. Kush-
waha and Shankar (2013) found that customers of hedonic products, such
as apparel, tended more towards impulse purchases and variety-seeking
behaviour, and switched channel more often than customers of utilitarian
products.

In addition to differing purchasing behaviour across product cate-
gories, the degree of maturity of online purchasing history plays an
important role in omnichannel purchasing behaviour. Melis, Campo, and
Breugelmans (2015) conducted research in the UK grocery omnichannel
market. They found that when customers begin to purchase online, they
tend to shop online with the retailer they prefer when purchasing offline,
then, as they gain more experience, they start switching channels and
retailers (Melis et al., 2015; Ozuem, Thomas & Lancaster, 2016).
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Perceived Service Quality

in Omnichannel Retailing

In the context of omnichannel retailing, the evaluation and under-
standing of service quality has become a topic of major interest both for
academics and practitioners (Badrinarayanan, Becerra, & Madhavaram,
2014; Banerjee, 2014; Seck & Philippe, 2013; Swaid & Wigand, 2012;
Van Birgelen, De Jong, & Ruyter, 2006). “Owing to the intangible,
heterogeneous and inseparable nature of services” (Martinez & Martinez,
2010, p. 30), several definitions of service quality have been built over
the years. Zeithaml (1988, p. 3), for instance, saw service quality as “the
consumer’s judgment about a product’s overall excellence or superior-
ity”; Bitner and Hubbert (1994, p. 77) viewed service quality as “the
consumer’s overall impression of the relative inferiority/superiority of
the organization and its services”. The academic debate about how to
evaluate service quality has developed extensively since the 1980s. In
essence, the service quality literature can be divided into two streams:
some researchers use a performance-only approach to evaluate service
quality (Boulding, Kalra, Staelin, & Zeithaml, 1993; Cronin & Taylor,
1992; Teas, 1993), whereas the majority of researchers evaluate service
quality based on the disconfirmation paradigm, that is, the gap between
expected service and perceived service (Carr, 2007; Dabholkar, Thorpe,
& Rentz, 1996; Grönroos, 1984; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry,
1988). These studies draw extensively on the work of Oliver (1980).
Oliver saw himself in the tradition of Sherif and Hovland’s assimila-
tion theory (Sherif & Hovland, 1961) and Festinger’s dissonance theory
(Festinger, 1957), whereby “customers are posited to perceptually distort
expectation-discrepant performance so as to coincide with their prior
expectation level” and “post exposure ratings are primarily a function of
the expectation level because the task of recognizing disconfirmation is
believed to be psychologically uncomfortable” (Oliver, 1980, p. 460).

Several different service quality gap models, such as the Service Quality
Model (Grönroos, 1984), SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al., 1988), E-
SQUAL (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Malhorta, 2005), and WebQual
(Loiacono, Watson, & Goodhue, 2002) have been developed to concep-
tualize service quality and consumers’ perception of it. Most approaches
tend to take a single-channel perspective and do not consider multi-
channel settings (Seck & Philippe, 2013; Sousa & Voss, 2012); however,
omnichannel service quality should be viewed from multiple perspectives,
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including traditional (for instance retail stores) and electronic (for instance
the internet) service settings, because perceived service quality results
from all moments of contact between a retailer and its customers (i.e.,
across all channels) (Sousa & Voss, 2006).

In examining omnichannel service quality conceptualizations, the
current chapter identifies five main elements of service quality, namely
conceptual framework, dimension, method, perspective, and industry.

Regarding a conceptual framework for omnichannel service quality,
Sousa and Voss (2006) were the first researchers to develop a framework
that did not take a single-channel approach. In their Service Delivery
System (SDS) framework they aimed to consider all moments of contact
between a firm and its customers. Sousa and Voss distinguished between
a physical and a virtual component of service delivery. In the phys-
ical component, non-automated operations take place and humans are
directly involved. In the virtual component, operations are automated
and humans do not play an active role. Sousa and Voss also distinguished
between back office and front office operations. Back office operations
are not directly visible to the customer whereas front office operations
are visible. Sousa and Voss (2006) argued that existing service quality
research has a single channel, which is a front office process. In their
framework, the physical and the virtual service components (front office
and back office) are linked to each other by integration mechanisms.
These mechanisms function to integrate “the several service components
and associated parts of the SDS” (Sousa & Voss, 2006, p. 359). According
to Sousa and Voss, all front and back office physical and virtual oper-
ations enriched with integration mechanisms lead to overall perceived
service quality. Sousa and Voss argued for a separate examination of
physical, virtual, and integration quality: they emphasized the different
nature of the three quality dimensions; they forecast a rapid technological
development for the virtual dimension; and they saw advantages to exam-
ining the virtual dimension separately from the other two, more constant,
dimensions of physical and integration quality.

Service quality attributes (dimensions) play a predominant role in
service quality research, as perceived service quality is a function of
different dimensions (Zeithaml & Berry, 1990). In the reviewed litera-
ture there is agreement that the key distinction between multichannel
and single-channel service quality conceptualizations is the “integration
quality” dimension. The contribution of the reviewed studies to the
concept of integration quality is illustrated in Fig. 1.2.
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Fig. 1.2 Sub-dimensions of integration quality (Source Patten [2017])

In their multichannel SDS framework, Sousa and Voss established
the integration quality dimension. They defined integration quality as
providing a “seamless service experience across channels” (Sousa & Voss,
2006, p. 359). Sousa and Voss surmised that in a multichannel service
system, even when the service quality of each channel is very high, the
overall perception of service could be very low when the integration
quality is perceived as low. Sousa and Voss proposed two sub-dimensions
for integration quality: channel-service configuration and integrated inter-
actions: (1) channel-service configuration is the degree of choice a
customer has regarding a service offer in each of the channels (service
breadth); (2) integrated interactions lead to a “consistency of interac-
tions across channels” (Sousa & Voss, 2006, p. 366). The researchers
emphasized two aspects of integrated interactions: content and process
consistency. Content consistency means that customers receive the same
information from the company across all channels. Process consistency
means that customers expect the same handling of comparable processes.

Banerjee (2014) built up Sousa and Voss’s framework and extended
their findings on integration quality dimensions by adding three sub-
dimensions. First, “the appropriateness of channel service configuration”
refers to the degree to which a channel is suitable for different functions
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as a sub-dimension of channel-service configuration. Second, “transac-
tion data and interaction data integration” refers to the degree to which
customer transaction information and inbound and outbound interaction
information are synthesized within and across channels. Third, “within
channel and across channel integration” refers to the degree to which
content and process information is integrated within parts of a channel
and across channels (Banerjee, 2014, p. 461).

Swaid and Wigand (2012, p. 306) added “integrated pickup” as
another omnichannel service quality sub-dimension: “the extent of
smooth and easy pickup of products purchased online using a physical
outlet/touchpoint”. Swaid and Wigand concluded that integrated pickup
is one of the key dimensions of omnichannel service quality.

In addition to integration quality, Sousa and Voss (2006) inves-
tigated virtual and physical quality as two other primary dimensions
of omnichannel service quality. The definition of virtual quality can
be considered equivalent to the definition of electronic service quality
based on single-channel conceptualizations (for a review, see Ladhari,
2010). In an electronic setting, service quality means general perceived
service in the virtual marketplace, with human intervention and without
(Santos, 2003). Physical service quality can be considered equivalent
to the definition of traditional service quality based on single-channel
conceptualizations (for a review, see Martinez & Martinez, 2010).

Thus, from the reviewed literature, the extant knowledge about service
quality dimensions can be synthesized as follows:

● Omnichannel service quality is a multidimensional construct, which
consists of primary dimensions and corresponding sub-dimensions.

● There is evidence in the reviewed literature that the existing
dimensions have not fully grasped the customer’s perception of
omnichannel service quality; however, new studies consistently inves-
tigate new dimensions.

● Omnichannel service quality consists of the quality that each channel
can provide for the customer. However, omnichannel service quality
is not a simple summation of service quality perceptions in each
channel. Even when physical and electronic service quality are very
high, a customer’s perception of the overall service quality can be
very low when the integration of each service channel is missing.
Thus, the service quality dimensions that are experienced in any
channel during the purchase process should be congruent online
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and offline and should provide a seamless shopping experience for
the customer.

● The key distinction between omnichannel and single-channel service
systems is the integration quality dimension. The integration quality
dimension has the ability to provide a “seamless service experience
across channels” (Sousa & Voss, 2006, p. 359).

Regarding different methods, research into service quality in multi-
channel settings is still in its early stages and few studies have examined
service quality in an omnichannel context. The reviewed studies on
the service quality of omnichannel settings applied different methods
including a literature review (Sousa & Voss, 2006), qualitative methods
(Banerjee, 2014), and mixed methods (Seck & Philippe, 2013; Swaid &
Wigand, 2012). There are several implications of method choices. For
example, Sousa and Voss (2006) conducted a literature review that set
the foundation for their development of a framework of service quality in
omnichannel services. At the time of their research, there was an absence
of a sound conceptual foundation for omnichannel service quality. Sousa
and Voss’s study aimed to develop theory (Sousa & Voss, 2006). Banerjee
(2014) selected qualitative methods and conducted in-depth interviews
in order to develop a service quality conceptualization and to gain an
in-depth understanding of the omnichannel service quality phenomenon.
Generally, a qualitative research method has a non-numeric approach and
helps to observe a phenomenon in depth (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill,
2009). It provides answers to “how” and “why” questions. In contrast,
the quantitative method embraces a positivistic research paradigm and is
applied either to analyse covariance or to test whether hypotheses are
wrong or right (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In the field of omnichannel
service quality research, some researchers have applied mixed methods.
They developed their theories applying a qualitative approach first before
testing them in a quantitative manner.

Basically, there are two different perspectives regarding omnichannel
service quality, namely organizational and customer. The perspective in
the reviewed service quality literature is the customer’s perspective. Grön-
roos (1984, p. 36) argued that it is particularly important to understand
how the customer evaluates service, because “if we know this and the
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components of service quality, we will be able to develop service-oriented
concepts and models more successfully”. Factors that affect service quality
are: customer satisfaction (Bitner & Hubbert, 1994), customer loyalty
(Grönroos, 1984, p. 37), purchase intention (Bolton & Drew, 1991;
Bressolles, Durrieu, & Senecal, 2014; Cronin, Brady, & Hult, 2000;
Cronin & Taylor, 1992; Spreng & Mackoy, 1996), profitability (Cox &
Dale, 2001; Cristobal, Flavian, & Guinaliu, 2007; Gummerus, Liljander,
Pura, & Van Riel, 2004), and purchase retention (Cai & Jun, 2003;
Parasuraman et al., 1988; Zeithaml, 2000). One can conclude from this
that studies of customers’ perspectives help retailers improve their service
strategy and the performance of the service they offer (Cristobal et al.,
2007; Fassnacht & Köse, 2007; Zeithaml, 2000).

In the reviewed literature, three different industry contexts of service
quality can be identified: “pure” service industries (such as banking), the
retail industry (such as clothing stores), and a mix of pure service and
retail industries. The distinction between pure service and retail indus-
tries is that in pure service industries the service is the actual “product”,
whereas stores in the retail industry offer a mix of merchandise and
service (Dabholkar et al., 1996; Kaynama, Black, & Keesling, 2000). The
early service quality models were researched in the pure service industry
(Kaynama et al., 2000). Later, researchers argued for a distinction to be
made between different industries because, for instance, retail shopping
has unique aspects of service, such as store image (Thang & Tan, 2003),
store environment (Baker, Grewal, & Parasuraman, 1994; Dabholkar
et al., 1996), in-store experiences (Dabholkar et al., 1996), and expe-
riences related to the merchandise (Bishop Gagliano & Hathcote, 1994;
Dabholkar et al., 1996). Mostly, these criteria can be translated to the
online world (Kim & Stoel, 2004). However, online and offline shop-
ping provide different shopping experiences. Online customers pay more
attention to privacy/security; they appreciate some distinctive online
capabilities such as interactivity, community, content, personalized expe-
riences, increased product selection, and information (Wolfinbarger &
Gilly, 2003). Offline customers, however, value the personal contact
with salespeople in-store and the physical interaction with merchandise
(Dabholkar et al., 1996).
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An Omnichannel Retailing

Service Quality Conceptualization

This chapter builds on extant literature regarding omnichannel retailing
and perceived service quality. Based on the current literature, this
chapter proposes the following conceptualization as an approach towards
omnichannel service quality, as presented in Fig. 1.3.

Omnichannel service quality conceptualization represents an interplay
between omnichannel customers’ interaction with the retailer and the
omnichannel retailer’s integration of assortment, pricing and promo-
tions, fulfilment, and web and store design. Ultimately, omnichannel
service quality involves three dimensions, namely physical, electronic, and
integration quality. Or, as an equation, omnichannel service quality =
integration quality − (physical channels’ quality + electronic channels’
service quality).

Fig. 1.3 Conceptual framework of omnichannel service quality (Source Patten
[2017])
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Omnichannel Customer Service Perception

In 2017, Patten (2017) conducted an empirical study of omnichannel
customers’ perception of service quality when purchasing a fashion
product. According to Patten (2017), omnichannel customers’ service
perception consisted of six major themes: (1) physical stimulation, (2)
affiliation, (3) value for physical service quality, (4) electronic stimulation,
(5) utility for electronic service quality, and (6) choice optimization for
the integration service quality.

The major themes that relate to the physical channel imply some
emotional involvement on the part of omnichannel customers. Therefore,
omnichannel customers seek physical stimulation from offline-mediated
environments and, in particular, from store design, visual merchandising,
and haptics.

Moreover, omnichannel customers tend to use offline-mediated envi-
ronments to affiliate with others. This includes human relations, status,
and advice. The first term expresses that omnichannel customers value
meeting like-minded people in pleasant shopping environments. Such
people can be familiar (e.g., friends, family, or familiar salespeople) or
unfamiliar (other customers or unknown salespeople).

Westbrook and Black (1985, p. 90) defined affiliation (the second
theme) as a dimension of shopping motivation that includes: (1) shop-
ping alongside other customers who have similar tastes, (2) talking with
salespeople and other shoppers who share interests, and (3) shopping with
friends as a social occasion.

The third sub-dimension of physical service quality in an omnichannel
retailing context is value. Omnichannel customers tend to be value-
oriented when purchasing in offline-mediated environments.

Value orientation includes appreciation, honesty, trust, friendliness, and
empathy. Salespeople have the most significant impact on these customers’
value perceptions. In this context, three characteristics of omnichannel
customers can be identified: (1) those who seek an individualistic and
situation-related approach, (2) those who are enlightened by prior knowl-
edge about a product before entering the retail store, and (3) those who
retain a level of scepticism regarding advice received from sales employees
(Patten, 2017).

The major themes that relate to the electronic channel context imply a
mix of rational and emotional involvement on the part of omnichannel
customers. Electronic stimulation refers to web design, content, and
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haptics. In terms of web design, omnichannel customers seek practica-
bility, a clear structure, and filter options. These findings resonate with
the “ease of use” service quality dimension that represents “the degree
to which the functionality of the user interface facilitates the customer’s
retrieval of the electronic service” (Zeithaml, Parasuraman, & Malhotra,
2002, p. 363). However, the findings of this chapter go beyond this defi-
nition. Omnichannel customers also value the emotional aspects of web
design. Accordingly, they cite attractive web design and video footage as
strong product features.

In the context of online content, a retailer’s assortment strategy can
be seen as a controversial issue, both in the literature and in this chapter
(Mantrala et al., 2009). It is a strategic managerial decision to offer an
attractive assortment on the one hand but avoid choice difficulty on the
other.

The concept of integration is the main difference between a single-
channel and a multichannel service quality system. According to the
literature, all physical and electronic elements enriched with integration
mechanisms lead to overall perceptions of omnichannel service quality
(Sousa & Voss, 2006). “Connection” and “linkage” are the terms that
explain how customers express what is known in the literature as “inte-
gration quality”. The emergent theme for integration quality is choice
optimization.

Before the emergence of e-commerce and omnichannel retailing, West-
brook and Black (1985, p. 87) defined choice optimization as the
“motivation to search for and secure precisely the right product to
fit one’s demands”. In the context of service quality in omnichannel
retailing, customers search for the “right” type of service and select the
most suitable channel. Omnichannel customers tend to optimize their
choices during the purchasing process. Integration quality is the essence
of competitive advantage for omnichannel retailers compared to single-
channel retailers. At omnichannel retailers, customers are able to switch
channels without switching retailer. As the chapter suggests, they exploit
this opportunity when the omnichannel retailer ensures optimized efforts,
availability of items, price, and support (Patten, 2017).

As Fig. 1.4 illustrates, each retail channel provides different charac-
teristics. In a well-integrated omnichannel system, customers are able to
optimize their choice options. Hence, integration quality reinforces the
characteristics of physical and electronic service quality in order to provide
an optimized service quality experience. Therefore, integration can be
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Fig. 1.4 Integration quality as a catalyst of omnichannel service quality (Source
Patten [2017])

considered to be the competitive advantage enjoyed by an omnichannel
retailer. Customers can exploit the full advantages of each channel, which
has a positive impact on their overall service quality perception.

Omnichannel Customer Typology

Based on the findings on the service quality perception of omnichannel
customers, Patten (2017) developed an omnichannel customer typology
(see Fig. 1.5). “Each type of customer is distinguished by a specific
pattern of social characteristics reflecting his position in the social struc-
ture” (Stone, 1954, p. 36). The generators of heterogeneity among
omnichannel customers can be considered to be available income level
and involvement with fashion products (Patten, 2017).

Hedonists were the largest customer segment. They had low or
medium available incomes and they showed high emotional involvement.
Their principal drivers were shopping experiences and amusement. For
these customers, it is important to remain well informed about the latest
fashion trends. They are price-sensitive due to their low available income,
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Fig. 1.5 Customer typology matrix (Source Patten [2017])

which is why they prefer to purchase from fast fashion discounters. A
strong reference to affiliation and emotive stimulation are both indicators
of high emotional involvement among this customer segment. Hedonists
value omnichannel retailing for efficiency reasons. Since fashion trends are
very short lived nowadays, they mainly use channel integration for avail-
ability checks across channels and they value fast delivery and an effortless
purchasing process (Patten, 2019).

The connoisseur customer segment also demonstrates high emotional
involvement in fashion purchases, but has a medium-high or high income.
The connoisseur looks for indulgence when purchasing a fashion product.
Connoisseurs can be considered the most demanding customer segment.
They tend to have a clear idea of what they want. They are not dependent
on the lower-priced retailing segment and they have high expectations
concerning service quality. Generally, connoisseurs can be considered loyal
customers, but if they migrate due to unsatisfying experiences it is hard
for retailers to win them back. This customer segment seeks inspiration
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online and offline. They are receptive to aesthetic store design and visual
merchandising. Furthermore, they follow lifestyle bloggers. However, in
contrast to hedonists, who are influenced by bloggers and their fashion
styles, connoisseurs look for bloggers who share a similar attitude and
lifestyle. This segment appreciates competent personal advice and they
avoid visiting stores that offer poor personal advice. When purchasing
online, they value visual stories and editorials as well as aesthetic web
design and sophisticated packaging. Connoisseurs have limited time and
so they carry out omnichannel shopping to be efficient. They seek avail-
ability checks across channels and prefer the option to reserve items online
and try them on in-store.

In contrast, smart shoppers have a low or medium available income and
demonstrate higher rational involvement. They are principally driven by
savings. Smart shoppers can be considered the least loyal segment because
they show opportunistic buying behaviour at the retailer that offers them
the cheapest price. Smart shoppers show a preference towards online
shopping, since price comparisons are easier to complete online than
offline. Furthermore, smart shoppers generally perceive prices to be lower
online. They value integration quality for a more efficient comparison of
prices across channels (Patten, 2019).

Phlegmatic shoppers are the second segment of higher rationally
involved omnichannel customers. These shoppers have a medium to high
income level. They are mainly driven by convenience. They can be consid-
ered loyal customers, except when they experience service failure at a
retailer. Once they migrate, recovery is challenging for the retailer. Phleg-
matic shoppers tend to have high expectations regarding the services they
are offered. They value efficiency, convenience, practicability, and compe-
tence above all. These shoppers have a clear channel preference when
it comes to purchasing fashion products. Switching barriers can be a
helpful tool for omnichannel retailers to dissuade phlegmatic shoppers
from cross-channel free-riding (Patten, 2019). Phlegmatic shoppers have
a positive perception of channel integration because they value choice
optimization for effort, availability, price, and support.

Managerial Implications and Recommendations

This chapter sets out a number of managerial implications. First,
since omnichannel customers tend to constantly adjust their choices
regarding retailer and retail channel during purchase, it is important
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for omnichannel retailers to set up coherent and integrated sales and
communication strategies across channels. Retailers should cease working
in silo organizations where one stream is in charge of online activities and
another is in charge of offline activities. The different departments need to
work in a cross-disciplinary manner, since omnichannel customers expect
a seamless shopping experience.

Second, omnichannel retailers should employ managers who are in
charge of the “integration” of the different channels, since it is a strategic
managerial decision for omnichannel retailers to find the “right” level
of integration, especially regarding assortment, pricing and promotions,
fulfilment, and web and store design. In so doing, they will be able to
fully leverage the competitive advantage of both channels.

Third, as this chapter suggests, salespeople still play an important role
in the offline channel as a source of affiliation and furthermore to provide
value. The more accessible a product is online and in-store, the more
likely customers are to migrate to other retailers and/or retail channels
when dissatisfied with the sales experience. Retailers need to train their
sales teams to address the aforementioned attributes. Salespeople need to
be better adjusted to the needs of “enlightened” omnichannel customers
who already possess knowledge when entering a store. Furthermore, sales-
people should address the various requests arising from the individualistic
buying habits of omnichannel customers.

Fourth, the changed behaviour of omnichannel customers makes it
necessary to identify a new approach towards service quality. At present,
omnichannel retailers still tend to take a single-channel approach, and
do not consider the distinctive requirements of multiple channel systems.
So, managers of omnichannel retailers should not only place emphasis on
enhancing and improving physical and/or electronic service quality, but
also shift towards the integration of the service offers of both channels.
The overall purchasing experience needs to be consistent for the customer
at all moments of contact between the retailer and the customer in order
for the customer to perceive a seamless service quality.

Fifth, this chapter suggests that omnichannel retailers should analyse
their customer base by means of the four customer types proposed in
this chapter, namely: (1) phlegmatic, (2) smart, (3) hedonist, and (4)
connoisseur shoppers. There is no “one-size-fits-all” solution, since each
customer group has distinctive drivers, behavioural characteristics, and
perceptions regarding physical, electronic, and integration quality. Thus,
to be able to set up an effective and successful strategy the fundamental
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question omnichannel retailers should be able to answer is, Which specific
customer type do we want to target?
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CHAPTER 2

Omnichannel Retailing and Brand Equity:
ANew Balance to Achieve

Claudio Becagli and Matilde Milanesi

Introduction

During the last twenty years, the retail world has experienced impor-
tant changes. In particular, technological, telecommunication, and digital
developments had a transformative and transversal role. These changes
pushed companies to modify their organization and business models
(Sorescu, Frambach, Singh, Rangaswamy, & Bridges, 2011) but, at the
same time, they induced a transformation in the way customers raise infor-
mation, take decisions, and buy products or services. To cope with these
challenges, in addition to the traditional retail and communication chan-
nels, retailers are experimenting with new online and digital channels like
mobile devices and social media (Verhoef, Kannan, & Inman, 2015). As
defined by Neslin et al. (2006), a channel is a customer contact point or a
medium through which a company and a customer interact. Keller (2010)
distinguished between channels of distribution and marketing communi-
cations, where the first can be classified into direct and interactive channels
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(i.e., selling through personal contacts of the company to prospective
customers by mail, phone, internet, mobile, etc.) and indirect channels
(selling through third-party intermediaries), and the second can be classi-
fied into personal communications (i.e., personal selling, direct marketing,
word of mouth, etc.) and mass communications (i.e., advertising, sales
promotions, events, etc.). In certain retail markets, like music or movie
distribution, online and other digital channels overtook traditional chan-
nels, almost entirely changing how products are distributed (Christensen
& Raynor, 2003; Ozuem, Howell, & Lancaster, 2008). In other markets,
the new distribution and communication channels represented new areas
of intervention for companies.

In the first phase, traditional retail companies (the so-called bricks-
and-mortar retailers) had to face the competition represented by the
diffusion of new online distribution channels. This forced them to add
new channels to their offline ones. At a later stage, the problem of
channel diversification also became a priority for online operators who
had to respond to the need to be also present offline (Avery, Steenburgh,
Deighton, & Caravella, 2012). Nowadays, thanks also to the spread
of mobile devices, the clear distinction among different channels has
almost disappeared for consumers. Indeed, quite frequently, consumers
simultaneously recourse to different channels during their research and
purchase activity. In this regard, some authors have referred to two
opposite phenomena: showrooming and webrooming. In the first case,
consumers look for information in the physical store and buy online,
where they can find more advantageous offers (Rapp, Baker, Bachrach,
Ogilvie, & Beitelspacher, 2015), as frequently happens in luxury fashion
retailers (Jebarajakirthy, Yadav, & Shankar, 2020), while in the second
case, consumers collect information online and then buy offline (Verhoef,
Neslin, & Vroomen, 2007). As Brynjolfsson, Hu, and Rahman (2013)
observed, the retailing industry is evolving “toward a seamless ‘omni-
channel retailing’ experience, in which the distinctions between physical
and online will vanish, turning the world into a showroom without walls”
(p. 2).

The possibility for the customer to use the various touchpoints in an
integrated way represents for retailers both a threat and a great oppor-
tunity. It could, on the one hand, require companies to make important
changes to their distinctive competencies, organization, culture, manage-
ment, and marketing (Picot-Coupey, Huré, Piveteau, Towers, & Kotzab,
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2016), on the other hand, it allows companies to propose innova-
tive shopping journeys aimed at improving the value perceived by the
customers, the consumer-based brand equity and, consequently, the
overall value (Keller, 2010, 2016; Keller and Lehmann, 2003). The
number and heterogeneity of the factors that can affect the interaction
contexts between retailers and customers make it clear that there cannot
be a one-fit-all solution, and companies will have to manage touchpoints
by enhancing their resources and distinctive competencies. As observed by
Keller (2010), companies tend to use multiple channels and communica-
tions because they are necessary to create an adequate reach and coverage
of the target customers, and because different communications and chan-
nels play different roles and create different effects for each consumer.
Furthermore, they also allow for differing levels of consumer engagement
and involvement.

In this new omnichannel retail context, customer satisfaction is influ-
enced by the customer experience not only with respect to a specific
channel but with respect to the variety of channels used (Shen, Li, Sun,
& Wang, 2018; Lee, Chan, Chong, & Thadani, 2019). Marketers must
therefore define the best set of channel and communication options to
maximize short-term sales and long-term brand equity, dedicating partic-
ular attention to managing retailing and communicating mix, trying to
align every touchpoint with the brand fundamentals (Picot-Coupey et al.,
2016; Verhoef, Kannan, & Inman, 2015; Ozuem, Patel, Howell, &
Lancaster, 2017).

The difficulty of managing the interaction with consumers is partic-
ularly relevant since not all touchpoints are managed and controlled by
the company. Lemon and Verhoef (2016) distinguished between touch-
points managed by the company, its partners, consumers, or external
actors. Among those that are not under the control of the company,
user-generated content can play a vital role in supporting or undermining
the alignment between how the brand is perceived by consumers and
how the brand is defined by the company (Becagli, Ranfagni, & Faraoni,
2020. The efficacy and the efficiency of the delivered shopping experi-
ence can be assessed referring to Keller’s customer-based brand equity
(CBBE) model (Keller and Lehmann, 2003; Keller, 2008, 2010, 2016)
and brand resonance model (Keller, 2001, 2010). These models consider
the brand equity from a consumer perspective and take into account
many factors that may be influenced by any channel or communication
marketing activity.
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Starting from this background, this chapter delves into the shift from
a multichannel to an omnichannel approach by retailing companies, and
its implications for CBBE. In particular, the next section briefly shows
the main differences between multichannel and omnichannel retailing,
then, the main features of the omnichannel approach are analysed. The
fourth section discusses how to build and manage CBBE in omnichannel
retailing. The chapter ends with a discussion focused on luxury fashion
companies and avenues for future research.

From Multichannel to Omnichannel Retailing

Interest in digital consumers rose in the last two decades; data on digital
retail support such interest. According to eMarketer, which provides
statistics on digital retail, over 2.14 billion people worldwide are expected
to buy goods and services online in 2021, compared to the 1.66 billion
global digital buyers in 2016. In 2019, 63% of global internet users
purchased products online. These figures clearly show that retailers must
pay attention to consumers who use smartphones, tablets, and even social
media for their buying process. Thus, the academic debate around this
topic has stressed the need for retailers to move from a multichannel to
an omnichannel approach.

Verhoef et al. (2015) showed that digital consumer behaviour has
led retailers to move from multichannel to omnichannel retailing. Multi-
channel retailing means offering products in many different online and/or
offline channels, while omnichannel retailing means offering seamless
customer experiences across different channels and touchpoints. Verhoef
et al. (2015, p. 175) stated that, on the one hand, multichannel retail
management concerns “the design, deployment, coordination, and eval-
uation of channels to enhance customer value through effective customer
acquisition, retention, and development”, and, on the other hand,
omnichannel retail management should focus on “the synergetic manage-
ment of the numerous available channels and customer touchpoints,
in such a way that the customer experience across channels and the
performance over channels are optimized”. The multichannel approach
is characterized by a separation between online and physical channels,
with a scarce degree of integration (Melero, Sese, & Verhoef, 2016).
Conversely, the omnichannel approach focuses on customer touchpoints
and channel integration aimed at providing a seamless holistic shopping
experience to improve customer engagement (Beck and Rygl, 2015).
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Thus, there are some relevant differences in the two approaches: coor-
dination versus synergies, conversion (lead acquisition, retention, and
development) versus holistic customer experience, and combination of
channels versus focus on brand and touchpoints (Rosengren, Lange,
Hernant, & Blom, 2018).

In the past, retailers started to use a multichannel approach to
gain consumers’ attention and respond to their demands (Rangaswamy
and Van Bruggen, 2005), by managing a set of activities aimed at
selling products or services across various channels without any inter-
action/integration among them. In other words, the multichannel
approach draws on customers’ willingness to explore more convenient
ways to improve their shopping experience (Beck and Rygl, 2015;
Ozuem, Thomas, & Lancaster, 2016). However, the growing use of
the internet and new technologies has made the transition to an
omnichannel approach almost inevitable. Even if, in the beginning,
researchers discussed channel migration, namely the switch from offline to
online stores, there is now a general understanding that most consumers
use channels interchangeably and move back and forth between them,
making an omnichannel approach indispensable. But why “omnichan-
nel”? The word originates from the Latin word “omni” which means
“all”, “universal”. The term was first used by business practitioners, but
soon gained the attention of scholars, especially in the marketing domain.
Parker and Hand (2009) and Ortis and Casoli (2009) used the term
in the IDC’s “Global Retail Insights” report and suggested an evolu-
tion from the multichannel consumer, who uses channels in parallel, to
the omnichannel consumer, who uses channels simultaneously. The term
then found its space in the academic debate when Rigby (2011) defined
omnichannel retailing as “an integrated sales experience that melds the
advantages of physical stores with the information-rich experience of
online shopping” (Rigby, 2011, p. 4). It appears clear from the defini-
tion that it is not only a matter of simultaneity in the use of channels, but
there is also a focus on the experience that derives from the integrated
combination of several channels. Similarly, in 2013, Levy and colleagues
(2013, p. 67) defined “omni-retailing” as “a coordinated multichannel
offering that provides a seamless experience when using all of the retail-
er’s shopping channels”. The two definitions agreed around the idea of
an integrated/seamless experience using all channels.

In the meantime, academic interest in the topic increased. Since then,
an intense academic debate has begun aimed at outlining the contents and
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characteristics of omnichannel retailing, as well as the main strategies and
implications in terms of brand management (Galipoglu, Kotzab, Teller,
Hüseyinoglu, & Pöppelbuß, 2018).

Omnichannel Retailing: An Overview

Retail practices and consumers’ shopping journeys have been deeply trans-
formed in recent years by the diffusion of innovative retail settings besides
the traditional ones, and the growing adoption of alternative business-to-
consumer retail channels, resulting in a fast-evolving multichannel retail
environment, which represents a challenge for retail managers, as well as
a fertile ground for interesting research issues (Lazaris and Vrechopoulos,
2014).

The omnichannel retailing phenomenon originates from the multi-
channel retail infrastructure and is mainly based on the simultaneous
use of many consumer–store interaction channels (e.g., the use of
smartphones in the physical retail store to search for product informa-
tion and/or compare prices) (Silva, Duarte, & Sundetova, 2020). The
omnichannel approach (Carroll & Guzmán, 2013) refers to a seam-
less shopping experience delivered through the integration of customer
touchpoints (Beck & Rygl, 2015). Consumers have the chance to choose
the most suitable retail channel for themselves at any step of their shop-
ping journey, without interrupting their shopping experience (Melero
et al., 2016). The omnishopper (Yurova, Rippé, Weisfeld-Spolter, Sussan,
& Arndt, 2017) can check the product characteristics using a mobile
application, can compare prices on different websites using a tablet, a
smartphone, or a computer, and complete the purchase at a physical store.
From the retailer’s point of view, the omnichannel approach calls for a
redefinition of existing strategies to integrate the information provided
from distinct channels and trace the consumer journey (Brynjolfsson
et al., 2013).

It is interesting to trace the origins of the concept. Lazaris and
Vrechopoulos (2014) proposed a review of the relevant literature, which
revealed that omnichannel originated from the notion of “click and
mortar”. It all started in 2000 when Otto and Chung (2000) discussed a
way to combine e-commerce techniques with traditional physical retailing,
intending to enhance the value of the shopping experience. They defined
“cyber-enhanced retailing” and proposed e-commerce practices to link
with conventional retailing. Two years later, Burke (2002) focused on the
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customer experience and conducted an empirical quantitative investiga-
tion on how consumers want to shop online and offline, considering 128
different aspects of the shopping experience. The results of his investiga-
tion showed that consumers were very much into multichannel shopping
(e.g., they searched online and purchased in-store, or they bought online
and collected in-store). Burke (2002) suggested that retailers should
integrate channels so that consumers could move transparently between
them.

Goersch (2002, p. 757) provided similar conclusions: “the goal
of multi-channel integration must be to provide a superior customer
experience that is consistent and seamless across channels”. Again, a
similar suggestion is that of Bendoly, Blocher, Bretthauer, Krishnan,
and Venkataramanan (2005), who showed that companies that manage
both online and in-store channels should adopt seamless channel inte-
gration, which seemed to be associated with increased loyalty. Regarding
channel integration, synergies, and coordination, Steinfield (2002), when
discussing click and mortar e-commerce approaches, stressed the impor-
tance of seamless integration across channels, even if this appears like a
difficult task for retailers. Schoenbachler and Gordon (2002) investigated
the drivers of channel choice and focused attention on the consistency
of brand image. They suggested that advertising should keep the image
consistent, integrated across channels, with a focus on customers, not
channels. Kwon and Lennon (2009) conducted quantitative research and
reached similar results concerning seamless integration and the relevance
of consistent image management in multichannel environments. In the
same year, Cassab (2009) was one of the first to predict the disrup-
tive impact of the mobile channel on channel integration, marketing,
and the customization of the retail offer. The role of new technologies
is undoubtedly relevant for omnichannel retailing, as shown by Nash,
Armstrong, and Robertson (2013), who underlined the importance of
enabling technologies to provide data-enabled customer interactions and
advanced analytics, useful to create enhanced customer experience that
leads to increased customer satisfaction, loyalty, and greater customer
lifetime value.

As already mentioned in the chapter, the integration of channels is the
main feature of omnichannel retailing (Bendoly et al., 2005). Retailing
companies should try to provide a more satisfactory shopping journey
through the understanding of the type of channels customers prefer at
each stage of their decision-making process. Even if the focus is more
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and more on new digital technologies and digital consumers, in an
omnichannel strategy, physical stores still play a crucial role in creating
successful customer–brand relationships (Bell, Gallino, Moreno, Yoder,
& Ueda, 2018). As shown by Larke, Kilgour, and O’Connor (2018), for
some categories, like fashion and apparel, many consumers still require
physical interaction with products and an offline sales experience. Offline
shopping, especially in the fashion industry, allows consumers to touch,
try, and feel the product, and the return policy is easier and more conve-
nient in the physical store (Rigby, 2011). This is confirmed by data
from Statista (2019) about the cross-channel purchases by omnishop-
pers in the USA in 2017: 66% of respondents searched for products
online but purchased in physical stores, 61% ordered online and picked
up in physical stores, and 74% purchased online after a search in physical
stores. It appears clear that consumers prefer cross-channel purchasing.
However, online channels have many advantages, such as price compar-
ison, 24/7 access, reviews, and unlimited products (Agatz, Fleischmann,
& Van Nunen, 2008; Rigby, 2011). Therefore, online and offline chan-
nels should complement each other, so that consumers and retailers can
benefit from the advantages of both.

Concerning fashion and luxury, a recent contribution by Silva et al.
(2020) underlines how fashion and apparel brands are adopting an
omnichannel approach. There are some differences among low cost, mid-
price, and luxury brands, even if, despite the different positioning of the
brands, the strategies adopted have many points in common. Low-cost
brands, such as Mango and H&M, use seven online and offline chan-
nels: store, catalogue, website, blog, newsletter, mobile app, and social
networks. Much attention is given to the website, with: easy site navi-
gation and accessibility from many countries; updated product and price
information; several options of product delivery, return, and payments;
in-store availability option; live chat; and links to social networks. Integra-
tion of online and offline channels is represented by the option “click and
collect” to deliver products to the customer’s home or the nearest store.
As for the social networks (Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and
Pinterest), they provide detailed product descriptions and prices (espe-
cially on Instagram), a link to the website, videos with campaigns, vlogs,
interviews, and fashion shows. A high degree of channel integration is
also testified by the features of the mobile application that, as in the case
of H&M, includes in-store mode assistance to find the right colour or
size of an item when the customer goes to the physical store and a “Scan
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and Find” function that allows finding a product online using a barcode
from the price tag. Mid-priced brands, such as Guess and Massimo Dutti,
use the same seven channels and have “click and reserve” services that
allow consumers to reserve the product online, and pay and collect in
the physical store. Even the use of social media and mobile applications is
quite similar to low-cost brands (Silva et al., 2020). Luxury brands, such
as Gucci and Burberry, show similar characteristics and a high degree of
integration especially between the mobile application and their website.

Building and Managing CBBE

in Omnichannel Retailing

Brand equity was defined, in general terms, as the marketing effects
uniquely attributable to the brand. Many authors have tried their hand at
this topic. Brand equity studies followed two main lines. On the one hand,
the financial line, aimed at measuring the value of the brand for economic
and financial purposes to provide useful support for business investment,
acquisition, or merger decisions. On the other hand, the strategic line,
aimed at identifying guidelines to pursue the improvement of the results
of strategic and operational marketing choices thanks to the analysis and
understanding of consumer behaviour.

As part of this second line, Keller (1993) proposed a conceptual model
that served as a stimulus for marketing scholars and practitioners to reflect
on how to build, measure, and manage brand equity. In this consumer-
focused model, Keller (2016, p. 3) defined CBBE as “the differential
effect that brand knowledge has on customer response to brand marketing
activity”. In other words, CBBE should explain a consumer’s different
reactions to one or more elements of the marketing mix of a given
branded product and an unbranded product.

The central element of the CBBE model is the concept of brand knowl-
edge. According to Keller, the value of a brand mainly depends on the
knowledge that a company has been able to create in the customer’s mind
through previous marketing actions. According to this approach, brand
knowledge consists of a brand node in memory to which a variety of
associations are linked, and can be broken down into two components:
brand awareness and brand image. The first one refers to brand recall
and brand recognition and measures the consumer’s familiarity with the
brand. The second one refers to the strength, positivity, and uniqueness
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of the attributes and benefits that the consumer associates with the brand,
and represents the meaning of the brand for consumers.

To broaden the analysis of brand knowledge, in a subsequent study
Keller (2003) proposed a more detailed breakdown of its dimensions
in terms of awareness, attributes, benefits, images, thoughts, feelings,
attitudes, and experiences. The extension of the analysis was necessary
considering that the variety of marketing activities available to compa-
nies affect different dimensions of brand knowledge and that, in turn,
different dimensions of brand knowledge affect consumer reactions to
different marketing actions.

In light of the importance of brand equity to businesses, marketers
must therefore pay particular attention to building and managing client-
based brand equity. For the construction of the CBBE, Keller (1993)
indicated three actions to be implemented: choosing brand identities
such as the name, logo, symbol, and so on; designing and implementing
marketing programmes to strengthen brand awareness and develop posi-
tive, strong, and unique brand associations; and leveraging secondary
associations that may arise from primary associations of attributes relating
to the business, the country of origin, the distribution channels, a
celebrity, or an event.

At the same time, Keller also proposed some guidelines for managing
CBBE which can be summarized as follows: adopt a broad and long-
term view of marketing decisions to develop over time consumers’ ability
to recall and recognize the brand; clearly define the knowledge struc-
ture and the specific benefits to be developed in the minds of consumers
considering their expectations; take advantage of the different and new
alternatives in terms of marketing communications ensuring careful coor-
dination; conduct experiments to control changes in the knowledge
structure over time; and evaluate potential extension candidates.

To support the difficult phase of brand creation, Keller (2001)
proposed the brand resonance model which, focusing on the key aspects
of brand knowledge, tries to explain how consumers develop their rela-
tionships with brands and how to generate a sort of synchronization
between consumer feelings and the brand itself. This model describes
how marketers can get an active engagement from customers that is more
than simple repetition of purchases (behavioural loyalty), which consists
in building a close relationship between consumers and the brand (atti-
tudinal attachment) and in developing a sense of community with the
company and other consumers (sense of community).
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Different marketing decisions affect different dimensions of brand
knowledge, which can generate direct or indirect effects on the brand.
The direct effects are those that directly affect brand knowledge through
customer interactions and experiences, while the indirect ones derive from
the association of the brand with a certain distribution channel or with a
particular communication media. To build the desired brand knowledge,
marketers must therefore carefully design these experiences through the
right combination and coordination of commercial channels, touchpoints,
programmes, and marketing actions.

Distribution channels and marketing communication, while partici-
pating in the overall customer experience, have distinct characteristics and
functions. Companies use several of them at the same time to obtain
adequate coverage of their target audience. In fact, as noted by Keller
(2010), different customers tend to shop in different channels and tend
to use different media.

The adoption of an omnichannel distribution approach, characterized
by the simultaneous use of multiple distribution channels and marketing
communication and an increase in touchpoints between brands and
consumers, offers marketers the opportunity to create original shop-
ping experiences and to develop an active customer involvement through
intervention on the various components of brand knowledge.

However, the definition and management of an effective and efficient
mix, capable of making the most of the potential of omnichannel retailing,
is not easy at all. If efficiency essentially depends on the marketer’s ability
to ensure the widest possible coverage of target consumers at the lowest
possible cost, effectiveness can be assessed through the contribution that
a channel can make independently from other channels in obtaining
the desired consumer response, through: (1) the degree of commonality
between the meanings attributed to the brand and those attributable to
the channels used; (2) the complementarity between brand associations
and channels which, however, make the brand knowledge more consis-
tent with that expected by the customer; and, finally, (3) the versatility of
the channel understood in terms of the ability to obtain the desired effects
regardless of the specific characteristics of the customer (Keller, 2010).

The adoption of an omnichannel retailing approach should not be
considered mandatory or preferable in absolute terms. It can result in
conflict, control problems, and coordination problems.

For example, in terms of efficiency, marketers should integrate a new
channel only if customers expect to be able to use it or that they still
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consider it useful for the satisfaction of their shopping experience. On
the other hand, in terms of effectiveness, the addition of new chan-
nels involves increasing complexity in management and coordination and,
if not managed properly, it could prove inconsistent with the brand
knowledge that the company intends to promote. Furthermore, as the
company may not be able to directly control all the channels used, as
the breadth of the channel portfolio increases, the risk that some retailers
pursue their objectives (turnover, margins, etc.) will increase, with nega-
tive consequences for the desired coherence and synergy between the
channels. Likewise, by failing to impose the in-store atmosphere and
desired commercial policies on the retailer, the omnichannel company
risks undergoing brand associations that are not entirely consistent with
those desired and making the customer’s shopping experience more
complex, less fluid, and, overall, less satisfying.

The risks associated with this retailing strategy depend on the busi-
ness sector in which the company operates, the characteristics of the
product offered on the market, and the segment of customers to which
it is addressed. In the luxury sector, characterized by the marketing of
specialty products or services, the use of an excessive number and an
excessive variety of distribution channels could lead to overexposure of
the brand and an excess of market coverage. The consequent deteriora-
tion of the brand’s image of exclusivity, the possible cannibalization of
sales among channels, and the consequent reduction in sales margins due
to possible price wars among the various channels could lead to a wors-
ening of both brand equity in the short term, and the economic-financial
results in the medium/long term. Hence, luxury companies, especially
those operating in the fashion sector, need to keep the flow of products
to the end customer under strict control. The opportunistic behaviour
that could push even a single independent retailer to offer the compa-
ny’s products at lower prices than those imposed, thanks to favourable
exchange rates or tax savings obtained through commercial triangulations
with countries with subsidized taxation, could negatively affect its brand
image.

In light of the above, therefore, the omnichannel strategy can be
pursued almost exclusively by vertically integrated companies, those oper-
ating both in the production of the good/service and in the distribution
phase to the final customer, or by those operating in retailing, and this
regardless of the sector of activity. It is clear that a company engaged
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in the sale of mass consumer products cannot by definition control and
manage all the touching points with the customer.

Luxury Fashion and Omnichannel Retailing:

Emerging Issues and Final Remarks

This chapter has shown the rise of omnichannel retailing and its implica-
tions for CBBE. The luxury fashion sector certainly regards the features
of the shopping experience as important, especially the emotional and
experiential dimensions (Aiolfi & Sabbadin, 2019).

Luxury fashion companies have focused on the opening of physical
stores for years (Milanesi, 2020), but in more recent years they have
begun to invest in e-commerce and virtual spaces (Guercini & Runfola,
2015). Thus, the challenge now, under an omnichannel perspective, is
to manage all the touchpoints to convey a unique brand image and a
valuable brand experience, consistent with the company’s identity and
values. On the one hand, luxury fashion companies must develop a digital
transformation that includes their website, dynamic and user-friendly e-
commerce, a strategic presence in social networks, and the development
of an overall digital marketing strategy (Guercini, Milanesi, Mir-Bernal, &
Runfola, 2020). On the other hand, a priority of luxury fashion retailers is
the integration of digital technologies in their stores, as the physical store
still plays an important role for customers who want to live an exciting
shopping experience (Alexander & Cano, 2020). Such a challenge appears
even more urgent for luxury fashion retailers, given the intrinsic charac-
teristics of luxury goods, such as exclusivity, top quality, prestige, symbolic
and emotional meaning, and high prices, which seem to conflict with the
accessibility and democracy of the internet (Kapferer, 2017). Addition-
ally, despite the prevailing omnichannel approach, luxury fashion stores
are still the key touchpoint for consumers (Aiolfi and Sabbadin, 2019;
Arrigo, 2018; Guercini & Milanesi, 2017).

This scenario was strongly shaken by the arrival of the COVID-19
pandemic between the end of 2019 in China and the beginning of 2020
in the rest of the world. Luxury fashion companies have been strongly hit
by the pandemic from many points of view, for example, the closure of
retail stores during the lockdown, the shift from global travellers to local
shoppers, and the cancelation—or in some cases digitalization—of fashion
shows (Achille and Zipser, 2020).
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So let us try to put forward some reflections. The contingent aspects of
the pandemic require a rethinking regarding the management of the mix
of retail channels. Social distancing, limits to the fitting of products, espe-
cially fashion goods in physical stores, reduction of the capacity of stores
linked to social distancing rules, psychological aspects related to the fear
of contagion, feelings of insecurity, and so on, seem to undermine the
traditional preference for the physical store. These changes are not to
be considered only temporary, limited to the duration of the pandemic.
On the contrary, they will probably produce a deep change in consumer
purchasing habits, which will not necessarily see the total abandonment of
the physical store, but will probably promote a rethinking of its function
within the omnichannel approach. No doubt this will lead to an increase
in the weight of online channels at the expense of physical ones (as already
demonstrated by the announcement of the closure of hundreds of physical
stores by both fast fashion and luxury companies). This could pose new
challenges to companies in managing CBBE (and the brand knowledge
that underlies it) due to the greater difficulty of creating engaging expe-
riences without the important support of the physical store, especially of
flagship stores, in an online context in which luxury multibrand retailers
(such as Luisaviaroma, Farfetch, Mytheresa, etc.) have greater experience
and the ability to manage the customer journey. In this context, the
ability to redefine the role of the physical store as a space more oriented
towards showrooming where companies can recover part of their capacity
to support their brand equity could play a fundamental role.

In light of the current pandemic situation that could lead to disruptive
changes in the world of retailing and in the managing of an omnichannel
approach, new avenues for academic research are opening up. These may
concern: the study of technologies for retailers that can maximize the inte-
gration between channels, starting from the new role of the physical store
as a showroom; the identification of the capabilities and skills necessary
to support the transformation of physical stores and the enhancement
of their role in the context of omnichannel; and the investigation of
the changes to activities aimed at building CBBE in the omnichannel
approach both for the industrial brand and the retailer brand.
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CHAPTER 3

Opinion Leaders, Short Videos and Virtual
Communities in the Fashion Industry

Peng Chen

Introduction and Overview

With the arrival of the mobile internet era and the development of infor-
mation technology, methods of communication, information acquisition
and information transactions between people have changed significantly.
According to Clement (2020a), the average daily social media usage of
internet users worldwide amounted to 144 minutes per day in 2019.
In 2020, the global penetration rate of social media reached 49%, with
East Asia and North America having the highest penetration rates at
71 and 69%, respectively (Clement, 2020a). While social media connects
consumers, it also provides an opportunity for marketers to interact and
communicate with current and potential buyers (Clement, 2019), which
has promoted the rapid development of social commerce. Social media
platforms like YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, WeChat and TikTok have
become the most popular and convenient sources for people to get
access to information and share ideas (Turcotte, York, Irving, Scholl,
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& Pingree, 2015). The huge change in consumers’ information envi-
ronment has had a big impact on consumers’ behaviour (Lu & Zhou,
2005). Consumers acquisition of information has changed from passively
accepting product information released by firms to actively seeking useful
information (Deng, Wang, & Zhou, 2015). In addition, consumers’
purchasing decisions are influenced by other people on social media
platforms (Deng et al., 2015).

Among social media users, there is a small group of people who can
have a big impact on other users. They have specialized knowledge or
skills and are willing to share their reviews, with high-quality content,
about products or brands in virtual communities. These people are called
social media influencers or opinion leaders; they are active on social media
platforms and are the main source of word-of-mouth messages (Haron,
Johar, & Ramli, 2016). Marketers and brands should pay attention to the
strategy of influencer marketing because opinion leaders play an important
role in conveying information to consumers (Kotler & Armstrong, 2015).

Over the past few years, the rise of the short-video industry due
to the development of the mobile internet and the updating of smart-
phones is another noteworthy phenomenon (Thomala, 2020a). Videos
can tell stories in emotional or humorous ways, which most other forms of
marketing cannot (Scott, 2015). The video format is also more effective
than text and pictures at enhancing the engagement and interest of partic-
ipants (Koehler, Yadav, Phillips, & Cavazos-Kottke, 2005). Short-video
platforms are very popular; opinion leaders and multichannel network
(MCN) organizations create high-quality content and attract millions of
followers, which indicates an effective way for firms and brands to get
access to consumers.

The fashion industry accounts for the largest proportion of the social
commerce market in China and it attracts the most attention (Bu, Wang,
Wei Wang, & Zipser, 2019). Fashion bloggers account for the second
largest proportion of influencers on Sina Weibo (funny bloggers make up
the largest proportion) (IResearch, 2018). These fashion bloggers share
their videos and photos on social media, as well as their experiences with
the products, which attract a large number of fans to like, favourite and
repost.

The next section presents definitions and characteristics of opinion
leaders, virtual communities and short videos; this is followed by a
description of the development of virtual communities, including changes
in consumers’ information environment and a description of members of
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a virtual community. The next sections describe: the effect of opinion
leaders on social commerce, virtual brand communities, and the charac-
teristics and development of the short-video industry. The penultimate
section offers suggestions for brand marketing in virtual communities,
which is followed by a Conclusion section.

What Are Opinion Leaders, Virtual

Communities and Short Videos?

Opinion Leaders

Research on opinion leaders can be traced back to the work of Lazars-
feld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1944), who stated that the influence of mass
communications on people’s behaviours may not be as direct as had been
previously thought. They suggested a two-step communication process in
which opinion leaders first get news about a product from the mass media
or business sources, and then pass on their opinions to others. Lazarsfeld
et al. (1944) argued that opinion leaders are more involved in a certain
field of consumption than others, so they are more willing to express their
opinions to others.

Research in the 1970s and 1980s on opinion leaders focused on
their characteristics, identity and influence (Childers, 1986; Darden &
Reynolds, 1972; King & Summers, 1970; Myers & Robertson, 1972;
Summers, 1970). In the past two decades, with the development of
internet technology, the role of opinion leaders in marketing, manage-
ment, tourism, fashion and other fields has aroused the interest of many
scholars (Casaló, Flavián, & Ibáñez-Sánchez, 2018; Coulter, Feick, &
Price, 2002; Thakur, Angriawan, & Summey, 2016; Van den Bulte &
Joshi, 2007; Vernette, 2004; Zhao, Kou, Peng, & Chen, 2018).

According to Rogers and Cartano (1962), consumers consider the
views of opinion leaders more credible than advertising because people
think opinion leaders do not represent commercial sources; however,
it can be argued that nowadays many opinion leaders who share their
experiences about products on social media get commission from manu-
facturers.

Explaining and influencing consumer decisions is a never-ending
pursuit for marketing researchers. As traditional advertising seems to
become less effective (Trusov, Bucklin, & Pauwels, 2009; Van den Bulte
& Wuyts, 2007) in the era of social media, marketers and firms continually
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seek new ways to promote products and influence consumers’ adoption
decisions.

In the digital era, opinion leaders have more platforms to dissemi-
nate information. At the same time, internet users can gather information
through these platforms. Extant research indicates that social media
opinion leaders have more influence over purchase decisions than other
social media users (Godes & Mayzlin, 2009; Goldenberg, Han, Lehmann,
& Hong, 2009; Iyengar, Van den Bulte, & Valente, 2011), and new
customers influenced by consumer-to-consumer communication are more
valuable to firms than customers acquired by other means (Schmitt,
Skiera, & Van den Bulte, 2011; Trusov et al., 2009; Villanueva, Yoo,
& Hanssens, 2008).

The continuous development of information technology has enabled
people to post their own experiences and feelings about products and
services and share them on various social media platforms. Social media
has become an important channel for the dissemination of consumer
information (Ansarin & Ozuem, 2015). In this context, face-to-face infor-
mation exchange has been gradually transformed into online communica-
tion. Opinion leaders, who maintain an active presence on different kinds
of social media platforms, are considered to be important links between
manufacturers and ordinary consumers.

Virtual Communities

Definition
With the birth and development of the internet, people aggregated on the
internet in chat rooms, online forums and bulletin boards, where indi-
viduals express and exchange opinions, experience or anything else for
a period of time and with a certain degree of involvement (Baker, 2002;
Blanchard, 2007; Dong, Huang, Hou, & Liu, 2020; Hsu, Wang, & Chih,
2018). These forms of social aggregation are called virtual communities,
which were first defined by Rheingold (1993, p. xx) as “social aggrega-
tions that emerge from the net when enough people carry on those public
discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of
personal relationships in cyberspace”. Virtual communities enable users
to communicate with each other and to establish a personal network with
common interests, which allows them to interact regularly in a coordi-
nated way over the internet. People can also keep a distance between
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themselves and others in virtual communities, which can often overcome
social and organizational barriers (Kiesler, 1986; Zhang, 2019).

Characteristics
Based on previous research (Fernback & Thompson, 1995; Hagel &
Armstrong, 1997; Madupu & Cooley, 2010; Williams & Cothrel, 2000),
several common characteristics of virtual communities can be summarized
as follows:

● Virtual communities exist in cyberspace and are supported by infor-
mation technology, which is the main difference between virtual
communities and traditional communities.

● Virtual communities are used by members for communication and
interaction around common interests.

● Virtual communities are made up of community members who
generate most of the content.

● Communication and interaction among members leads to the forma-
tion of social relationships.

Categories
According to Armstrong and Hagel (2000), virtual communities can be
categorized into four different types: interest communities, relationship
communities, fantasy communities and transaction communities. These
categories are not completely independent but overlap. Many virtual
communities can be classified into more than one category.

Members
A virtual community is made up of its members, who can be classi-
fied into various types. Active user, passive user and lurker are the terms
most commonly used by scholars to classify virtual community members
according to their behaviours (Carlson, Suter, & Brown; 2008; Hart-
mann, Wiertz, & Arnould, 2015; Lai & Chen, 2014). Lurkers are those
members who browse and read the messages posted by others within
the virtual community but do not engage or respond (Ridings, Gefen,
& Arinze, 2002; Madupu & Cooley, 2010). Active users and passive
users are those who engage with the community by posting original
content, sharing others’ content, commenting, liking, replying and other
interactive behaviours (Madupu & Cooley, 2010).
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Although lurkers usually browse and read the content on websites or
apps provided by others and do not actively participate in the community,
they make up the majority of members in many communities (Nonnecke,
Preece, & Andrews, 2004). According to Madupu and Cooley (2010),
there are approximately 100 lurkers to one active member. It is important
to note that although lurkers do not participate in interactive behaviour
within the virtual community, they may spread the information outside
the community through word of mouth and in other ways (Erkan &
Evans, 2018).

Other terminology that is used to describe members and their level of
engagement within the community includes the categorization of Felix
(2012), which is based on members’ level of identification: insiders,
minglers, devotees and tourists. Moreover, the labels of lead users or
influencers are assigned to those who actively access specialized new prod-
ucts and brand knowledge ahead of the general members (Kratzer, Lettl,
Franke, & Gloor, 2016; Felix, Rauschnabel, & Hinsch, 2017; Marchi,
Giachetti, & de Gennaro, 2011).

Short Videos

Sharing videos on the internet is nothing new. YouTube is one of the most
successful video sharing platforms. YouTube was launched in February
2005 and made up approximately 10% of all internet traffic two years
after its debut (Cheng, Dale, & Liu, 2007). YouTube now has two
billion logged-in monthly users, who upload 500 hours of video every
minute and spend 11 minutes 24 seconds per day on YouTube on average
(Clement, 2020b).

With the decrease in barriers to internet video publishing, blogs
consisting of short videos with a length of no longer than five or ten
minutes became popular; these are called vlogs (Luers, 2007). According
to Luers (2007), vlogs can fulfil some of the social needs of vloggers, and
interactions between vloggers and followers are fundamental to vloggers’
communities.

As an alternative to YouTube, on which videos range in length from
a few minutes to several hours, some newly launched or newly designed
social media platforms focus on the sharing of short videos lasting for
seconds or minutes and have achieved great success in the market.

In the past decade, especially the last five years, there has been an
explosion of growth in video on social media, and you may have noticed
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that the videos you would like to watch and share with friends have
got shorter and shorter. These short videos often show moments of
importance, fun, rarity or amazing performance. Sources for short videos
include news reports, movies or television episodes, music videos and
amateur-shot video.

According to iiMedia Report (2019), the number of short videos in
China has expanded rapidly, with a growth rate of 107% in 2018, and the
number of short-video users in China will reach 722 million by 2020. In
the field of marketing, the size of the short-video market is expected to
exceed 2.86 billion US dollars (iiMedia Report, 2019).

TikTok, an iOS and Android media app that can be used for creating
and sharing 15-second short videos, has attracted 800 million active
users worldwide since it was launched in September 2016 (Kemp, 2020).
TikTok has attracted a large number of users not only in China, but also
in other markets including the UK, USA and India, which indicates the
popularity of short videos. Besides YouTube and TikTok, there are many
apps such as Instagram, Twitter, Reddit and Snapchat which also integrate
the function of sharing short videos.

As audiovisual narration helps to set up a profound connection with
audiences, the development of video platforms has significantly improved
the way fashion brands communicate with their customers (Diaz Soloaga
& Garcia Guerrero, 2016). The fashion industry accounts for the largest
proportion and attracts the most attention in China’s social e-commerce
market (Bu et al., 2019). Fashion bloggers share their videos and photos
on social media, as well as their experiences with the products, which
attract a large number of fans to like, favourite and repost.

As the popularity of short videos on social media platforms is only a
few years old, there is no clear definition of a short video in academia.
Some scholars argued that videos less than five minutes can be regarded
as short videos, while others thought the criterion should be 20 minutes
(iiMedia Report, 2017; Xu, Yan, & Zhang, 2019). In this chapter, short
videos, including vlogs and video clips, are online videos lasting from
several seconds to 20 minutes which can be played, shot and edited on
mobile intelligent terminals and can be shared and interacted with in real
time on social media platforms.
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The Development of Virtual Communities

Changes in Consumers’ Information Environment

Consumers’ behaviour is closely related to their information environ-
ment. Information environment refers to a collection of various elements
related to information acquisition, communication, information sharing
and information utilization, which constitute a consumer’s information
ecosystem (Lu & Zhou, 2005). With the development of mobile internet
and social media technology, the information environment of consumers
has undergone significant changes. Digital media enable an information-
sharing environment (Lu & Zhou, 2005). Various social media platforms
have become the most popular way for people to access information.

The development of social media also changed the structure of the
information environment (Lu & Zhou, 2005). According to Christakis
and Fowler (2009), everyone is an independent person as well as a node
in their networks. People shape their social networks all the time and their
networks affect other people in turn. Social networks and virtual commu-
nities have fundamentally changed consumers’ information environment
and transformed consumers’ behaviours. In the era of the mobile internet,
the virtual community has become a more important factor that influences
consumers’ behaviours (Lu & Zhou, 2005).

A virtual community is a concept that is widely used to describe a
group of people who get together on internet platforms on the basis of
a common interest (Madupu & Cooley, 2010). Social media platforms
make it extremely easy to create or join virtual communities. Every social
media user is a member of one or several virtual communities. Social
media not only serves as a way to communicate online, but also has
become the most convenient, the most efficient and the cheapest source
of information.

Drawing on social influence theory, individuals are influenced by others
and reference groups (Kelman, 1974). According to Kelman (1974,
2006), the attitudes, beliefs and behaviours of individuals can be changed.
He also distinguished the different processes of social influence (Kelman,
2006). Social influence theory has been used to explain online anonymous
user reviews (Zhao, Stylianou, & Zheng, 2018), social networks (Cheung,
Chiu, & Lee, 2010), knowledge management (Wang, Meister, & Gray,
2013) and consumer purchase behaviour (Xu et al., 2017). In a virtual
community, members, especially opinion leaders, post and share their
experiences of products and services, which has a significant influence on
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others. As consumers constitute the vast majority of virtual community
members, understanding why people are attracted to virtual communities
will be beneficial to brands’ marketing. Opinion leaders play an important
role in spreading information and leading trends in virtual communi-
ties; investigating how opinion leaders influence consumers would help
enterprises to promote brands in virtual communities.

Consumers in a Virtual Community

Based on common interests or aims, individuals aggregate on social
media to communicate and interact with each other, and form virtual
communities (Tamí-Maury, Brown, Lapham, & Chang, 2017). Virtual
communities can form a huge social network and be an efficient word-
of-mouth recommendation mechanism to provide individual users with
high-quality product and service information, which, in a sense, surpasses
the accuracy and credibility of search engines (Qualman, 2012).

People join a virtual community for different reasons. To get access
to information is the most frequently cited reason to join a virtual
community (Wellman et al., 1996), where social support, friendship and
recreation are also provided to members depending on the type of the
virtual community (Ridings & Gefen, 2004).

According to their level of engagement, members of a virtual commu-
nity are most commonly classified into active users, passive users and
lurkers (Hartmann et al., 2015), in which lurkers account for the majority
of the total number of virtual community members (Madupu & Cooley,
2010). As lurkers are identified as silent members who read but seldom
or never post messages, in some studies they are considered to be free-
riders and of low value or even harmful to the virtual community (Nielsen,
2011; Rheingold, 2000; van Mierlo, 2014). In contrast, other studies
argue that lurking is an important way to participate and is valuable (Edel-
mann, 2013; Nonnecke, Andrews, & Preece, 2006). From a marketing
point of view, lurkers are also important potential customers, because they
also join a virtual community to obtain the information they need, just the
same as posters (Nonnecke et al., 2004; Tagarelli & Interdonato, 2018).

The connection or interaction between members is the most critical
part of virtual communities. This connection can be an extension of real
communities, a mix of virtual and real communities, or a purely online
community without connections between members in the real world (Xu,
2011).
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As members of virtual communities can move from one community
to another at any time according to their needs, the connections within
virtual communities are not static but dynamic. Members might leave
the community when their interests or emotional communication changes
or because they are dissatisfied with their community’s service or other
members. Moreover, as the openness of the internet gives the members
of a virtual community much more autonomy than that of a real-world
community, the cost of community migration in a virtual environment is
very low.

Opinion Leaders in Social Commerce

Opinion leaders are those individuals who have a great influence on the
decision making, attitudes and behaviours of others (Godey et al., 2016;
Rogers & Cartano, 1962). In the two-step flow model of Lazarsfeld et al.
(1944), opinion leaders get information from the mass media or business
sources and then disseminate it to other members of their community
via word of mouth, which constitutes an important part of consumers’
information environment. Today, with the rapid development of informa-
tion technology and social media, people communicate online and offline
more frequently, which further magnifies the influence of opinion leaders
(Turcotte et al., 2015).

Nowadays, the types of opinion leaders have become more diverse.
Opinion leaders can be either people who have extensive knowledge of
a particular field or people who have a lot of connections with others
(Goldenberg, Lehmann, Shidlovski, & Barak, 2006). In addition to the
traditional celebrities and industry elite, internet celebrities such as blog-
gers and network anchors also have a great influence on consumers’
choices. On social media platforms, some content-oriented social media
accounts focus on sharing interests rather than social relationships; these
accounts attract a large number of followers due to their highly profes-
sional content and they are also opinion leaders or social media influencers
(Yoo, Paek, & Hove, 2018).

Due to the influence of opinion leaders on consumers in virtual
communities, brands and marketers see great marketing potential in the
influence of opinion leaders on consumers in virtual communities and
they try to convert the awareness opinion leaders generate on social media
into purchases by using opinion leaders to drive a brand’s message to a
larger market (Tapinfluence, 2015). Social media influencers are not only
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able to attract large audiences, but also act as efficient marketers (Ge &
Gretzel, 2018), as shown by the rapid development of social commerce
in recent years (IResearch, 2019). Influencer marketing has become one
of the most cost-effective approaches for brands to have more direct and
organic contacts with potential consumers (Talavera, 2015), especially in
the fashion industry.

As fashion clothing is a kind of good that is open for all to see and
may indicate a person’s personality and status to others (Kim, Lloyd, &
Cervellon, 2016), leading figures are crucial in transmitting new fashion
styles and clothing habits. Fashion opinion leaders are thought to have
a powerful influence on consumers’ buying behaviour (Goldsmith &
Clark, 2008). In order to reduce the purchasing risk, fashion consumers
seek information from opinion leaders, who are regarded as having more
experience of the topic (Flynn, Goldsmith, & Eastman, 1996); fashion
consumers also spread this information to other customers (Goldsmith
& Clark, 2008). Therefore, opinion leaders in the fashion industry are
considered the key to spreading new fashion trends because of their great
influence on their followers. Their knowledge and expertise are regarded
as reliable sources of information (Casaló et al., 2018).

Virtual Brand Communities

A brand community is an aggregation of admirers of a brand, which
is based on a structured set of social relations and not restricted by
geographical location (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). It can be created either
by the consumers or the organization (Jang, Olfman, Ko, Koh, & Kim,
2008; Homburg, Ehm, & Artz, 2015). Products, brands and organiza-
tions are the objects of interest of these communities (Lima, Irigaray, &
Lourenco, 2019).

With the development of information technology, organizations made
use of social media to strengthen their relationship and interaction
with consumers and built their brands using virtual brand communities
(Hakala, Nummelin, & Kohtamäki, 2017; Islam, Rahman, & Holle-
beek, 2017; Perren & Kozinets, 2018). Scholars have investigated the
relationships in a virtual brand community; according to McAlexander,
Schouten, and Koenig (2002), these relationships include those between
the customer and the firm, brand, product and fellow customers. As
these relationships indicate consumers’ needs and brand loyalty, virtual
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brand communities are regarded as powerful instruments of marketing
communication (Casaló, Flavián, & Guinaliu 2008; Xu & Ozuem, 2019).

A virtual brand community can benefit consumers in several ways.
Like other virtual communities, a virtual brand community can provide
members with the information they need and wide social benefits through
communal interaction. Members can easily seek information about the
brand from other members in an established virtual brand community
(Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). A brand community also represents a type
of consumer agency, which can have a greater voice than individual
consumers when needed (France & Muller, 1999).

From the perspective of the firms, a virtual brand community may
affect brand equity, including perceived quality, brand loyalty, brand
awareness and brand associations (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). A brand
community differs from advertising in the mass media or new media
because it enables two-way communications among users (Chi &
Lieberman, 2011).

Users are more willing to trust, like and participate in a virtual brand
community because of the interactivity and convenience of brand commu-
nities (Chi & Lieberman, 2011). Therefore, building a strong brand
community could be an important part of brand marketing (Ozuem &
Azemi, 2017).

Characteristics and Development

of the Short-Video Industry

The popularity of short video has much to do with its characteristics
and the technical support from social media platforms. Compared with
words or pictures, video allows a person to tell a much richer story. Video
enables bloggers to engage the viewer emotionally and to connect with
people on a more personal level (Garfield, 2010). The following is an
analysis of the characteristics of short videos on social media platforms.

First, short videos are easy to create and share online with smartphones.
In the past, when we talked about video shooting and video editing, we

had images of a professional photographer working in a studio with a big
camera and film editors editing videos on their computers with sophis-
ticated software. Nowadays, more and more powerful smartphones and
various intelligent apps provide great convenience to users who wish to
make and share short videos. Compared to a long video, a short video
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is much more easily accepted by ordinary audiences, and the creation
threshold is low.

According to Statista (2020), the number of global smartphone users
will reach 3.5 billion by 2020, and this number will continue to grow in
the next few years. In the last five years, the world’s annual turnover of
smartphones has been around 1.4 billion; China, India and the USA have
been the countries with the largest number of smartphone users (Statista,
2020). The rapid development of 4G and 5G telecommunication tech-
nology provided people with faster mobile internet access speeds, which
created the conditions for us to watch and share short videos on social
media anytime and anywhere.

Moreover, many social media apps and video making apps on iOS and
Android platforms have the functions of one-click photographing, portrait
beautification, and text and music composition. For example, Instagram
users can use an app’s built-in filters and trimming functions when they
post videos. If they wish to share videos in their stories, then there are
more effects to help make their videos interesting. Therefore, short-video
production and sharing have low requirements for technology and equip-
ment. As long as a person has a smartphone, they can easily get started
and become a content producer anytime and anywhere.

Second, short videos have the feature of fragmented content, which is
in line with users’ habits in the internet era.

Traditional long video requires users to have more leisure time to
watch and it is also limited by network traffic and the appeal of the video
itself to the audience. Short videos abandon the unique forms and logic of
the traditional video and present the audience with simple and interesting
features. People can watch short videos in their spare time, when they
are waiting for a bus or need a break during work and study. In an era of
information explosion, the internet has brought us masses of information,
which has also gradually fragmented our way of life. A short video which
lasts a few seconds to several minutes can give users much more informa-
tion than simple text and pictures. This kind of fragmented content fills
our trivial spare time and allows us to obtain a moment of pleasure. It has
become the best choice for people with a fast-paced lifestyle.

Third, short videos are suitable for instant propagation and instant
communication, which meets the real-time requirements of modern
people.

Compared with traditional internet video, a short video has the char-
acteristics of instant messaging and is more convenient for users to share.
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Take TikTok for example, 95% of the TikTok videos uploaded by regular
users are 15-seconds long or less, and 90% of TikTok videos are less than
1.5 MB (Chen, He, Mao, Chung, & Maharjan, 2019); the length and
size are two of the most significant differences compared to traditional
videos. Users of TikTok can combine voice, text, video and images and
create unique content, which can spread on the internet very quickly. At
the same time, the platform can also push content according to users’
preferences and needs in real time, which creates an environment similar
to face-to-face communication for users. In this way, the social media
platform not only facilitates communication between users, but also saves
a lot of cost and time, and the convenience captures the psychology of
consumers.

Using these social media platforms, users can shoot, edit and upload
short videos in a very short time. There can be two-way or multidirec-
tional communication with others as they wish. Simple operations on a
smartphone can abolish the time and space limitations of regular chat,
narrow the communication distance between users and highlight the
communication value of interpersonal relationships.

Fourth, short videos have a strong social interaction attribute.
With the rapid development of information technology, the apps

market is constantly updating and launching new short-video social appli-
cations, which will bring better and better experiences to users. Compared
with text and pictures, the visual nature of short videos enables universal
understanding of the expression of the content and attracts more audi-
ences to participate and interact with others. Videos generally lead to
higher levels of emotional engagement and sympathy, and they elicit more
affective responses (Koehler et al., 2005; Ozuem et al. 2017; Paivio &
Clark, 1991). Moreover, as the majority of short-video creators are ordi-
nary grassroots individuals, who also play the role of content recipients,
they can shoot short videos that are popular from the perspective of
the audience (Yang, Zhao, & Ma, 2019). Such videos can achieve good
communication effects.

Although the length and content of a short video are limited, a good
short video will strike a strong chord with countless netizens, and many
of them will repost or comment. In this way, the huge social information
generated from short videos will increase users’ dependence on the short-
video platform.

From the perspective of short-video apps, in order to capture the
market and stimulate users’ enthusiasm for participation, social media
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platforms position themselves as places not only for recording and sharing
videos, but also a virtual community for communication and interaction,
which benefits the users and platforms.

The Development of Short Videos

With the global spread of internet access, short videos have become very
popular online. Since its launch in 2005 and acquisition by Google a year
later, YouTube has grown from a repository of amateur videos into the
biggest online video platform worldwide. After years of global orientation
and constant growth, YouTube recorded an estimated 1.68 billion users
in 2019 (Clement, 2020b).

Not all video platforms were as successful as YouTube. Viddy, once
regarded as “the Instagram for video”, launched on iOS app store in 2011
and shut down in 2014. After Viddy pioneered a social platform focus on
short videos, many social media platforms, such as Twitter, Facebook and
Instagram, added the function of shooting and sharing videos to compete
for internet traffic. These social media platforms made the short-video
format very popular.

In the era of the mobile internet, due to the technology upgrade of
smartphones and the widespread popularization of 4G networks, mobile
phones are becoming the main source of information for the public.

As the speed of the mobile internet increases and the price decreases,
people are more willing to post and watch videos on social media plat-
forms. In China, the short-video industry has achieved explosive growth
since 2016. According to a survey conducted by McKinsey Digital
(2019), Chinese consumers spend as much as 44% of their time on social
media apps, a quarter of which is spent watching, sharing and creating
short videos on apps such as the immensely popular Douyin (Chinese
version of TikTok) and over-the-top video streaming services like Tencent
Video and iQIYI. In 2019, the revenue of the online short-video market
in China amounted to 18.6 billion US dollars, which indicates an increase
of 179% from 2018 (Thomala, 2020b).

With the rapid development of the short-video industry, the video
production mode has also changed greatly. In the past decade, the rapid
development of digital technology and the increase of various short-
video applications provided an opportunity for the development of user-
generated content (UGC) videos. UGC refers to media content created
or produced by the general public rather than by professionals and it is



66 P. CHEN

primarily distributed on the internet (Daugherty, Eastin, & Bright, 2008;
Ozuem, Pinho, & Azemi, 2016). People are no longer merely receivers
of video content, they can produce and disseminate videos, which breaks
the previous one-way information transmission mode. With a smart-
phone, anyone can participate in the process of short-video production
and dissemination. UGC has become the main production mode of short
videos on social media platforms.

The development of UGC has led to the emergence of a large number
of internet celebrities, who are also called social media influencers. “Reg-
ular people” can create and post videos on social media to show their
expertise in specific areas, such as healthy living, travel, food, lifestyle,
beauty or fashion (Lou & Yuan, 2019). Social media gives them an oppor-
tunity to be known and liked by others. Anyone can become an internet
celebrity who attracts the public or a social media influencer who people
trust. Traditional opinion leaders and celebrities also joined short-video
platforms to increase their influence and attain fame. As they have a huge
fan base, their videos are liked, commented on and reposted by numerous
followers in a very short time (Abidin, 2018).

Because of the fierce market competition in the social media industry,
high-quality videos are continuously needed to improve the appeal of
short-video platforms and increase user stickiness. Therefore, to produce
more professional-generated content (PGC) has become an important
aim of social media platforms.

PGC refers to professional production content and expert production
content that are produced by professional teams who produce videos of a
high quality, which are similar to traditional TV programmes (Cai, 2019).
PGC is usually produced by professional teams with high-end equipment
and sophisticated design, which can attract a large audience and fans.
The disadvantage is that PGC requires high-content production costs,
complicated design and long production cycle (Cai, 2019).

In order to motivate users to produce high-quality videos, social media
platforms have introduced a series of training and incentive programmes.
For example, YouTube has set up a creator level and creator award
system according to subscriber numbers to help and encourage creators
to produce better content (YouTube, 2020). Sina Weibo, one of the
most popular social media platforms in China, introduced a video creator
plan in July 2020, which benefits 10,000 video creators and 130 MCNs
(Weibo Video, 2020).
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MCNs originated from YouTube. MCNs are intermediaries which
sell advertising, manage internet celebrities and develop video brands
(Cunningham, Craig, & Silver, 2016). Compared with UGC and PGC,
MCNs enhance cooperation with social media platforms and the career
development of internet celebrities, and provide better services to both
the internet celebrities and social media platforms.

Short Videos and Virtual Communities

The increasing consumption of video content creates a variety of opportu-
nities for content producers and marketers. Online video platforms allow
brand marketers to reach their main audience through video consump-
tion habits. The popularity of social media and the rapid development
of the short-video industry have become the new battlefields of brand
marketing, especially in the fashion industry. The opinions of social media
influencers have a great impact on followers, and fashion celebrities’
clothing provides a reference point for fans. The development of short
videos on social media has gradually shifted from the perspective of
entertainment to the perspective of commercial application.

The advantages of short-video marketing are largely attributed to
the development of social media platforms and mobile internet (Peng,
2019). In this era of mobile social networking, the short video provides
a marketing approach for the development of enterprises. Fashion enter-
prises can utilize this opportunity to promote their brands through short
videos, so as to make the brands better penetrate consumers’ lives while
entertaining the public and achieving commercial goals. The following
are some suggestions for brands to use short videos and influencers
to construct a virtual community on social media platforms to increase
market share and customer retention.

Customization of Video Content

Compared with UGC and PGC, MCNs have the advantage of abundant
resources and comprehensive technology. In recent years, the rapid devel-
opment of MCNs has had a strong influence on the short-video industry.
According to the statistics of Topklout (2020), in 2019 there were more
than 5000 MCN organizations in China, which is a tenfold increase
from 2017. MCN organizations are familiar with the rules of short-video
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platforms and have experience of cooperating with many internet celebri-
ties on various platforms. MCN organizations also have the resources of
world-class tools and technology, which ensures the production of high-
quality video content. These content providers have a much stronger
ability to produce and promote than ordinary UGC and PGC teams. In
terms of content, MCN organizations can strictly control the quality, and
realize the standardization and scale of content. In operation, their profes-
sional promotion and their whole network marketing ability will achieve
rapid traffic realization for brands.

From the perspective of brand enterprises, due to their lack of famil-
iarity with short-video platforms and internet celebrities, it could be
difficult to work with internet celebrities to generate direct benefits.
Working with MCN organizations could greatly improve efficiency and
effectiveness for brands.

Selection of Brand Influencers

Influencers have a large number of fans on social media platforms. Fans
that follow the same influencers will have some similar characteristics,
such as age, occupation, hobbies and so on. It is these common char-
acteristics that make fans pay attention to the same influencers. Fans’
fashion consumption is significantly influenced by fashion influencers’
recommendations, short videos or vlogs (Zou & Peng, 2019).

As grassroots internet celebrities are much closer to the lives of ordi-
nary people, the influence and communication ability of these short-video
bloggers may exceed that of some stars.

There are thousands of different influencers offering different topical
interests, numbers of followers and other characteristics (Swant, 2016).
Similar to selecting celebrity endorsement, an enterprise’s selection of an
internet celebrity to promote its brand needs to consider the matching
of an internet celebrity’s characteristics to the brand. How to choose the
best-suited and most effective influencer is a challenge for brand managers
(Chahal, 2016), which may vary depending on the specific goals of the
brand.

As a medium between brands and fans, social media influencers can
subtly promote products to consumers and improve the conversion rate of
brand products. When the fans of an internet celebrity and the consumers
of a brand have a high degree of compatibility, both the brand and the
internet celebrity will benefit from cooperation.
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Social Platform and Multidimensional Communications

The development of information technology has also promoted the diver-
sification and rapid development of social networking platforms all over
the world. In January 2020, there were 3.80 billion social media users, an
increase of more than 321 million new users in one year (Kemp, 2020).
These users are distributed across different social media platforms.

It has been proved that effective application of social media in the
fashion industry could lead to a wider market share and customer reten-
tion (Stokinger & Ozuem, 2018). In the new media era, multiplatform
and multidimensional content distribution is a typical content distribution
model of brands to maximize dissemination. Multiplatform distribution
means videos of the same or similar content can be uploaded to various
social media platforms to obtain more network traffic. Although users
on these platforms may overlap to some degree, every social media plat-
form has a different algorithm for pushing content, and the way followers
and bloggers interact also differs. In this way, brands can save their costs
and expand their influence. Multidimensional distribution means a combi-
nation of different levels of internet celebrities as well as the official
community of the brand.

The brand community is an important place to display brand culture
and products; it also has the functions of product forecasts, official
promotion activity releases and after-sales service. The virtual communi-
ties of internet celebrities focus on the internet celebrities’ experiences
with products and their interactions with followers. Therefore, brands
and internet celebrities can construct different virtual communities on
different platforms, as well as different ways for brands to communicate
with users.

Conclusion

Due to the combination and development of social media and e-
commerce, social commerce has become the new trend of e-commerce
(Jascanu, Jascanu, & Nicolau, 2007). Consumers can easily obtain
product information and share experiences of products in various virtual
communities, which also play an important role in communication and
interaction between consumers and brands. Opinion leaders are active on
social media platforms and they have a huge impact on followers. The
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short video has become the most popular form of content on social media
platforms.

As traditional advertising seems to become less effective (Trusov et al.,
2009; Van den Bulte & Wuyts, 2007) in the era of social media, enter-
prises and brands should follow the trend and take measures to attract
customers and increase customer engagement in a virtual brand commu-
nity. This chapter suggests that firms build virtual communities and
influence consumers through opinion leaders. It is suggested that firms
cooperate with MCNs to customize video content, select influencers who
match their brand and utilize social platforms to realize multidimensional
communication.

As the popularity of short videos on social media platforms is still a new
phenomenon, literature on marketing practice that combines short video
with a virtual community is scarce. This topic involves knowledge of many
disciplines, including communication science, sociology, psychology and
marketing; so, quantitative and qualitative studies are needed to provide
more theoretical and practical support for brands.
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CHAPTER 4

Fashion Bloggers: Temperament
and Characteristics

Gordon Bowen and Deidre Bowen

Introduction

Bloggers are rudimentary diarists on one level, but more sophisticated
bloggers are individuals who maintain regular commentary on diverse
phenomena, products, services and special interest groups. Bloggers allow
blog visitors to leave comments in an interactive format. Some bloggers
use blogs in preference to traditional media, whereas others are like main-
stream journalists and view blogs as an additional communication medium
(Steyn, van Heerden, Pitt, & Boshoff, 2008).

The public relations community has not been slow to realise the impor-
tance of blogging and the impact the new media could have on the
practice of the public relations discipline (Croft, 2007). Lifestyle prod-
ucts, such as fashion, could benefit enormously from blogging, because
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commentary and ideas are central to promoting fashion brands and blog
visits are interactively engaging. If the values of lifestyle products and
services are based on intangible benefits, then commentaries and fashion
blogs are more likely to successfully promote products and persuade
blog visitors than a journalistic blog. This suggests that fashion blog-
gers require a certain temperament to write engaging commentary using
abstract ideas and opinions. The need for innovation is an important
driver of a blog’s success.

The market for bloggers is huge with the number in the USA set
to reach 31.7 million, which is up from 28.3 million in 2015 (Statista,
2020). Bloggers who have strong content are the most successful at
engagement. The types of content that are the best for engagement based
on a 30% benchmark are (blogtyrant, 2020):

how to articles (34%)
guides and e-books (40%)
gated content (36%)
infographics (37%)
original research (33%)
roundups (32%)
interviews (33%).

Opinion (29%) and news and trends (28%) are laggards when it comes
to audience engagement online. Certainly, there are content lessons for
fashion bloggers but, due to the nature of the product, other qualities are
required to engage visitors and potential visitors. This chapter suggests
that fashion brands drive content to a lesser degree than other products;
thus, bloggers’ characteristics as influencers, the politics of blogging, and
an understanding of the psychology of blogging and language are the
more important drivers of fashion bloggers’ success.

Theoretical Framework

Fashion Blogging

Fashion bloggers are individuals with a fashion blog; they write and share
information about fashion to their community (SanMiguel & Sádaba,
2017). Fashion bloggers form the largest segment of the blogosphere
to date and communicate about fashion brands, fashion products, street
style and personal style (Halvorsen, Hoffmann, Coste-Manière, & Stanke-
viciute, 2013). Akritidis, Katsaros and Bozanis (2009) stated that fashion
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blogs can be authored by individuals or be multi-authored (community
blogs). Categorisation of fashion blogs includes ordinary people inter-
ested in fashion, celebrities, media blogs and corporate blogs (Sádaba &
SanMiguel, 2015). Fashion influence has changed and evolved because
of the individual fashion blogger (Pedroni, Sádaba, & SanMiguel, 2017).
Fashion bloggers are influential because of their ability to create trust and
credibility (Hsu, Chuan-Chuan Lin, & Chiang, 2013). It is likely that
fashion bloggers influence purchase decisions because they are viewed as
a credible source by their readers and followers (Haugtvedt, Machleit, &
Yalch, 2005). Blogs are more effective at changing attitudes to accept or
reject a new product, because blogs are interpersonal channels and are
viewed as credible sources (Rogers, 2010).

Fashion bloggers’ influence on readers is due to their unique posi-
tion. They are regarded as fashion gods and at the same time readers are
fascinated with the bloggers and involve them in their everyday personal
lives, which indicates they are also considered friends (Belch & Belch,
2011). Engagement could be a key method that enables fashion blog-
gers to establish a close and qualified relationship with their readers.
Engagement is an important tool for the fashion blogger (Sádaba &
SanMiguel, 2016). In fact, a study of luxury products concluded that
75% of consumers consult a blog before purchasing a luxury item, while
87% ask for other readers’ comments about a given brand (Okonkwo,
2010). Recent studies have highlighted the importance of electronic word
of mouth in the online environment at the time of purchase (Han, Song,
& Han, 2013).

Characteristics of Fashion Bloggers on Social Media (Instagram)

According to Statista (2017), out of the 15 most popular Instagram
accounts, 7 are fashion-related brands (Nike, Victoria’s Secret, Nike
Football, H&M, ZARA, Adidas, Louis Vuitton), engaging millions of
fans in the online environment. According to the Pew Research Center,
Instagram users are mainly women ranging from 18- to 29-years old
(Greenwood, Perrin, & Duggan, 2016). Becker (2016) coined the term
“Instagrammer”; Instagrammers check Instagram for content at least
twice a day, which creates a demand for content (Greenwood et al.,
2016). What is considered entertaining or useful content is subjective, but
globally significant trends will attract many users. In the fashion world,
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the most noticeable trends are makeup tips, outfit of the day posts and
funny narrative, surprisingly (Lungeanu & Parisi, 2018).

Successful fashion bloggers must prove they have both individual and
social capital (Bourdieu, 1980). Fashion bloggers have more chance of
success if they are female, young adults or teenagers and have regular
posts that confirm their interest in fashion. Social capital is generated
in three ways (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998): structural (e.g., network
links), relational (e.g., trust) and cognitive (e.g., shared goals and shared
paradigms). This supports the idea of being “authentic” and trustworthy
as put forward by Marwick (2013, p. 4). Therefore, successful fashion
bloggers are individuals who have relationships with others in the commu-
nity, disclose personal information about themselves, and share their
personal opinions on trends and products online (Lungeanu & Parisi,
2018). Another social capital trait is empathy (Wiedmann, Henning,
& Langner, 2010). Instagram fashion bloggers’ main traits are: act as
opinion leaders and trendsetters, establish interactive and collaborative
relationships with users and other fashion bloggers, and produce authentic
content to foster closeness with users (Lungeanu & Parisi, 2018).

According to Ramos-Serrano and Martínez-García (2016, p. 90),
fashion bloggers are opinion leaders who “exercise greater influence on
people’s opinions than mass media or those media which are controlled
by the fashion industry”. Fashion bloggers consider themselves to be
experts, which is a mechanism to legitimise their position and standing in
a field in which not all have the requisite knowledge (Lungeanu & Parisi,
2018), which blurs the boundary between journalism and non-journalism
(Carlson, 2007). Fashion bloggers become opinion leaders and trend-
setters by self-analysis and promotion (Tomiuc & Stan, 2015). Fashion
bloggers who use the internet for storytelling that combines interpersonal
communication with brand communication, leading to content creation
in which personal life connections are used to connect with others, will
potentially become a success (Ramos-Serrano & Martínez-García, 2016).

Social media and blogs are termed as interconnected platforms that
enable users to modify content in a collaborative manner (Laurell, 2014).
Linking information on social media and blogs is considered a first step,
providing the right environment and getting users to use it is when
interaction occurs. Fashion bloggers take up the invitation to be very
interactive (Lungeanu & Parisi, 2018). On Instagram “mentions” (also
known as tagging) is a mechanism to link profiles or keywords (hash-
tags). The acquisition of mentions boosts a blogger’s profile, thus gaining
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more attention, which leads to more followers. Fashion bloggers use the
mentions to attract brand attention, in order to promote their products to
customers (Tomiuc & Stan, 2015). Tagging is also a way to drive fashion
bloggers’ followers to subscribe to their friends’ accounts (Koughan &
Rushkoff, 2014).

Digital technologies have led to increasingly higher rates at which
“fashion information is spread from various sources through multiple
media outlets” (Laurell, 2014, p. 523). Keeping up with fashion move-
ments is becoming increasingly more difficult, resulting in fashion
bloggers becoming intermediaries between customers and companies,
directing their followers to websites of the brand they are using and
talking about (Lungeanu & Parisi, 2018). Fashion bloggers also require
a certain status and visibility on the social media platform, which is medi-
ated by the number of followers and by the quality of the interactions
(Lungeanu & Parisi, 2018; Wiedmann et al., 2010; Ozuem, Howell,
& Lancaster, 2008). Being unsociable or unknown in the fashion world
sends a negative signal to the audience: that they do not care enough or
are not considered worthy by the rest of the community (Lungeanu &
Parisi, 2018; Marwick, 2013).

How can fashion bloggers differentiate themselves? They achieve this
by producing and sharing original and personal content with their audi-
ences (Bruns, 2005). Fashion bloggers create a false reality based on
mass media images, to create “pseudo-needs”, which are continuously
made and hoisted onto customers (Lungeanu & Parisi, 2018). A current
problem is that fashion blogs reinforce hierarchies of aesthetics, taste
and knowledge (Pham, 2011). Adopting a fashion persona online takes
place within a commercial context of branding and advertising practices
(Lungeanu & Parisi, 2018). Marwick (2013) suggested that fashion blog-
gers can differentiate themselves from one another by being authentic
not only in their blogs, but also on other fashion platforms, such as
magazines or corporate pages. Fashion bloggers can play a vital role in
shaping the influencing process; they can interpret corporate messages
and add their personal touch (Lungeanu & Parisi, 2018). Jenkins, Ford
and Green (2013) suggested that fashion bloggers act as cultural inter-
mediaries between brands and consumers’ needs. Through social media,
fashion bloggers contribute to the establishment of the cultural meaning
of fashion products by taking over and modifying the symbolic mean-
ings they carry. Audiences can get suspicious if a blog is too perfect,
because of its high similarity to corporate pages (Marwick, 2013; Ozuem,
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Patel, Howell, & Lancaster, 2017). An insincere Instagram profile can
cost a fashion blogger their audiences’ trust and the same is true if the
fashion blogger is engaging with brands just for money, without genuinely
endorsing the brand (Lungeanu & Parisi, 2018; Marwick, 2013).

Digital technologies have enabled a new kind of value co-creation
through co-creation and co-creation of brand, involving fashion bloggers
and customers. In this new environment, fashion bloggers can call upon
the type of power and influence associated with firms; points of interaction
offer opportunities for both value creation and value extraction for their
customers (Laurell, 2014). Interactions taking place on fashion bloggers’
sites produce a common social world that shapes the meaning of fashion
trends and habits (Arvidsson, 2006).

An authentic fashion blogger must be willing to discuss intimate details
about theirself to create a sense of a personal relationship with their audi-
ence while using self-branding techniques to get attention and visibility
(Marwick, 2013). By publicising their lives, fashion bloggers offer imme-
diate gratification to their followers (Rocamora, 2012). Importantly, the
ability of followers to interact with fashion bloggers is the main facet of
their differentiation, which companies cannot offer; fashion blogs offer
connectiveness and show that the fashion blogger is a “real” person who
cares about others (Marwick, 2013). The nature of content on fashion
blogs “favors informality, direct conversational modes of address, and
a certain assumption of intimacy (sometimes even of ironic complicity)
with the audience” (Tomlinson, 2007, p. 100). According to Marwick
(2013), audiences’ value honest and personal thoughts that provide useful
information to “real” people, answering their questions and meeting their
needs.

Research by Lungeanu and Parisi (2018) found that in the fast
moving and changing fashion environment, fashion bloggers maintain
a constant and regular engagement (with an average of 4.37 feed
posts/day) through social media. Drawing on the research of Koughan
and Rushkoff (2014), the most famous Romanian fashion bloggers on
Instagram make constant use of tags to aid interaction and collaborations.
There are regular interactions and postings with other fashion bloggers,
which increase the influence of audiences and the fashion bloggers. Those
fashion bloggers who did not engage got fewer followers, which affected
their ranking positions.

Another interesting finding from Lungeanu and Parisi (2018) is the
importance of transmedia storytelling (i.e., multiplatform storytelling)
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among various social media platforms (Jenkins, 2006; Lungeanu & Parisi,
2018). Fashion bloggers who work across social media networks, such
as Facebook, Instagram and YouTube, earned more followers on Insta-
gram than those who did not. Vlogging is a lucrative communication
tool that attracts attention; it pushes engagement and generates adver-
tising revenues for the bloggers themselves. Too much professionalism
tends to scare followers away, as it brings the fashion blogger closer to a
fashion professional and further away from being an individual. Although
fashion bloggers engage in collaborations, they need to ensure authen-
ticity and that the opinions are genuine with the use of hyper-mediated
authenticity based on sophisticated marketing techniques and informal
posts that reinforce the consumerist society in which we live.

Opinion Leaders and Influencers

People tend to confer and consult when making decisions in the real
world. Making purchases, event attendance, selecting travel destinations
and even political voting involve a decision-making process. The blogo-
sphere is a virtual environment that enables visitors to ask questions or to
listen to opinions and perspectives to aid them in their decision making
(Akritidis, Katsaros, & Bozanis, 2011). Consequently, visitors are influ-
enced by others in their decision making and actors that assist in the
decision process are influencers (Gruhl Guha, Kumar, Novak, & Tomkins,
2005).

Influencers are likely to have the interest of commercial organisations,
because of the political capital and respect they hold. Influencers could
become “unofficial spokespersons”, saving an organisation from making
investments in advertising, which is expensive (Akritidis et al., 2011), and
requiring less coordination and time than an advertising campaign would
entail. The popularity of blogs has attracted users because of their high
functionality, and publication is straightforward (Akritidis et al., 2011).
Blogs have become popular because of the psychology of blogging, that
is, blogs are a communication tool to inform others about their activities
or work and to provide commentary and opinion, to explain their where-
abouts and to express deeply held emotions (Nardi, Schiano, Gumbrecht,
& Swartz, 2004).

Identifying influential bloggers has given rise to a specific model, which
is the influence flow method, which explicitly identifies the influential
from the active bloggers. The model considers the features relevant to
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the blogsphere, such as size of the blog post, the number of comments,
and the incoming and outgoing links (Agarwal, Liu, Tang, & Yu, 2008).
The blogosphere is a changing environment and the model fails to recog-
nise time-related factors, which are crucial in understanding the influence
of bloggers. Furthermore, the model does not consider the productivity
factor (active bloggers), which impacts influence (Akritidis et al., 2011).

Factors that measure the influence of bloggers include the incoming
links. The number and length of comments are strong indicators of the
importance of the blog to a community. However, the outgoing links
are more subtle, they are used to recognise or convey authority (Akritidis
et al., 2011). It is generally accepted that longer documents have more
informational value than short ones. This is assigned an intuition value
on most successful web ranking functions (Ozuem, Thomas, & Lancaster,
2016; Robertson, Walker, Jones, Hancock-Beaulieu, & Gatford, 1994).

The temporal factor is an important indicator of a blogger’s influ-
ence in a rapidly changing blogsphere. Time is related to the age of the
blog post and the age of the incoming link to the post. The age of the
comment on the post is also significant. Influential bloggers are recog-
nised if they made influential posts recently or if the posts had impact
(Akritidis et al., 2011).

Temporal impact is defined by the following (Akritidis et al., 2011):

Proximal impact – identifies the impact that a blogger has on the regular
members or readers of the community. It is measured by the comments
made to the posts.

Wide impact – identifies the influence a blogger has on other blog-
gers outside the community. The incoming links that a post receives are a
significant indicator of this type of impact. Other indicators of this impact
are the quantity of posts on social media, such as Twitter and Facebook.

Blogger productivity and influence have unique characteristics in the
blogosphere. The definition of productivity for bloggers is the number
of long posts that were posted recently. Productivity needs to be viewed
in the context of rapid changes in the blogosphere, where posts will only
be productive for a certain period. New bloggers enter the blogosphere
and others leave. The date a blog post was submitted is crucial to deter-
mining whether it becomes old, after two months it could be considered
totally outdated.
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Improvement in the temporal impact and productivity calculations
altered the original influence flow method and identified bloggers with
potential commercial and advertising significance. Thus, the modified
influence flow method accounts for the rapidness and dynamism of the
blogosphere (Akritidis et al., 2011).

Other models that take account of the characteristics of bloggers are
classified as feature-based models and are non-temporal models. Feature-
based models take into account blog posts to gauge the influence of
bloggers. For example, the number of in-links and comments received
by a blogger’s blog are considered direct influence on the blogger’s post.
The H index is used to measure the quality of the blog posts and is used to
measure the influence of the blog post based on citations of the blogger’s
research output (Hirsch, 2010).

How can the different models be used in the blogging community?
The models help to identify influential bloggers who can be used to find
identify applications in different fields, such as finding trendsetters, viral
marketing, product promotion, revealing effectors in political domains
and changing others’ lives on social issues. The above applications are
discussed below.

Finding Trendsetters
Firms are attracted to the social web. Some multinational corporations
need to find celebrities who have large followings; these particular celebri-
ties are known as trendsetters. Influential bloggers are market movers
and trendsetters, who can help in the analysis of trends in technology,
online marketing and fashion (Goyal, Bonchi, & Lakshmanan, 2010).
Trend analysis helps firms to predict sales of their products in a sophisti-
cated way. It also enables personalisation research and it can be used to
improve blogs. This is achieved by asking users to share their wish list,
which could include their interests, which can be modelled to make book
recommendations to users based on their personalised interests (Lu, Hao,
& Jing, 2016). The latest application is the use of influential bloggers in
the identification of radical, extremist elements, which pose a threat of
harm (Anwar & Abulaish, 2015).

Viral Marketing
Viral marketing is a modern technique that uses social media channels
to promote marketing for various products. Viral marketing is known by
many names, such as viral advertising or buzz marketing. The use of blogs



90 G. BOWEN AND D. BOWEN

presents unique and innovative opportunities. Companies target influen-
tial bloggers to gain their trust and turn them into reliable campaigners
for their products and services. Blogs are free to the users, which is a big
advantage and traditional media (television) and new media are synergistic
(Chewning & Montemurro, 2016). Blogs are a major source of advertise-
ment and viral marketing, and they are supportive of brand awareness
and the role of the product. Pre-launch advertising on products and
services stimulates blogging activities and thus makes the advertising and
marketing more effective (Wu, Wu, & Chang, 2016). Viral marketing
is one of the major areas of influence for bloggers. Bloggers’ views and
opinions are considered trustworthy. Influential bloggers can also help
a company’s customer support service by sharing reviews about prod-
ucts to increase interest in them. Users of social media with extensive
social connections are likely to spread reviews to social networks (Kaur,
Dhir, & Rajala, 2016). Influential bloggers exhibit predictive abilities that
can assist in understanding future popularity levels (Zhang, Tomonaga,
Nakajima, Inagaki, & Nakamoto, 2015). Analysis of the blogosphere can
provide valuable insight into understanding user engagement and its rela-
tionship to blog post content. This, in turn, can help in advertising and
viral marketing (Khan & Sapra, 2014).

Political Domain
The social web is an important component of political campaigns. Polit-
ical leaders and activists use social networks, such as Twitter, for spreading
information quickly to their followers. There is also a spillover effect to
the population at large. Identification of influential bloggers has an impact
on other users’ opinions on things such as government policies and polit-
ical campaigns (Farrell & Drezner, 2008). A contemporary example is
the use of Twitter by President Trump, the president of the USA, to
wage political campaigns against his political opponents and firms that
have disappointed him. Keller and Berry (2003) suggested that influen-
tial bloggers can change voters’ behaviour. Political blogs are creating a
new political blog space, which is giving rise to a new form of political
representation (Karlsson & Astrom, 2016).

Social Issues
The social web not only influences the participation of users, but it also
has a direct influence on areas of their lives. People share their experiences
and personal stories on social media, which is a useful starting point for
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sociologists and psychologists to gain insight into people’s everyday life
(Gordon & Swanson, 2009). The identification of influential bloggers can
save valuable time for users, because they will not have to review too much
content that may be irrelevant. Blogs present diverse views on news stories
and readers can keep track of important stories (Lee, Jung, Song, & Lee,
2010). Influential bloggers can assist in health awareness campaigns such
as anti-smoking movements (Gharlipour et al., 2015). Influential bloggers
can facilitate businesses to address customers’ complaints and improve
customer service (Munger & Zhao, 2015).

Emotional and Sentiment Analysis
Emotions and sentiment analysis are part of social media, which has given
rise to the emergence of opinion mining as an active research area. The
influence of emotional arousal has been explored on the stock exchange
using Chinese micro-blogs (Dong, Chen, Qian, & Zhou, 2015). Models
that measure sentiment score (Alghobiri, Ishfaq, Khan, & Malik, 2015)
for influential bloggers found a correlation between bloggers’ activities
and their influence (Ishfaq, Khan, & Iqbal, 2016). Machine learning
techniques have been applied to separate the subjective as well objective
content in social web forums (Gharlipour et al., 2015).

Research on influential bloggers who are also influential in other social
web channels is an interesting area that needs to be explored (Khan et al.,
2017).

Language and Politics of the Fashion Blogger

A growing area of interest in fashion blogging, which has not been
researched in great depth, is how fashion bloggers create influence
(SanMiguel & Sádaba, 2017). Fashion bloggers have found it difficult
to gain full acceptance. This is captured by a quote from Vogue, “Note to
bloggers who change head-to-toe, paid-to-wear outfits every hour: Please
stop. Find another business. You are heralding the death of style” (Vogue,
October 2016, as cited in SanMiguel & Sádaba, 2017). Fashion blogging
is designated a sub-field in the fashion world, by which, “more research is
needed to better understand how social media has altered the brand rela-
tionships, in particular how it influences consumers to make choices and
recommend products to their social networks” (Kontu & Vecchi, 2014,
p. 211).
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Fashion bloggers are considered to have considerable influence, but
this is a taken for granted approach. This still leaves marketing profes-
sionals and researchers wondering how fashion bloggers influence fashion
brands. Understanding the characteristics of influential fashion bloggers
from a personal perspective (i.e., on knowledge criteria) and from their
social activities is challenging using a quantitative approach (SanMiguel
& Sádaba, 2017).

Research concluded that opinion leaders can be found in small and
informal groups and they exercise a face-to-face and personal leadership
role. These informal groups constitute friends, family and neighbours.
The influence of these informal groups moved beyond mere words by
motivating their audience to act and behave in a certain way. The influ-
encing of the informal group is done in a manner that is involuntary,
invisible and unconscious. Leadership is not linked to position or status
but is based on know-how and trust (SanMiguel & Sádaba, 2017).
Personal factors are the key relationship driver over the Web, giving rise
to e-influence (Sádaba & SanMiguel, 2015).

Fashion bloggers play a key role as opinion leaders by influencing
the fashion process in the following ways, as: mediators of standards of
cultural and social values (Simmel, 1923), sources of information (Katz
& Lazarsfeld, 2006), sources of advice (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 2006), sources
of reliability (Rogers, 1962), models of behavioural patterns (Katz &
Lazarsfeld, 2006) and diffusers of innovation (Goldsmith, Freiden, &
Kilsheimer, 1993).

The defining features of fashion bloggers consist of an interest in
fashion information and a commitment to being “in fashion”, such influ-
encers are usually young women and they usually belong to a high social
class (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 2006). Fashion opinion leaders tend to be more
interested in clothes, have access to more sources of information and
belong to a high socioeconomic class (MiKyeong, Seung, & Sun, 2003).
Opinion leaders in fashion regard being fashionable important and they
change their wardrobe to keep up with the fashion; thus, they follow
fashion closely and influence others to do the same (SanMiguel & Sádaba,
2017). Fashion leadership plays a key role in the diffusion of new fash-
ions (Goldsmith et al., 1993). Fashion leadership is linked to younger
age groups; fashion leaders are younger than non-leaders (Bertrandias &
Goldsmith, 2006; Goldsmith et al., 1993).

SanMiguel and Sádaba (2017) in their research found that 16% of
bloggers could be classed as influential fashion bloggers. Only a small
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percentage of fashion bloggers exert influence. The most effective fashion
blogger’s profile is: female, between 24 and 39 years of age, single and
university educated.

Fashion bloggers read more fashion blogs than fashion magazines.
Fashion blogs feed off each other, using more blogs than conventional
sources, such as fashion magazines or books. This implies that fashion
bloggers influence each other (Agarwal et al., 2008). Influential fashion
bloggers read more fashion magazines; fashion magazines are still an
important source of information for them because they provide them
with the information they need to influence others (SanMiguel & Sádaba,
2017).

Influential fashion bloggers not only influence online, but also go on
to become opinion leaders in the offline environment. This could be
because of their professionalism and their position as key players in the
fashion industry. Influential fashion bloggers are active in closed social
circles and are not just active in the online environment (SanMiguel &
Sádaba, 2017).

Influential fashion bloggers update their looks fortnightly, which could
be in sympathy with the latest trends they have read about. The fashion
industry is event-oriented: presentations, catwalks, product presentations,
magazine parties and awards. Influential fashion bloggers attend these
events to gather new content, expand their social network, and act as
a model of behaviour and a source of security for others (SanMiguel &
Sádaba, 2017).

Fashion and fashion blogging have been condemned by feminists in the
past. However, fashion blogs play a key communication role for women
to express feminist messages. The feminist woman uses fashion to express
an identity. The feminist woman acts and performs her gender, and this
can lead to a stronger empowered version of one’s self. The feminist self
is infused in the blog post and shared with her readers. Feminist fashion
bloggers create a niche audience that is created around feminist ideals
(Sofra, n.d.).

Psychology of the Blogger

The internet is a rich environment to study the psychology of blogging
in computer-mediated situations. Hiltz and Turoff’s (1978) book, The
Network Nation, which was reprinted in 1993, noted several observa-
tions about the online environment. Their observations included how



94 G. BOWEN AND D. BOWEN

users interact, and the impersonal nature and the freedom to “to be
one’s self” (Hiltz & Turoff, 1978, p. 27) in the digital environment.
They also noted the social and psychological difference between online
and offline (face-to-face) communications. These differences included the
use of pen names and anonymity online, and the insertion of gestures
and other forms of conversational discourse, which they referred to as
“written vocalization” (Hiltz & Turoff, 1978, p. 90). Licklider and Taylor
(1968, p. 28) referred to online communications as “distributed intellec-
tual resources”. The features these authors referred to, although about
distributed computer access and shared programmes, are true for blog-
gers today, who share personal stories, opinions, recipes and technical
information (Gurak & Antonijevic, 2008). There is a lack of social cues
in the digital world, but this is not a barrier to people expressing a range
of opinion and emotion (Rice & Love, 1987).

Research by Pew Internet and American Life Project (2006) concluded
that the most popular topic among bloggers is “me”. Speed, reach,
anonymity and interactivity provide the foundation for blogging (Gurak
& Antonijevic, 2008). Bloggers invite the intersection of private and
public life (Miller & Shepherd, 2004). The sharing of an unprecedented
amount of information with strangers via blogs is noted by Miller and
Shepherd (2004). The character of blogs is simultaneously private and
public, enabling group and individual identities (Wei, 2004). The blog
community develops a group identity that emerges (Blanchard, 2004).
Blogs as a communicative event are generally identified as online diaries.
Blogs, therefore, enable temporal structuring of a person’s activities,
experiences and/or thoughts, which is the function of traditional diaries
(Gurak & Antonijevic, 2008; Harris, 1995). Blogging is the rewriting
of oneself through interaction with the audience. Unlike writing tradi-
tional diaries, blogging is the linking of two or more individuals. This
is why blogs are both private and public and cannot be either public
or private (Gurak & Antonijevic, 2008). The introduction of new tech-
nology has extended the boundary of writing (Harris, 1995). It is easier
to hold a type of blogger identity through text-based social interaction
than through visual social interaction. It is easier to hold an invented
identity using text-based communications than visual communication. In
visual communications, you must look the part (Gurak & Antonijevic,
2008).
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Blogging gives back some control to the users, they can make the
decision to share information that is of a personal nature or not. Conse-
quently, they can decide if personal information should remain private
or public. Blogging allows a fusing of sharing information and creating
an identity, which is shared with the community (Gurak & Antonijevic,
2008).

Implications

Fashion bloggers are not like “ordinary” bloggers, they need to deploy
relationship-building skills, empathy, grow a social network, evolve and
refresh the content of their blog frequently. Ideas and innovation are
necessary characteristics of fashion bloggers, but they must be of interest
to their followers, which necessitates them to be extrovert in nature and
be central to social crowds so as to gain the insight required to refresh
and engage their online audience. Bloggers on products or services also
need to be opinionated, but this is based on expertise on equipment or
services, which legitimises their presence online. Fashion bloggers need
to create legitimacy to gain acceptance in the fashion blogosphere, which
is built on trust, collaborative partnership and authentic content.

Empathy is a characteristic that fashion bloggers require to differen-
tiate themselves from the crowd. One can argue that empathy is less
important for other bloggers who promote non-fashion brands. Fashion
is about intangible qualities (e.g., style) and fashion sends cues about
the individual. Successful fashion bloggers have empathetic antennae to
judge and understand what fashion products will catch on and how to
entice their audience to adopt different fashion trends. Earlier in the
chapter, the social capital that fashion bloggers need to acquire in order
to develop authentic blogs was discussed. The social capital environment
is enriched by fashion bloggers attending events, parties and corporate
entertainment. If fashion bloggers are to capitalise on the social capital
environment and engage with the attendees, then an empathetic nature
would help them to become an active member of the group, to solicit
ideas and encourage the attendees to be open about their experiences.
This would suggest that an outgoing nature and extrovert character
would help fashion bloggers.

However, the fashion blogger must be able to distil the myriad of
information they will gather and identify what is important to the fashion
world and to their audience. Fashion bloggers must be able to read trends



96 G. BOWEN AND D. BOWEN

and nurture them, so they become mainstream. Moreover, fashion blog-
gers represent brands, which is a mechanism to gain advertising revenue,
but they need to do their market research on how the adopted brands will
play with their audience. Fashion bloggers must be able to read their audi-
ence and assess what will work and what will not, which means fashion
bloggers must be flexible and open to learning from their audience. The
trick for the fashion blogger is getting the balance right so that most
of the audience is satisfied with the blog, because the last thing a fashion
blogger wants is to lose members. Presentation of the ideas gathered from
social capital meetings is important and may require “manipulation” of
the audience to gain their compliance and trust. Fashion blogs portray a
“different universe” to the everyday life of their audience. It is reason-
able to suggest that most of the audience understand that fashion blogs
are, in many respects, describing a parallel universe to their everyday life.
Nevertheless, the audience needs to feel comfortable in the fashion blog
environment and over-the-top or unbelievable experiences will sour the
relationship between the fashion blogger and the audience. The fashion
blogger creates a fantasy world that the audience can relate to and feel
comfortable with. This fantasy world needs to evolve and refresh to hold
and grow the audience.

Keeping an audience committed, engaged and loyal is more chal-
lenging for products that are based on intangible ideas. The authenticity
of the fashion blogger must not just be based on new ideas; these ideas
must energise the audience to stay and encourage them to engage with
family and friends so they become members of the fashion blog. The
audience for fashion bloggers matures and evolves; because fashion trends
are connected to age groups, fashion bloggers must replenish their audi-
ence over time. Maintaining diverse fashion blogs would be challenging
and, probably, satisfy few of the audience. This does beg the question
will fashion bloggers be able to still have the same degree of influence
as they grow older and will they maintain their ability to read the audi-
ence and exploit social capital meetings effectively to deliver the messages
their audience want to read? Afterall, fashion bloggers tend to be young
women who are fully engaged with the fashion scene. Will older fashion
bloggers be accepted at social capital events? Gaining useable information
in a social setting is a political process and requires fashion bloggers to be
politically astute and consummate networkers.



4 FASHION BLOGGERS: TEMPERAMENT AND CHARACTERISTICS 97

Fashion bloggers can hide their persona from their audience, because
they operate in a digital computer-mediated environment. Fashion blog-
gers cannot have an anonymous personality, because their messages are
built on private experiences, which must become public. However, the
persona they are presenting online might not be the “real” person,
and this could be perceived as manipulation. Fashion bloggers develop
an online personality that is attractive to the audience. The rewriting
of oneself could appear dishonest and fashion bloggers might not give
truthful opinions in what they are writing. Fashion bloggers are now
entering the world of marketing and specifically marketing communi-
cation, namely, advertising. This could lead to a conflict of interest for
fashion bloggers; successful fashion bloggers (influential fashion blog-
gers) will be able to use their skills to sell brands and products in which
they may not necessarily believe. The fashion bloggers’ audience needs
to be able to read between the lines but, it will not be easy. However, if
fashion bloggers were found to be misleading their audience, then their
audience could dissipate; this risk will need weighing by the fashion blog-
gers. There is a tension between advertising by the fashion bloggers and
legitimately sending verifiable messages to the audience. Breaking of the
tension by fashion bloggers could damage their reputation as an influ-
ential fashion blogger. The tension between fashion bloggers and their
audience could help to establish an equilibrium that ensures honesty,
truthfulness and “authenticity with truth”. Fashion bloggers need to
understand the psychology of blogging to become influential fashion
bloggers.

Conclusion

Fashion bloggers like (need) to share information like ordinary blog-
gers. However, fashion bloggers do not have a choice when it comes
to the private and public intersection. It is necessary for fashion blog-
gers to put personal experiences (storytelling) into the public domain
for their audiences, if the blog is to have any hope of success. This is
not the case for ordinary blogs, such as writing about technical equip-
ment. Furthermore, to be an influential fashion blogger requires shared
personal experiences that are refreshed using the fashion blogger’s social
network and collaboration with other fashion bloggers. The need to
refresh fashion blogs quickly puts more pressure on fashion bloggers to
maintain their authenticity to differentiate themselves from other fashion
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bloggers. Replenishing of social capital is time consuming and intrudes
on work–life balance, which suggests that fashion bloggers have a shelf
life, which is determined by the commitments one accumulates as one
gets older.

Research Limitations and Future Research

The chapter is a review of the literature on fashion bloggers from different
perspectives (opinion leader, psychology of blogging, language and poli-
tics of blogging, and becoming a successful or influential fashion blogger)
to build a consolidated view of fashion bloggers. However, further
research is required to understand how the dimensions considered will
vary in the offline environment of lockdown (an effect of the pandemic).
The frequency of reading fashion blogs may change and the nature of
the information that audiences may want could be different. How can
fashion bloggers obtain the social capital for their blogs? Social meetings
are interactive and the vibes inform the messages, but meeting online to
gather social capital is much more challenging. What strategies did the
fashion bloggers adopt to overcome the communication challenges?
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CHAPTER 5

Online Brand Communities, Customer
Participation and Loyalty in the Luxury
Fashion Industry: Strategic Insights

Wilson Ozuem and Michelle Willis

Introduction

Customers’ participation within online brand communities (OBCs) is crit-
ical for the long-term success and continued existence of OBCs and
luxury brands’ social media presence (Kumar, 2019). Customer partic-
ipation refers to the involvement of members of an OBC in activities
that keeps them connected to the community (Malinen, 2015), including
sending regular online posts and replies, searching for information and
sharing information. Research has found that active participation in
OBCs can lead to positive outcomes for brands, including members’
commitment to the brand, brand loyalty and word-of-mouth commu-
nication (Relling, Schnittka, Sattler, & Johnen, 2016). However, not
all forms of customers’ online participation will directly benefit luxury
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fashion brands or motivate loyalty towards the brand (Ozuem, Thomas,
& Lancaster, 2016). Motivations for participating in OBCs vary from
search for information related to the brand to seeking entertainment by
socially interacting with others. However, the motivations that encourage
customers to participate in OBCs do not necessarily oblige them to place
the brand as the central factor influencing their participation.

The importance of the brand to a customer affects participation
outcome. If a customer’s loyalty is aligned with the brand, then it may
positively influence other customers’ loyalty. If online participation does
not align favourably with the brand, the level of customer participation
gradually becomes irrelevant. A large number of social media users may be
participating within OBCs but not positively engaging or connecting with
the brand, whereas others may be passively participating but engaging
positively with the online content related to the brand. From this we can
identify two groups of participants in OBCs: active and passive partic-
ipants (this is discussed in more detail in the section “Dichotomies:
passive and active participation”. Passive participants generally observe
content rather than create and publish content like active participants do.
However, their passive participation can positively impact their engage-
ment with the brand directly: they consume content that may impact their
purchasing decisions and the appeal of the brand. The same can be said
for active participants; they will consume the content they encounter but
will actively respond to the content through replies, pictures and other
visual content. However, active participants come with higher threats
than passive members. They have the ability to share negative informa-
tion related to the brand as well as positive information; therefore, brand
managers need to critically examine whether active participants’ loyalty
aligns with the brand itself or with other non-loyalists.

Despite the positive outcomes of customer participation through
OBCs, the success of customers’ participation can backfire on a luxury
fashion brand (Park, Im, & Kim, 2018). Content and information shared
by some participating members, which may be prompted by posters who
do not positively identify with the brand but are willing to share such
information, can contradict the image of the luxury brand. It is important
to examine not only the level of participation customers develop but the
context and impact of their participation both on themselves and on other
customers. Every motivation and experience of participation is subjective
and leads to different outcomes. Regardless of the level of participation,
customers’ loyalty can be identified based on how they participate, what
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content they contribute and what messages they communicate regarding
the brand. The examination of online participation within this chapter is
influenced by the behaviour and attitudes of the millennial generation.
Millennials are significantly involved in social media activity, including
brand-related posts and social interactions, and they regularly purchase
products online, which places them at the centre of social media activity
(Azemi, Ozuem, & Howell, 2020; Bi, 2019; de Kerviler & Rodriguez,
2019; Liu, Wu, & Li, 2019). They are also critical about the brands they
consume, justifying their choice based on whether the brand suits their
image and is socially friendly, which makes them an important customer
segment in understanding the effect and outcome of online participation
on loyalty within OBCs. The next section discusses luxury fashion and
OBCs, which leads to a discussion of customer participation in OBCs,
including customers’ online behaviours, attitudes and motivations for
participating in OBCs. This is followed with a discussion of the customer
participation filter model developed from the discussed literature.

Luxury Fashion and OBCs

A luxury brand is often defined as having a set of unique factors, such as
exclusivity, high price, quality and symbolic attributes (Park et al., 2018),
which causes customers to psychologically perceive them as different
from mass-marketed brands (Wiedmann, Hennigs, & Siebels, 2009).
Customers who purchase luxury fashion brands are driven by the need
to enhance their social status and own a product that only a handful of
people can actually possess (Wiedmann et al., 2009). Advertisements of
luxury fashion brands have strongly emphasised the exclusivity and supe-
riority of their products, evoking social segregation between customers
(Park et al., 2018). Luxury fashion brands like Armani, Chanel, Louis
Vuitton and Tiffany & Co. are, for a majority of customers, financially
difficult to acquire; hence, their reputation as rare and exclusive and
available only to the elite market in contrast to the mainstream market.

Whereas luxury fashion brands separate elite fashion taste from the
mass market, social media emphasises the building of interpersonal rela-
tionships between members through interactions and exchanges (Willis,
2018), which has motivated luxury fashion brands to build interpersonal
relationships with customers (Kim & Ko, 2012). Platforms like Instagram
have dominated the communication channels of luxury fashion indus-
tries, and, as the showcasing of luxury brands on social media increases,
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the perceived psychological distance between the luxury brand’s status
and the consumer’s status lessens. Engagement within social media leads
to greater intimacy between brands and consumers (Hudson, Huang,
Roth, & Madden, 2016), prompting a feeling of friendship. However,
while social media has reduced the distance between customers and
brands, the status of luxury fashion brands and the status of mainstream
fashion products can still impact the level of interaction between low-
income customers and brands and between customers with elite status
and brands. Social distance represents a symbolic space between individ-
uals with different lifestyles, connecting people who have similar lifestyles
and dividing them from those who have different lifestyles. This leads to
less interactions between customers and less psychological attachment to
brands with luxury status (Park et al., 2018). This psychological distance
between customers and luxury brands can be reduced by two important
factors: (1) the brand’s image aligns with the customer’s personality and
identity, and/or (2) the brand or other community members encourage
customers or give customers reasons to participate within OBCs. The
next section discusses customer participation in OBCs; in particular,
customers’ goals and trajectories in OBCs and the effect they have on
an OBC’s value.

Customer Participation in OBCs

Customer participation indicates the degree to which customers are
willing to invest time and resources into services, which will conse-
quently impact the production, delivery and outcomes of products and
services, thus contributing to the overall value of the products and services
firms offer (Nysveen & Pedersen, 2014). Customer participation has
been examined based on the physical actions between the brand and
the customer, emphasising the co-production of product designs, service
delivery and knowledge sharing based on the collaborative actions of the
firm and the customer. However, customer participation activities are not
limited to activities between the firm and the customer, they also involve
group level activity within OBCs. In OBCs, customer participation refers
to the members’ involvement and engagement in online activities that
keep them connected in the long term (Malinen, 2015; Tsai, Huang, &
Chiu, 2012). Participation in OBCs includes contributing content, such
as online posts and replies, and investing time observing, searching and
exchanging information within OBCs (Kumar, 2019; Sun, Rau, & Ma,
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2014). Participation can also refer to community group activity, following
the feelings of “we-intentions” among members (Dholakia, Bagozzi, &
Pearo, 2004), which can lead to integration, a consistent unity within the
community, enhanced brand knowledge and brand relationships.

Customer participation does not happen without a purpose. When a
customer searches an online shopping website it is with the intention to
purchase an item; when considering participation in OBCs, the customer
needs a goal that motivates them to participate. Customers will participate
within an online community if they think that their goals will be achieved
following online participation (Relling et al., 2016). Research identifies
two sets of goals that motivate customers to participate in communities:
functional goals and social goals (Baldus, Voorhees, & Calantone, 2015;
Nambisan & Baron, 2007). When customers pursue such goals, they are
more likely to engage in community participation (de Almeida, Scaraboto,
dos Santos Fleck, & Dalmoro, 2018; Mathwick & Mosteller, 2016); thus,
encouraging the regular involvement of customers within OBCs.

Goals and Trajectories in OBCs

Participation within OBCs is arguably a result of customers’ individual
goals that indicate a need to engage with OBCs. As mentioned earlier,
customers’ goals can be divided into social goals or functional goals that
could include gaining benefits from participating in OBCs. Customers
may seek social benefits, such as social enhancement, support and approval
from other members (Relling et al., 2016), which they obtain by estab-
lishing close ties with other community members (Dholakia et al., 2004).
Customers with such social goals, benefit from participating in OBCs as
they connect them to other customers who share a passion for a brand
and they can obtain social support and approval from those members
(Dholakia et al., 2004; Nambisan & Baron, 2007; Wang, Stoner, &
John, 2019). In contrast, other customers may seek functional benefits,
such as information obtained from observing information shared by other
customers, to help accomplish specific tasks such as purchasing decisions.
These customers are primarily interested in brand-related information,
which may not be available on company websites, that OBC members can
provide, such as other customers’ overall perception of the brand’s quality
and their general purchasing experience. Customers with functional goals
typically seek objective information about a brand (Relling et al., 2016);
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so, they may have lower intentions to socialise with others on a personal
level.

Effect of Customer Participation on the Value of OBCs

As the usage of OBCs increases, so do the perceived benefits customers
obtain from participating in OBCs, thus, motivating them to continue
using OBCs. This increases the perceived value of the OBC, including
the functional, emotional, relational and entitativity values of the OBC.
In using OBCs for functional benefits, customers’ participation gener-
ates value, such as high quality experience, personalised services and
increased control (Chan, Yim, & Lam, 2010). Customers’ active involve-
ment in OBC activity that revolves around problem solving, purchasing
decisions and evaluations, and searching and sharing brand-related infor-
mation (Davis, Piven, & Breazeale, 2014), promotes a positive interactive
learning environment, which can have an impact on how customers
perceive consumption experiences through OBCs in contrast to the tradi-
tional methods of online shopping. The completion of functional goals
can lead to the development of emotional value that contributes to OBCs’
success. Customers may experience enjoyment in participating in the
services OBCs facilitate (Shukla & Drennan, 2018) and feel empowered
in using an OBC due to the control it allows customers (Yim, Chan, &
Lam, 2012). Members of OBCs are able to shape their own brand expe-
riences by contributing their own resources, such as personal pictures and
messages, making them more personalised, thus, enhancing enjoyment
when browsing through OBCs. Furthermore, the interactive nature of
OBCs and the closeness to the brand and other customers they enable
make them a fun and entertaining environment for customers (Carlson,
Rahman, Taylor, & Voola, 2019); thus, customers derive emotional value
from participating in OBCs.

Social media enables customers to interact with brands regardless of
geographical distances; thus, a purchase and delivery exchange develops
into a close personal relationship with the brand. OBCs enable customers
to engage in personalised communication with a brand’s daily activities.
This activity can be linked to relational consumption; the customer enjoys
their interactions with the brand (Davis et al., 2014; Ramaswamy &
Ozcan, 2016; Ozuem, Howell & Lancaster, 2008), particularly through
OBCs, which enhances their consumption experiences with the brand
(Merz, Zarantonello, & Grappi, 2018; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004).
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Relational brand connections promoted through OBCs can influence
brand-related outcomes, such as brand attitudes, purchase intentions,
brand affect and brand separation distress (Kara, Vredeveld, & Ross,
2018), which reveals that customers’ active participation in an OBC
increases their emotional attachment to the brand. This attachment can
also be developed between the community’s members. Entitativity values
refers to situations where people act as a whole coherent unit (Lickel et al.,
2000; Vock, Dolen, & Ruyter, 2013). Consumers may use OBCs to share
personal experiences with others, not only for their own benefit but for
the benefit of others, which, over time, helps members to build strong
links with each other, thus encouraging them to continue participating in
OBCs. In using OBCs, customers add value to an OBC by portraying
it as an environment that enables members to develop interpersonal
relationships with the brand and its members.

Social Identification and Commitment

OBC identification can be linked to group identification, which is a type
of social identification in which people describe their character based
on their membership of groups (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Member-
ship may include being a regular follower of Chanel or Louis Vuitton
through Instagram, a subscriber to a fashion influencer through YouTube
or a subscriber to a premium monthly membership that gives access to
exclusive jewellery, bought online, but showcased through social media.
What do these types of groups have in common? Shared value between
a follower and a brand and between a subscriber and a fashion influ-
encer, and shared experiences with the brand through social media
platforms; shared value is considered a major source of brand community
identification (Carlson, Suter, & Brown, 2008). Membership of commu-
nities can create a feeling of belongingness causing a commitment to
the brand community (Zhou, Zhang, Su, & Zhou, 2012). From the
previous discussion, we found that perceived social and functional values
of OBCs can impact community participation, which can lead to members
becoming committed to the OBC (Mathwick, Wiertz, & De Ruyter,
2008). Likewise, when members with shared brand experiences and useful
knowledge are linked together, participation within the OBC is more
likely to develop into a long-term commitment.

Similarly, customers’ identification with the OBC can potentially lead
them to commit to the brand itself (Willis, Ng, & Chitran, 2019).
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Bhattacharya and Sen (2003) found that when customers identify with
a company, loyalty outcomes are more likely to occur in contrast to
individuals who do not identify with the company (Willis, Ozuem, &
Ng, 2019). A long-term brand relationship is likely to develop when
customers perceive a similarity between their individual personality and
the brand. Fashion brands are described as having human personality
traits (Thompson & Haytko, 1997) that reflect the characteristics of a
person. In order for a customer to identify with a brand, they must first
feel that it aligns with their self-image and personality (Aaker, 1997;
Ranfagni, Crawford Camiciottoli, & Faraoni, 2016; Sirgy, 1982). For
instance, Armani evokes feelings of sophistication, glossiness and exclu-
siveness, whereas Valentino promotes a modernised and contemporary
young image. The source of influence for both brands is luxury but they
promote different personalities and images. Customers’ commitment to
these brands depends on how they identify with them and whether they
satisfy the intended status they want to deliver to their peers through
social media (Helal, Ozuem, & Lancaster, 2018).

There exists contrasting arguments regarding the order of influence
between OBC identification and brand identification (Zhou et al., 2012).
One argument is that brand community identification influences brand
identification (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2006), the other is that brand identi-
fication leads to brand community identification (Algesheimer, Dholakia,
& Herrmann, 2005). Arguably, a significant number of customers around
the world were loyal customers to luxury fashion brands before the
major movement of brands’ social presence to social media. However,
the efforts of luxury fashion brands to connect with young adults who
have more luxury personality than luxury income, along with the use of
social media, has redefined younger customers’ attachment to brands that
they may have only dreamed of being associated with. With more online
communities connecting customers with shared brand experiences and
values, it is arguably the brand community that continues to reinforce
customers’ positive brand attitudes, thus, enhancing identification with
brands (Stokburger-Sauer, 2010). When consumers develop a commit-
ment to a brand through OBCs, their purchasing intentions consistently
tend to narrow to the same brand (Algesheimer et al., 2005; Zhou
et al., 2012). Purchasing from a competing brand leads to disagree-
ment among the members, thus lessening the connection between them
(Scarpi, 2010). This issue highlights a concern for brands, as it indicates
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that though consumers may commit to an OBC, they may not neces-
sarily commit to the brand. Customers without an emotional attachment
to a brand will not automatically develop loyalty or brand commit-
ment, causing them to be classified as OBC participants rather than loyal
customers within OBCs.

Dichotomies: Passive and Active Participation

An important aspect of OBCs is the type of participation members prac-
tice; members perceive OBCs differently and the type of member they
choose to be acts as a mediator in the type of participation they prac-
tice (Mathwick et al., 2008). In the literature, the types of participation
membership in OBCs are divided into two groups: passive members and
active members. Passive members are non-interactive members, often
known as “lurkers” , who silently browse and read messages and posts
(Kumar, 2019; Mousavi, Roper, & Keeling, 2017). Active members,
also known as posters of content in OBCs, interact with other commu-
nity members (Kumar, 2019; Mousavi et al., 2017). While both of
these groups feel a sense of community towards a brand or other
members, active members participate much more within OBCs than
passive members. Passive members have a lower frequency rate in regards
to content posting and prefer to observe the content than actively engage
with it. OBCs embed collective activity and values; active members prefer
the interactive and community goal orientation of OBCs, whereas passive
members, who do not regularly participate in these community activities,
are less affected by the collective environment the OBC promotes.

The issue associated with passive members of OBCs is the assumption
that because they are less interactive with other community members,
then they cannot be engaging with the brand. However, in reality, this is
far from the case. Passive members can develop cognitive and emotional
bonds with others, but their rare social interactions limit their motivation
to participate in OBC activity (Kumar, 2019). Passive members prefer
activities that involve less social contact, such as brand purchasing, but
this does not make them less engaged than active members. It is impor-
tant to note that OBCs are not just channels to network and socialise, they
also consist of brand-related information, including product and promo-
tion updates. Members of online social network sites aim to socialise,
whereas members of OBCs can socialise, seek information or both. Passive
members can thus be referred to as information seekers, who actively
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visit OBCs to find information related to the brand by examining the
online comments published by active members. OBCs are an ideal plat-
form to transform information seekers into socialisers, which is possible
over time given the communities’ shared language, vision and reciprocal
exchanges that appeal to the information seeker (Meek, Ryan, Lambert,
& Ogilvie, 2019). Not all members will evolve into active participants
of OBCs, but their motivation to continue seeking information through
OBCs maintains the behaviour that keeps them engaging with the brand’s
information, even if it is not noticeably obvious.

OBCs thrive on the relationships members develop with each other
following social interactions. Thus, the continued success of OBCs
depends on the ability of their members to interact with each other
(Meek et al., 2019). This is important for brands that rely on existing
customers to share brand knowledge and other information related to the
brand to encourage social engagement between members (Aksoy et al.,
2013; Chiu, Hsu, & Wang, 2006; Ozuem et al., 2017). To facilitate this
within OBCs, the development of network ties is encouraged; network
ties can be defined as people who send information to and receive infor-
mation from each other. Network ties are essential for OBCs as they
promote the creating and sharing of knowledge and have an impact on
attracting new members to OBCs and retaining existing ones (Meek et al.,
2019). Several researchers have investigated the importance of devel-
oping connections between community members, emphasising a “we”
or “us” culture that encourages a shared feeling of belonging within
the community (Bergami & Bagozzi, 2000; Fournier, 1998; He, Chen,
Lee, & Pohlmann, 2017; van Meter, Syrdal, Powell-Mantel, Grisaffe,
& Nesson, 2018). The ties individuals develop with other community
members encourage a perceived sense of belonging, potentially leading
to participative behaviour within OBCs (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001).

Within OBCs, the impact of network ties can be measured by their
strength, immediacy and number of people within the network. Luxury
fashion brands and fashion influencers can be found on a variety of social
media channels, like Instagram or Twitter, with a high volume of followers
and subscribers. According to Statista, Chanel had 34.9 million Insta-
gram followers, Louis Vuitton had 32.07 million and Dior had 25.55
million followers in 2019 (Clement, 2019). When considering brands,
social influencers and customers, their level of status on social media,
also referred to as online rank and popularity, is often determined by
the number of social ties they have (Muller & Peres, 2019). Research
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encourages social media managers to attract individuals with a high status
to encourage more potential members (Hanaki, Peterhansl, Dodds, &
Watts, 2007; Hinz, Skiera, Barrot, & Becker, 2011; Kupfer, Pähler vor
der Holte, Kübler, & Hennig-Thurau, 2018). A perceived critical mass
of members has been proven to be effective in encouraging individuals
to adopt technology channels and purchasing behaviour (van Slyke, Ilie,
Lou, & Stafford, 2007). However, because luxury fashion brands have a
unique personality, social network ties need to emphasise a unique person-
ality and identification with members (Dholakia et al., 2004), which can
be negatively impacted if there are too many social network ties. It is
important to encourage personal interactions between network ties when
discussing brand-related information through OBCs. It is important that
customers feel genuinely connected to the discussion and are able to
relate to the sender of the information, so that individuals’ participa-
tion evolves from simple information exchange into the sharing of values
and goals in regards to commitment to OBCs. This will ultimately create
empathy between community members, which will motivate them to
become attached to the community.

Customer Participation Filter Model

There are many important characteristics that are important to under-
standing the outcome and effect of customer participation, including the
willingness to participate, vividness of the content and users’ brand atti-
tude. OBC members could be passive or active. While there are important
features linked to passive participants, it is the active participants who
illustrate the level of brand loyalty that emerges based on their partic-
ipation, and it can impact the loyalty of others based on the messages
they publish. From this we outline three key characteristics: participa-
tion effort, participants’ intended audience and brand mentions. Using
these, we can determine whether a participant is active or passive, whether
they intend to communicate with the brand itself or other users, and if
the content reflects positive, negative or neutral attitudes towards the
brand. By considering these, we can filter out individuals who partici-
pate in brand-related or non-brand-related participation and whether the
participation positively aligns with the brand as shown below in Fig. 5.1.
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Fig. 5.1 Customer participation filter model

Participation Effort

Participation within social media is not a mandatory activity to remain
connected with brands, unless a customer, psychologically attached to the
brand and OBC, is convinced otherwise. Customers’ willingness to partic-
ipate can be linked to their motivations; they could have a single or several
motivations for participating, such as curiosity, interest in creativity, to
gain knowledge, enthusiasm to present their own ideas or to gain mone-
tary rewards. Customers’ specific motivations and their current mind-set
of the brand, causes them to tailor their participation within OBCs. While
there are several individual motivations for participating in OBCs, millen-
nial customers generally seek information, entertainment or social benefit
values or a combination of these within OBCs.

Information value within OBCs aligns with searches for content,
information, experience, ideas and other resources related to the brand
published either by the brand or other OBC members (Dessart,
Veloutsou, & Morgan-Thomas, 2015). Specific brands are the central
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topic within OBCs, making them an attractive platform containing infor-
mation majorly related to the brand. Customers follow social media
brand pages to retrieve information related to a brand’s products, pre-
purchase information, sales and promotions, brand events and product
reviews. Such information links to highly observant and passive behaviour
in regards to online participation. Participants who seek information do
not generally create and contribute; those who do, may comment with
questions to fill in knowledge gaps related to products or brand services.
Participants with information goals usually rely heavily on members who
actively share knowledge and self-created content. While looking for
information can be deemed an active act and part of an individual’s moti-
vation to participate in OBCs, information seekers develop more passive
levels of participation as their informational needs can be satisfied without
having to actively contribute or create content.

Therefore, it can be argued that customers motivated by information
seeking, which requires less effort than active participation, are likely to
contribute the bare minimum of content. However, it is important to
note that though some millennials do not actively comment within OBCs,
they can engage with the information they encounter when seeking
information, by using the information they observe to influence their
purchasing decisions as well as their knowledge of the brand. In contrast,
they may simply avoid or scroll past the information they encounter, thus
causing them to be classified as disengaged participants within OBCs.
Of course, this also means that for customers to engage in information-
related content, they must have a motivational goal to search for the
information with the intention of using it for additional purposes.

The entertainment value of OBCs is embedded in their ability to
provide pleasurable experiences and enjoyment to participants observing
their visual content. Entertainment activities within OBCs can evoke
emotions that can encourage observers to not only consume but also
create and contribute content online. Customers who have entertain-
ment goals provide more creative content, such as pictures and explicit
comments, and they engage more in sharing. Unlike customers whose
motive is information seeking, customers with entertainment seeking
motives do not necessarily have a specific goal in mind in regards to the
brand, which places their loyalty to the brand into question. The enter-
tainment value of OBCs encourages OBC members to become involved
in online activities, like social media campaigns, content or games, which
can eventually lead to social interactions with other members. These social
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interactions can strengthen relationships between members, leading to a
strong network of ties within OBCs. However, meeting entertainment
value is more complex than meeting informational value. What is consid-
ered entertaining is subjective. Social media enables customers to engage
in personalised interactions, which can become less about the brand and
align more with the topic on which the discussion is based. The values
that emerge from these interactions can often shape a brand through the
OBC; however, this can threaten the image of exclusivity and uniqueness
that a luxury fashion brand aims to retain online. Consequently, though
high participation is strongly encouraged in luxury fashion brands’ OBCs,
brand managers have to take care to ensure the participation efforts of
OBC members appropriately represent the image of the brand.

Participants’ Intended Audience

The transformation of social media platforms has allowed millennials
control regarding what they share and who they share it with. In the
luxury market, social media content does not simply comprise interactions
between the firm and the customer, it includes interactions with owners
of luxury brand products, opinion leaders, the informed and bias-aligned
OBC members, and the owners of the brand itself. When luxury brand
consumers participate in OBCs, they may have different target audiences
depending on the self-created content contributed. Luxury fashion brand
consumers’ online engagement with the brand may differ from their
engagement with other brand consumers and social peers.

The term “user–brand interactions” describes the relationship between
a brand and its customers or users of its social media channels. This rela-
tionship is built on interactions in which a customer/user directly posts
a comment and the firm/brand responds with information beneficial to
the customer, such as events, product promotions and collection updates.
Customer-to-customer, or user–user interactions, allow more flexibility
in the exchange of positive and negative information and responses
shared between the members. The majority of exchanges between luxury
customers and the brand involve liking, sharing and posting short
comments, and the customers do not expect brands to directly respond
to them. Customers’ engagement that is directed towards social peers
and other brand users presumes a response (i.e., positive responses to
comments, answers to product and brand enquiries, and discussions of
photos and videos). Content that is delivered to a broader audience is
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likely to develop a greater reaction than content directly aimed at the
brand. When content is directed towards the brand, the interactions are
usually brief. Arguably, there are two reasons for this: (1) the risks of over-
exposing millennials’ interactive comments and (2) the socioeconomic
market the brand is aligned with.

Though luxury fashion brands are transforming their one-sided
communication platforms, they deliver varying levels of online brand–
consumer engagement. Some deliver a low level of brand–consumer
engagement and selectively respond to customers’ comments and focus
on communicating brand image and messages. Whereas others deliver a
high level of engagement, focusing on building intimate and close rela-
tionships with all consumers. High engagement between the brand and all
customers may seem like a good thing. However, in the luxury sector, it
can threaten to downgrade the perceived exclusivity of the brand, causing
it to be perceived as a brand for just anyone. Louis Vuitton classifies
its target market as “self-indulgers”, “quality seekers” and “status seek-
ers”. Coach targets the “affordable luxuries” market, whereas Michael
Kors aims to reach the “high earners, not rich yet” consumers. When
communicating with brands, customers adjust their content according to
the marketing messages and segment category the brand promotes. The
2013 #WhatsInYourKors campaign encouraged fans to upload photos
of what they were carrying around in their handbag, promoting a fun
and interactive way for Michael Kors customers to share pictures of their
bags. Though the images were shared publicly, the content was arguably
tailored to align with the Michael Kors personality. Chanel updated
followers on a new line of pink shades of makeup, the responses: “The
colour is very beautiful”, “Love Chanel! Beautiful Fall” and “Once again
they don’t disappoint…a masterpiece” to name a few along with happy
emojis. Once again, this content is arguably for Chanel and other brand
users, and not for social peers, who would likely engage in counterar-
guments related to the brand or perhaps have low association with the
brand.

Brand Mentions

Luxury fashion brands are very interested in engaging in social media
activities to obtain benefits, such as positive brand reputation, brand
image and brand awareness. Many customers of luxury fashion brands
rely on the reputation and equity of a brand to express aspects of their
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self-identity, which social media has allowed to be made more visible to
a larger audience (Bernritter, Verlegh, & Smit, 2016; Wilcox & Stephen,
2013). Brand mentions on social media have been a major method of
communication to present information and identities that can be traced
back to the brand itself (Hu, Chen, Chen, & He, 2020); they are often
found in the form of a hashtag or through a comment. Brand mentions
are very important in identifying the extent to which social media users
are engaging in relation to the brand. It is common for millennials, the
generation most active on social media, to come across brand mentions
in other users’ posts.

The mention of brands can differ depending on the nature of the post:
the mention of the brand could be either direct or indirect. For instance,
in blogs or review sites, a customer’s review of a new makeup collec-
tion can draw direct attention to the brand itself, whereas a picture post
through Instagram or Facebook of a recent dining and holiday event may
feature a branded handbag, jewellery or clothing item that the poster does
not directly mention because the holiday or dining event is the focus of
the poster, so the observer may not see a hashtag or additional comment
in reference to the brand. As the number of mentions of a brand grows,
the level of interactions related to the brand becomes more visibly evident.
For the active publisher, a brand mention can identify the perception they
have of the brand. Often, posters who hashtag a brand add additional
hashtags to briefly, yet powerfully, summarise their feelings about having
a luxury fashion brand item (e.g., #louisvuitton #pureromance #business-
woman #justneededit). This indulges their desire to socially stand out
based on the luxury fashion product and identifies their positive percep-
tion of the brand, which companies often adopt as a useful and authentic
social media marketing tool in relation to other potential customers.

Many luxury fashion brands have reached their goal in getting their
brand name mentioned, but they are not free from negative publicity,
which is easily generated through brand mentions. Although a luxury
fashion brand can make use of positive brand messages that customers
share through hashtags and comments, they also have to deal with the
unexpected negative messages added to the mention of the brand. Social
issues and events, which may not necessarily be connected to the brand,
can draw the brand as the centre of focus of these issues, negatively
impacting the image and following of the brand. This shows that high
participation within OBCs is not always a good thing for luxury fashion
brands if, for example, the intention of the conversations is to boycott
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the company. Brand managers must always check not only the level of
participation, but what the sentiment is and whether it aligns positively
or negatively with the brand. This is important because brand mentions
do not only concern active posters, they also concern the passive observer.
How the brand comes across through customers’ mentions of the brand
when participating in OBCs can impact the perceptions of other potential
customers; the passive information seeking individual may be influenced
to reconsider their purchasing decisions, and the active poster may be
encouraged to contribute further negative information.

Conclusion and Future Outlook

From the discussion of the identified characteristics of customer partic-
ipation within OBCs, and the different motivations for participation,
considering the number of participants alone is not a feasible measure-
ment to justify the success of online participation within the luxury
fashion sector or for it to be classified as loyalty to the brand itself.
The term quality over quantity may come to mind when considering the
effect of customer participation on brand loyalty. Luxury fashion brands
have no issue attracting high numbers of followers and commenters to
their OBCs. However, this does not mean that all are loyal customers or
followers of the brand itself. Luxury brand managers must examine the
sentiment of the messages community members share regarding whether
they align positively or negatively with the brand. Millennials are impacted
by what their close peers and other social networks share through social
media. So, it is important to examine what the active posters are sharing
about the brand, as the perception of individuals who engage passively,
who mostly observe content, will be impacted by what they read.

The chapter finds that though an individual may be highly active in
contributing content within OBCs it may not be beneficial to the brand;
for instance, they could post negative messages that are directly related to
the brand, or engage in conversations that are not related to the brand
but influential enough to motivate other active members to participate.
The chapter also finds that passive participants, though they participate
less actively in OBCs, engage with the published information by using it
for other activities, like finalising purchasing decisions or enhancing brand
knowledge. This can over time impact the long-term loyalty they may
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develop with the brand, and though passive participants encounter nega-
tive information delivered through other individuals’ online participation,
they are unlikely to actively share negative information themselves.

Although online participation is important to luxury fashion brands,
satisfaction with the brand remains a key factor in loyalty in the short
and long term. Customers may participate within OBCs, but they may
not necessarily become more satisfied with the brand, and participating
in many online activities may have only a short-term effect on loyalty.
However, it is important to remember that all customers have different
motivations for engaging in OBCs and have different past experiences
with the brand. Future research should not only consider the motivations
to participate within OBCs, but also consider the perceived attachment
or relationship customers have with the brand and how it impacts their
decision to participate within OBCs and the actions they perform. This
will support further understanding of millennial customers’ individual
behaviours expressed through OBCs and how their loyalty is impacted by
their participation within OBCs. This will also help to further concep-
tualise passive participants by explaining why they might not actively
participate but continue to visit OBCs.
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CHAPTER 6

Maintaining a Creative Brand Image
in anOmnichannel World

Annette Kallevig

Introduction

The age of digital marketing has presented several new opportunities for
luxury fashion brands. Influencer marketing, search engine optimization
and precise targeting are but a few, and represent an always-on approach
to marketing. Previously, marketing communications were executed in
campaign cycles, similar to the seasonal collections of the fashion houses.
Mass marketing communication was primarily one way, with little direct
interaction with the consumer, which left the brands with a high level of
control over their brand message (Straker & Wrigley, 2016a). Today’s
consumers engage directly with the brands across several media and
platforms simultaneously, both offline and online, making brand manage-
ment complex, with considerably less control. At the same time, digital
marketing collects data so that it can be continually optimized based
on performance and measurable customer behaviour (Braun & Moe,
2013; Bruce et al., 2017; Kumar et al., 2013). This development has
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brought on a need for more iterative, continuous work processes with
an ever-increasing focus on integrated marketing communication (IMC)
(Havlena et al., 2007; Tevi et al., 2019).

Over the past decades, much research has been conducted on the
effects and effectiveness of using IMC processes (Batra & Keller, 2016;
Calder & Malthouse, 2005; Ots & Nyilasy, 2015). The role of creativity
and content within IMC has been largely overlooked in these studies,
however, although one of the few early studies on the subject revealed a
positive effect of creative content on IMC (Sasser et al., 2007). A need
for updated constructs within creativity research as it relates to digital
marketing communications has been identified (Bruce et al., 2017; West
et al., 2019).

To build a resilient brand in this complex and highly competitive
marketing climate, creative marketing communication is as important as
ever to obtain attention, build loyalty and separate the brand from its
competitors (Ozuem et al., 2008; Turnbull & Wheeler, 2017). The ques-
tion then, is, how to integrate creativity coherently across the many and
varied touchpoints in the various customer journeys.

With much of its value proposition tied to immaterial, emotional
attributes, creativity has always played an important role in luxury
marketing. Along with quality and exclusivity, social constructs such as
psychological value, identity and customer awareness have been identi-
fied as key attributes of a luxury brand (Fionda & Moore, 2009). For
such immaterial social constructs to contribute to a perceived consumer
value that transcends the physical attributes of the product and its parts,
creative and emotionally evocative marketing communication is necessary
(Straker & Wrigley, 2016a) In fashion luxury brands, creativity is not only
at the core of the external brand image, but of the product and the entire
industry (Dion & Arnould, 2011).

Fashion, comprising couture, ready-to-wear and accessories, is the
largest of the four dominant categories within the luxury sector, the other
three being perfumes/cosmetics, wines/spirits and watches/jewellery
(Fionda & Moore, 2009). According to a report “Luxury Fashion World-
wide 2020” (Statista, 2020), the luxury apparel segment held a market
volume of e55,036 million in 2020 and annual revenue growth is
expected to continue. While not all segments within the luxury category
need to continually introduce novel products, the luxury fashion segment
is required to present high frequency innovation across many products at
a time (Fionda & Moore, 2009; Marcone, 2014; Miller & Mills, 2012).
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Two seasonal collections per brand per year, each comprising several new
products, is rather the norm than the exception (Alexander, 2016).

While both luxury fashion production and marketing communication
are considered creative disciplines, the ways in which they use and manage
creativity are not necessarily aligned. There has frequently been friction
regarding their perception and management of creativity (Leclair, 2017).
As many luxury fashion brands administer their marketing communi-
cations in-house (Fionda & Moore, 2009), friction is likely between
departments in the same company. In maintaining the luxury fashion
brand, a marketing communication department can experience dissonance
within the department because different roles may have different tasks
that require varying degrees of adoption of the overall brand, which
requires adapting the core of the brand to the various marketing commu-
nication efforts. In addition, the department frequently needs to balance
the creative brand interests with financial requirements. Over recent years,
previously independent luxury brands have grouped under luxury group
holding companies that now dominate the market, and these groups
may impose financial and other business requirements affecting marketing
communication. While imparting broad luxury marketing expertise across
the individual brands in which the luxury group has an interest, it is not
unlikely that the holding company also wishes to ensure that a strong
brand positioning is executed without compromising other brands in their
investment portfolios (Fionda & Moore, 2009; Miller & Mills, 2012).

Although not all brands in the luxury category have the same
complexity and creativity requirements as luxury fashion, most have their
value proposition in immaterial assets that are subject to some of the same
dynamics (Miller & Mills, 2012). They will have the same need to convey
these creatively through IMC. The trends and observations in this chapter
are therefore likely to be applicable to the broader luxury and fashion
brand categories, in varying degree.

Brand and Creative Brand Image

From the early stages of marketing, when brand and trademark were more
or less synonymous, brand and brand value have been interpreted in many
ways. The purpose, however, has always been recognition, and, ultimately,
to encourage customer commitment. In recent times, the importance of
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brand values has integrated the brand more deeply within the organiza-
tion, and the ideal is often to increase the value of the brand beyond its
product or offer (De Chernatony, 2009).

A clear and well-developed brand concept is considered fundamental
within the luxury category, with special emphasis on brand name and
identity. A brand identity rooted in values may be the best way to differ-
entiate and engage consumers on an emotional and functional level,
especially long term (Fionda & Moore, 2009). While congruity between
consumer self-perception and brand personality is a deciding factor in
all brand identity perception (Klipfel et al., 2014), it is likely to be a
requirement when the goal is to build long-term engagement that leads
to customer loyalty and, ultimately, advocacy, which is the foundation
on which most successful luxury fashion brands are built. Luxury brand
performance is a balancing act, where brand management is concerned
with creating growth while retaining the exclusivity that is key to the
luxury brand (Dubois & Paternault, 1995; Kapferer & Valette-Florence,
2018).

Authenticity, high quality and exclusivity characteristics of iconic
coveted products associated with the luxury category are aspects of
the product itself. Of these three, the characteristics of exclusivity have
the potential to differentiate products within the category; marketing
communication is concerned with exclusivity. The exclusivity character-
istics are often tied to the vision of the founders or creators, and often
become core aspects of the brand signature, sometimes called the “brand
DNA” (Fionda & Moore, 2009).

Iconic and coveted are social constructs related to a consumer’s real-
ization of their social self and personal self (Kapferer & Valette-Florence,
2018), and product attributes are not likely to evoke such a psycholog-
ical effect alone. Creative marketing and marketing communication are
called upon to build a desirable culture the consumer wants to be a
part of, which aligns with and enhances the brand DNA to a coveted
status. This coveted culture at the perilous intersection of brand aware-
ness and brand penetration has been referred to as an aspirational dream
environment, which signals the complex need to create and commu-
nicate experiential value beyond the product itself through marketing
and marketing communication (Dubois & Paternault, 1995; Kapferer
& Valette-Florence, 2018). With creativity from the fashion product
embedded in the brand DNA, accentuated by marketing communication
creativity to create and maintain immaterial psychosocial value beyond
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that of the product itself, the brand image becomes creative, in and of
itself.

IMC and Creative Brand Image

The omnichannel marketing communication environment has become
increasingly complex, and a growing need for IMC has inspired much
academic research on the subject over the past two decades (Calder
& Malthouse, 2005; Kerr & Patti, 2015; Kitchen et al., 2008; Ots &
Nyilasy, 2015; Sasser et al., 2007; Tafesse & Kitchen, 2017). IMC can be
defined as the optimal result of a company’s efforts to inform, persuade
purchase, and remind consumers about their brands and products, consis-
tently (Batra & Keller, 2016). In a multichannel marketing environment,
this means across media, channels, messages and the various disciplines of
the people involved.

Although plentiful, IMC research can be difficult to apply in practice,
since much of it takes an abstract, managerial standpoint, with practical
suggestions only as it applies to overarching brand management. This
can lead to top-down brand management (Keller, 2016; Ozuem et al.,
2017). With more specialists in various disciplines working in increasingly
complex processes, integration between them rather than in vertical silos
is likely to be more efficient (Kitchen et al., 2008). To seamlessly deliver
the customer experience level expected of a luxury brand across multiple
channels in a complex, competitive digital environment requires, at the
least, a multichannel strategy, but possibly also a digital-first approach
(Straker & Wrigley, 2016b; Patten et al., 2020).

Even when most participants in a process work towards integration,
IMC is not always successful in practice. It has been suggested that
this may be due to varying interpretations of IMC by participants and
consequent different mental models, but research has also suggested that
this may be due to a lack of standards (Gronstedt & Thorson, 1996;
Ots & Nyilasy, 2015). Ots and Nyilasy identified four main types of
IMC dysfunction: compartmentalization, lack of trust, communication
and context.

Creativity research yields few theories regarding the role of creativity
in IMC. Focusing not only on initial creative development but also taking
into account a system’s resources and their interactions over time by
adopting a systems approach to creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996) is
recommended (Lee & Östberg, 2013; Sasser et al., 2013). This approach
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is also likely to be relevant for creative IMC (CIMC). To fully under-
stand how creativity can be integrated in IMC, however, comprehensive,
holistic theories are needed (West et al., 2019).

The fashion industry as a whole represents an integration of many
different specialties, several of which are creative within their fields.
Marketing communication has always played an integral part. The first
presentation of a new collection, frequently referred to as a runway
show, is held fairly early in the production process; it is at the core of
both product development and marketing communication. However, the
centralized coordination of the various competences involved is top down
and highly hierarchical. This may lead to dysfunctions in internal integra-
tion similar to those listed for IMC above, and might be less conducive
to meeting the creative integrated marketing demands of today (Ots &
Nyilasy, 2015).

With its immaterial and psychological value to the consumer, experi-
ence has always been a key attribute of the luxury proposition, and is at
the core when building and maintaining a luxury fashion brand identity.
For luxury fashion brands, the full brand experience was initially limited to
small, privileged groups, receiving exceptional personal service at various
points in the supply chain. This gave high levels of exclusivity and control
over the brand image, but may have limited growth potential (Kapferer
& Valette-Florence, 2018). Today, most luxury fashion brands share their
brand experience with a broader public. Through flagship stores, for
example, luxury environments deeply engrained in the brand image are
available to consumers in major cities around the world (Fionda &Moore,
2009). As a broader consumer base has gained access to brands as well
as to interactive technology, the demand for an integrated luxury expe-
rience available anywhere is expected, and transfer of the creative brand
image to new and often digital platforms is needed to maintain interac-
tive emotional engagement (Atwal & Williams, 2009; Straker & Wrigley,
2016b). This broad integration leaves the luxury brands with less control
of their brand image, and since key characteristics of the category are
rarity and perceived exclusivity, there is a risk that luxury brand desir-
ability may diminish over time. A balance needs to be struck between
brand awareness and brand penetration to avoid negative consequences
(Kapferer & Valette-Florence, 2018).
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Creativity in the Fashion Industry

Researching creativity can be challenging, even when narrowing its scope
to business applications (Sternberg & Lubart, 1991; Steiner & Pretten-
thaler, 2015; West et al., 2019). While creativity has been defined in many
ways, most research agrees that originality and appropriateness for what
it is intended to achieve are key components (Sasser et al., 2013; Stern-
berg & Lubart, 1996). Original and appropriate as social constructs are
quite open to interpretation, and different interpretations can prevail even
within the same marketing communication environment (Koslow et al.,
2003). Different stakeholders and contributors to the creative produc-
tion may have different interpretations as well. Indirect stakeholders with
financial influence may have a propensity towards appropriateness over
originality in response to financial and market conditions, for example
(Kilgour et al., 2013). As luxury and fashion brands are frequently owned
by large, category-specific holding companies that own competing brands,
this may be especially applicable (Fionda & Moore, 2009).

Within marketing communication and research, advertising is
frequently associated with creativity. Creativity, as it pertains to adver-
tising, has been defined as using imagination and originality strategically
in solving a marketing communication problem (El-Murad & West, 2004;
Koslow et al., 2003). In suggesting this form of creativity to solve any
marketing communication problem, it is implied that the definition can
be extended beyond advertising to all forms of marketing communication.
This may be a useful expansion, since a growing need for integration has
led to advertising losing ground as a separate entity (Laurie & Mortimer,
2019). This definition of marketing communication creativity is used in
this chapter.

Common to all luxury fashion brands is an engrained culture for luxury
and innovation, embedded in a clear creative direction, throughout the
company (Fionda & Moore, 2009). This serves as a creative platform to
all competencies working within, from product developer to social media
manager.

While fashion and marketing communications are both considered to
be creative disciplines as well as industries (Wijngaarden et al., 2019), they
are quite different, also with regard to creativity. Creativity as a social
construct has many interpretations, even between industries utilizing it
commercially, so how fashion and marketing communication professionals
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perceive, define and valuate creativity is likely to differ (Kirsch et al.,
2016).

The haute couture tradition within luxury fashion is frequently asso-
ciated with fine art, for example, implying a more exclusive form of
creativity (Dion & Arnould, 2011). When comparing originality and
appropriateness in terms of creativity, requirements for originality are
paramount in haute couture, while ready-to-wear is likely to prioritize
appropriateness because of its broader market orientation. While creative
marketing communication tasks may require various degrees of originality
and appropriateness, the inherent market orientation will always require
higher levels of appropriateness compared to haute couture.

The creative director represents a key role found in many creative
industries, including fashion and marketing communications. In most
contexts, the title of creative director generally refers to a leadership role
responsible for coordinating various creative competences in a creative
production. In the luxury fashion industry, the creative director role has
a special significance, however, frequently with direct implications for the
brand. Sometimes called the artistic director, the role refers to the person
responsible for the creative vision behind the fashion collection. While
many luxury fashion brands bear the names of the initial fashion creative
director, many of today’s most powerful creative directors represent the
next generation. While still highly visionary fashion experts, the creative
directors of today are also expected to understand business and espe-
cially brand management (What luxury fashion brands want in a creative
director—Vogue Business Talent, 2019). This means they are responsible
for all aspects of creativity within the organization and the brand image
specifically. With today’s complex marketing communication requiring
many specialists applying different kinds of creativity and brand communi-
cation, such a centralized, top-down creative marketing approach is likely
to hinder efficient CIMC.

Where creativity used to be considered a scarce personal trait, there
has been a democratization of the term “creative person” in recent years.
Florida (2004) proposed that anyone who performs an economic func-
tion in creating new ideas is a creative. By this definition, data scientists
handling data-driven marketing are as creative as a film director, or luxury
brand creative director for that matter, but in a different area.

Although Florida’s macro perspective has been challenged, it has also
been elaborated upon. It has been proposed that creativity is not a
company or industry classification, but rather a function of the people
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within. A creativity index for the characteristics of creative products and
services has been proposed (Steiner & Prettenthaler, 2015). Using such
an index, a fashion creative director and a data scientist can have different
degrees or types of creativity, while the creative value of their work may
be equal in relation to their role and environment. This perspective as
it applies to creative leadership is supported by other studies (Shalley &
Gilson, 2017; Sternberg et al., 2003, 2004).

Motivational Theories of Creativity

Creativity in people is generally considered an intrinsically motivated
personal trait. There is little agreement regarding what motivates
creativity in some people more than others, nor is there consensus on
how best to encourage the desired type of creativity extrinsically in intense
business environments. While creativity cannot be induced in individ-
uals without intrinsic creative motivation, there is evidence that creative
behaviour can be incentivized in creative individuals (Sasser & Koslow,
2012). Recent research by Malik et al. (2019) indicated that intrinsic
motivation and extrinsic incentives can both contribute to enhanced
creative output. They were found, however, to motivate different types
of creativity.

Several creativity research studies have identified a willingness to take
risks as a common attribute in creative people (El-Murad & West, 2003;
Sasser et al., 2013; Sternberg et al., 2003). This is supported by the
fact that proposing something new is a requirement of their creative
contribution, which carries a risk of rejection.

In their investment theory of creativity, Sternberg et al. (1997) took it
one step further and elevated risk to a motivational factor in and of itself.
Their research indicated that highly creative people are often motivated by
the risk associated with defending and developing seemingly inappropriate
ideas with the chance to turn them into successful, creative executions.
Once this aim is achieved, they move on to the next unrealized idea.
This motivational relationship between creativity and risk may appear
more relevant for a fashion creative director in luxury fashion rather than
for creatives in marketing communications. Although risk has not been
isolated as a motivational factor, other research has revealed that adver-
tising creatives tend to assume a positive correlation between risk and
creativity (El-Murad & West, 2003; Sasser et al., 2013).
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With different types and levels of creativity, various risk profiles and
diverse interpretations of risk within an organization, the investment
theory of creativity seems applicable only to some individuals, not to
creative leadership (Sternberg et al., 2004). Hence, the theory may
apply to the fairly autonomous fashion creative director role of the
luxury fashion house without providing a useful framework for managing
creativity in the organization at large. While willingness to take risks
is necessary in most creative leadership within luxury fashion branding,
the type and level of risk may vary. Furthermore, financial stakeholders,
marketing management teams as well as creative individuals may all hold
different risk perspectives.

Radical Versus Incremental Creativity

In data-driven marketing communication, risk is minimized by using data
to inform fact-based decisions. Strategies and tactics can be continually
optimized based on proven effects or results (Kumar et al., 2013). If
we were to return to the investment perspective, the data-driven scien-
tist can now be placed at opposite ends of the risk scale as compared to,
for example, the fashion creative director.

To better adapt to the rapid changes in marketing communication, it
may be useful to look to agile methodologies when integrating digital
marketing. An agile approach is likely to provide the flexible frame-
work needed to continually adapt the degree of radical and incremental
creativity to the task being performed. While some roles and personality
types predominantly perform incremental creativity, others may have roles
that require more radical creativity (Lynch & West, 2017; Malik et al.,
2019). For daily data-driven marketing communication and social media
management, incremental creativity is likely to be the most relevant, while
developing new brand concepts for content marketing and campaigns
may require more radical creativity, for example. From an integrated and
dynamic marketing perspective, radical and incremental creativity may also
be useful at different stages of a problem-solving process, so the same
roles and resources may draw on different types of creativity when needed.

The fashion creative director is likely to be the main representative
for radical creativity. Although luxury fashion is one of the rare industries
where the investment theory may be useful in understanding the dynamics
surrounding this radically creative individual, it does not seem relevant
to other forms or degrees of creativity within the organization (Florida,
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2004). The theory may therefore need to be modified (Sternberg et al.,
1997). Limiting valuable creative contribution to this type of creativity
may describe the past of luxury fashion marketing more than the future,
and hinder rather than further CIMC in the luxury fashion industry.

Managing the Creative Organization

Creativity in leadership may not be necessary to successfully lead creative
individuals towards creative end products and solutions; however, certain
leadership styles are more likely than others to inspire and cultivate
different types of creativity. In modern leadership, qualities such as the
ability to handle and nourish originality, openness to new ideas and expe-
riences, and willingness to take risks to scaffold and protect creative
solutions are among the qualities associated with creative leadership
excellence (Sternberg et al., 2004). Fashion comes from a tradition of
apprenticeship, which is still common within the industry. In this form of
leadership, a master trains apprentices (Guile, 2006). This may partially
explain the spearhead role the fashion creative director holds as creative
leader, and why it is still fairly common for their successors to have started
their careers as protégés of the creative director (What luxury fashion
brands want in a creative director—Vogue Business Talent, 2019).

Team creativity is a dynamic and complex collaborative work form that
requires careful management (Lynch & West, 2017). Whether homoge-
nous or multidisciplinary, working on radical or incremental creative
tasks, team creativity is influenced by the environment in which it is
performed; so, creative team management frequently involves building
and nurturing creativity-inducing environments. Elements to be consid-
ered in building and maintaining such environments are not only physical
workspace characteristics, such as location and interior design, but also the
psychological workspace, including team autonomy, support and recog-
nition for creative ideas, and incentives to inspire creative performance
(Dul & Ceylan, 2014). To inspire collaboration needed for CIMC, facil-
itating co-creation both physically and psychologically may positively
affect the creative process. Since creativity is deeply engrained throughout
the luxury fashion brand, from product development and production
through to marketing and communication, an approach that draws on
both supply chain management and marketing management may be called
for (Marcone, 2014; Ozuem et al., 2016).
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Creativity and Luxury Fashion Brands

To avoid polarization, and ensure that incremental creative contributions
are encouraged in an environment optimized for radical creativity, the
different roles and/or tasks must first be identified and arranged. Since
different roles are likely to hold various degrees of radical and incremental
creativity, adopting a broad spectrum approach may be useful.

In the dynamic creative environment of a modern luxury fashion
brand, a broad spectrum of creativity profiles are at play at any given time.
Although the fashion creative director is the highly visible representative
of the most radical creativity, there are several other types of creativity
at play throughout the organization, both in realizing the product, as
well as in other supporting functions, such as marketing communication.
At the opposite end of the spectrum from the fashion creative director
may be a marketing data scientist (Florida, 2004) performing incremental
creativity. All other creative roles may be placed between the extremes.
Since the various types of creativity are likely to be motivated intrinsically,
extrinsically or both, it may be useful to add this dimension once roles
have been placed, resulting in a matrix model (Fig. 6.1).

To identify the various creative resources in the organization in order
to motivate them, they can be positioned in the matrix. Vertical placement
signifies degree of creativity type, while horizontal placement signifies
likely motivational structure.

The placement of the roles may vary from fashion house to fashion
house, so the population shown in Fig. 6.1 represents an example. Since
the current focus is on marketing communication in relation to the overall
creative product, these roles are prioritized, but the creativity motiva-
tion matrix can be populated with all relevant creative roles within the
brand community (in grey, exemplified by tailor in this model). Based
on this, appropriate motivational resources may be applied. To moti-
vate radical creativity in intrinsically motivated marketing creatives, award
show entries may be appropriate. Extrinsically motivated incrementally
creative data scientists may be more motivated by management acclaim
and action based on the statistics regarding their latest accomplishments.
Further research should be performed on procedures related to incen-
tivizing the various combinations of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation
and how they relate to the various degrees of radical and incremental
creativity. Due to the number of possible combinations, determination
of incentives is likely to be granular and highly individual. The various
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Radical creativity

Incremental creativity

Fashion creative director

Tailor

Social media manager

Fashion show director

Photographer

Marketing data scientist

Extrinsic
motivation

Intrinsic
motivation

Graphic designer

Digital marketing
creative

Advertising creative

Fig. 6.1 Creativity motivation matrix

specialities within areas of professional expertise extend the number of
combinations further.

Encouragement of Creative Contributions

Creativity is a multifaceted social construct, and as such is subject to inter-
pretation and defined by the environment in which it is performed. What
the environment values and incentivizes may contribute to further vari-
ations (Sue-Chan & Hempel, 2016). The incentives within a discipline
such as design, forecasting or marketing will vary in form, but the type
of creativity they reward is likely to vary as well. If a fashion house, an
advertising agency and an industrial design department enter different
creative award competitions specific to their disciplines, they may all still
incentivize a similar type of creativity (West et al., 2013). This is because
annual creative award shows in most industries tend to prioritize orig-
inality and reward radical, attention-getting creativity within the field.
Other awards may prioritize the two aspects of the creativity definition—
original and appropriate (Sue-Chan & Hempel, 2016)—differently, and
thereby incentivize other forms of creativity. Awards for effectiveness or
structural design, as well as People’s choice awards, for example, are likely
to incentivize appropriateness over originality. Still, there are many other



144 A. KALLEVIG

forms of creativity at play in companies within these creative industries,
and not all creatives are motivated by winning awards. If a company only
rewards creativity in the form of awards, types of creativity requiring other
incentives may suffer.

Most creative industries are likely to have a strategic framework for
encouraging the prevalent form of creativity, especially if it is a radical
type of creativity that needs to be protected and nurtured throughout the
organization. In particular, luxury fashion and creative marketing commu-
nication environments have a tradition for nurturing various degrees of
radical creativity. As new, incremental forms of creativity are called for
within digital marketing, such as social media management, new strategic
frameworks and creativity measurement standards are called for (Lynch,
2019).

One managerial approach may be to address the goal orientation of
the various creative roles and how they relate to radical and incremental
creativity. Creative individuals primarily involved in radical creativity seem
to have an intrinsic learning goal orientation (LGO); this means that
discovering and exploring are goals in and of themselves (Malik et al.,
2019). While creatives primarily involved in incremental creativity might
also have this LGO, they are not necessarily dependent upon it and may
also be motivated by performance goal orientation. Since performance
goals are extrinsic and frequently measurable, they can be incentivized
more directly by management. This is not to suggest an either/or orien-
tation, but rather both. Since both types of creativities have some LGO, it
may be beneficial to map similarities and differences between radical and
incremental LGO. Creative performance goals can also be identified and
incentivized accordingly.

Conclusion and Managerial Implications

Luxury fashion is a highly creative industry. Companies competing in
the luxury fashion industry need to produce highly original and appro-
priate items with high frequency on a regular basis. Creativity is at the
core of their product offer, as well as engrained in the culture of the
company. Exclusive characteristics contribute to a distinctive luxury brand
signature, sometimes called the brand DNA. For the brand and prod-
ucts to reach the coveted, iconic status associated with luxury brands,
creative marketing communication is necessary. Creativity is multifaceted
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and deeply engrained at all levels of the brand experience; hence, brand
image becomes creative in and of itself.

Although luxury fashion brands are strongly associated with and
defined by radical creativity that emanates from the product itself, other
more incremental types of creativity are present and necessary throughout
the company, not only to realize the product, but to market and
communicate it. With the growing demand for integration, especially in
multichannel marketing, a more holistic approach to creativity is needed
if the brand is to retain a unified creative brand image across various
platforms, devices and communications types, including interactive ones
beyond the direct control of the marketing communications department.
To secure integration not only of the overall creative brand image top
down, but also of the distributed, specialized creative application across
the organization, a more democratic distribution of creativity may need
to be acknowledged.

Creating something original will always involve a level of risk, so it
is not possible to deliver on the luxury fashion brand promise without
risk. Willingness to take risks is an attribute of the entire creative industry
company, not just its designated creative resources. There appears,
however, to be an asymmetrical relationship between creativity and risk
as it pertains to different roles within the luxury fashion environment
that may be unique to the industry. While risk orientation is rarely evenly
distributed throughout a company, nor even across the creative resources,
few industries have so much of the risk associated with one individual in
a way that directly influences brand perception as does the role of the
fashion creative director.

Thus, luxury fashion houses may be among the few commercially
oriented companies that employ creative individuals who seem to hold
the personality traits described by the investment theory of creativity
(Sternberg & Lubart, 1991) and, in fact, invest their brand in them. The
fashion creative director, although not working alone, takes on high risk
on a regular basis, an investment on behalf of the brand that frequently
also holds strong personal ramifications. Whether risk itself, vanity or
ambition is the intrinsic motivation in this case is not clear, and further
research is needed to support the theory. It is, however, evident that the
personal investment in terms of risk and creative responsibility the fashion
creative director takes also gives the role extreme creative influence. While
the many creative roles within the organization invest their creativity in
the overall creative vision of the fashion creative director with varying
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degrees of risk, the risk seems disproportionately absorbed by the role
of the fashion creative director. During the creative director’s tenure, the
personal brand of the creative director has a brand value of its own that
frequently becomes deeply engrained in the brand, which, in turn, affects
the collective luxury brand image. This strong personal investment in the
brand may lead to a need for creative control beyond the individual’s area
of expertise, possibly at the cost of expertise-specific creativity throughout
the organization.

To gain empirical insight into this unusual dynamic, further luxury
fashion-specific research is recommended. Although iconic fashion
creative directors are the subject of documentaries and movies (Leclair,
2017), there is at present little academic research on the creativity and
role of the modern fashion creative director and their influence on the
brand, so this may be a good place to start.

Suggestions for CIMC Management

Prioritizing the radical form of creativity emanating from the product and
using marketing communication merely as a vehicle to disseminate this
creativity to the audience may have sufficed in the age of mass media.
Today, however, the marketing communication department is responsible
for a wide and varied range of marketing communication services on a
continuous basis, and not all creative contributions emanate directly from
the current collection or product range to convey the underlying brand
image. If creativity is to be applied to maintain a creative brand image in
all marketing communication channels on a regular, continual basis, then
incremental forms of creativity must be encouraged as well. The overall,
creative brand position emanating from the radically creative products
needs to be engrained in an omnichannel approach for a coherent brand,
and it must also adopt a more flexible approach suitable for incremental,
interactive marketing communication.

The fashion creative director role does not need to be diminished for
management to encourage and acknowledge other types of creativity in
the company overall and in marketing communication specifically. While
luxury fashion brand managers need to protect the radical creativity
emanating from the core of the brand, they also need to build systems that
support and encourage more incremental creative contributions. Since
extrinsic motivation can be affected directly, incentivizing the creativity
associated with it can be managed, and may need to be so, to a greater
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degree. This may require a more active, distributed creative management
than what has been the norm in an industry built on radical, centralized
creative management. There seems to be untapped potential in encour-
aging many creative contributions within the various areas of expertise at
play in the luxury fashion industry, beyond marketing communication.

Assessing the overall creative resources of the luxury fashion brand may
provide a useful first step. Operationalizing a form of spectrum model
may provide a tool to assess resources and likely incentives in the micro
environment (see Fig. 6.1). The determination of incentives is likely to
be granular and highly individual, most likely developed in collabora-
tion with each individual. Further research towards a framework and
operationalization is needed.
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CHAPTER 7

Online Brand Communities and Brand
Loyalty: Toward a Social Influence Theory

Michelle Willis

Introduction

Customers’ role in marketing messages is no longer restricted to being
passive receivers of brand messages, their role has extended, allowing
them to become creators of marketing information and awareness (Cheng
et al., 2020; Meek et al., 2019). This development of customer behaviour
is a result of the transformation of traditional media to new online social
platforms (Trusov et al., 2009). Social media has provided users with
the ability to freely share and distribute information across different
communication channels, such as blogs and social networking sites.
However, OBCs are not just simple social media tools used for commu-
nication purposes, they are important entities in building relationships
between brands and customers (Meek et al., 2019). Customer engage-
ment has been found to promote greater marketing efficiency, such as
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building brand trust and evaluation (Hajli et al., 2017). Most impor-
tantly, customer engagement within OBCs has been found to be a positive
predictor of customer loyalty (McAlexander et al., 2002; Pansari &
Kumar, 2017).

Loyalty is a significant factor for OBCs; customers’ intention to remain
committed to a valuable relationship is essential to maintaining successful
long-term relationships (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999). Customers can
freely join and participate in online communities, but this does not
necessarily make them loyal customers. The engagement within OBCs
is aligned to a specific brand. Social media users may passively observe
brand pages or actively engage within the pages without having an
emotional attachment to the brand itself. Engagement within OBCs is
affected by factors such as brand influence and community belonging
(Yuan et al., 2020) that are motivated by customers’ attachment to the
brand through the community. Psychological attachment to an online
community arguably influences the dependence individuals have on the
relationships developed through OBCs (Cheng et al., 2020), which
arguably creates a distinction between an active loyal customer and a
passive observer. This highlights the major importance of using OBCs to
encourage customers to develop online relationships that motivate them
to remain attached to a specific brand, rather than simply using it as a
communication tool to share basic marketing messages.

Previous studies have identified the significance of encouraging
emotional relationship development within OBCs and influencing
members’ sense of belonging (Fournier, 1998; Bagozzi & Dholakia,
2006). However, relationships within OBCs are not limited to other
customers, they can also involve the brand itself. Brand communities can
facilitate the development of brand loyalty and the brand’s long-term
relationships with customers (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Ozuem et al.,
2017). Brands with the use of social media pages have attracted millions
of followers; in 2019, Chanel had obtained 34.9 million Instagram
followers, Louis Vuitton had 32.07 million and Dior had 25.55 million
(Clement, 2019). Arguably, a key antecedent that has impacted the high
volume of followers these brands have is the brand itself. This along
with the “sense of belonging” to an OBC can be linked to individual
customers’ biased brand preferences (Coelho et al., 2019), as a specific
brand preference can influence customers’ alignment to a community that
features the specific brand (Algesheimer et al., 2005). Fashion brands
are symbols of unique identities; therefore, customers’ alignment to an
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OBC is likely to be directed by their favoured brands. This shows that
while engagement is significantly important in maintaining loyalty within
an active community, continuing usage of OBCs is strongly motivated
by the specific brand the OBC revolves around. However, the question
remains, If all OBC members favour the brand, why do they not demon-
strate the same kind of loyalty? Despite the awareness of different loyalty
categories and diverse customer behaviours, loyalty intentions are still
universally generalised causing millennial customers to be regarded the
same as other customer segments. For this reason, this chapter considers
loyalty behaviours within OBCs that apply to the millennial generation.

The Millennial Generation

Millennials’ early introduction to social media has greatly impacted their
mass usage of online platforms causing social media to become part of
their social lives and activities, including online shopping for fashion.
In regards to online shopping, millennials are more likely to search for
information through social media and participate in online interactions
than any other previous generation (Ladhari et al., 2019). However,
attempts to provide generic definitions of millennials’ behaviour and atti-
tudes have to led to a variety of definitions creating contradictions across
research. For instance, one group of researchers defined them as highly
consumption-oriented, materialistic and confident in spending (Butcher
et al., 2017), whereas others found them to be very conscious of finan-
cial losses (Deloitte, 2020), which motivated them to limit unnecessary
spending or select products more cautiously (Kemp et al., 2020). Others
reported that millennials are conscious about the brands they purchase,
placing status consumption at the centre of their purchasing decisions,
and are eager to influence others (Butcher et al., 2017; Helal et al.,
2018); however, in contrast, others claimed that millennials are less inter-
ested in impressing others and brands with heritage credentials than other
generations are (Deloitte, 2017).

Millennials have been the subject of focus in studies linked to under-
standing social identity within social media and the impact of brands
on millennials’ social identity. Millennials’ capability to socially influence
behaviours directly and indirectly through social media is still in the
process of being fully understood. Millennials’ significant involvement
in social media has encouraged investigation into how it impacts their
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brand loyalty (Bi, 2019). Studies have identified that millennials’ involve-
ment within OBCs and electronic word of mouth (WOM) can influence
their purchasing decisions (Liu et al., 2019). Findings also support that
millennials can be influencers of other millennials’ purchasing decisions
(Azemi et al., 2020; Butcher et al., 2017). Millennials are greatly influ-
enced by the online information they encounter (Kim et al., 2012), but
how they use it varies; some seek approval from their peers, thus relying
on others’ recommendations (Ladhari et al., 2019), whereas others seek
to maintain their unique self-created identity in social media, believing
their involvement and identity created within OBCs to be independent
from the influence of other customers. It is clear that millennials are
not the same; however, they are often grouped as one large homoge-
nous segment. This chapter considers the various levels of social media
engagement and loyalty towards brands, and the diverse effects of social
influence on customers. These are the key to conceptualising millennial
customers and their diverse habits within OBCs.

Theoretical Foundation and Context

OBCs

Brand community refers to a non-geographically bound community that
is dedicated to a specific brand, which is formed by the collective creation
of brand fans (Kozinets, 2001; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Similar to
other communities, which can be identified based on various character-
istics such as age, culture or hobbies, brand communities concentrate on
a specific brand. The membership of these brand communities consists
of individuals who have a biased preference towards the brand and are
willing to express their perceptions of the brand to others (Merz et al.,
2009; Zaglia, 2013). The digital age transformed the ways in which
people communicate, socialise and purchase products, which prompted
the digitalisation of brand communities; this enabled firms to better
understand their customers’ behaviour (Adjei et al., 2010) and customers
to develop closer relationships with the brands through interactive expe-
riences. OBCs differ from the other digital platforms companies have
adopted, including corporate websites and product channels. Brand
websites and product channels are limited to providing information
through a one-way communication channel; although customers are
encouraged to post reviews on brand websites and product channels,
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they do not offer the interactive experiences that online communities
accommodate.

OBCs allows customers to provide honest and open information
regarding brand’s products and services (Mathwick et al., 2008; Ozuem
et al., 2008) and to partake in social exchanges. OBCs are no longer
restricted to being simple text-sharing forums (Baldus et al., 2015) or
sites on which members can search for products and services, they now
provide an ideal environment for members to socialise within the commu-
nity (Meek et al., 2019; Thompson & Sinha, 2008). This encourages
brands to provide meaningful experiences through social media (Kim &
Ko, 2012) to develop long-term relationships with customers. A brand’s
willingness to facilitate relationship development through OBCs can leave
a positive impression on customers (Verhagen et al., 2015). Emotion as
well as information quality are key attributes of OBCs that can impact
customers’ loyalty (Cheng et al., 2020; Pattern et al., 2020). This is
important for a brand because gaining customers’ attention through an
OBC is only the first step, influencing them to stay with an OBC is chal-
lenging. In many cases, customers’ membership of OBCs is temporary
(Liao et al., 2017), which can be due to a lack of psychological attachment
between the customer and the community.

Online Consumer Engagement

OBCs can be considered a network of formed relationships between
customers and the brand and other customers (McAlexander et al.,
2002; Yuan et al., 2020). In a simple definition, customer engagement
can be referred to as a customer’s participation with an organisation’s
marketing activities (Vivek et al., 2012). Yet, consumer engagement has
been defined and interpreted from several perspectives. For example, some
researchers refer to it as an individual’s psychological state which will
affect the degree to which that individual will interact with communi-
ties (Bowden, 2009), including their involvement with and interest in
a brand community (Ibrahim et al., 2017). Others examined consumer
engagement based on customers’ behavioural outcomes, such as interac-
tions and WOM between users and product review sharing (Wu et al.,
2018). Baldus et al. (2015) conceptualised a way to measure consumer
engagement by focusing on consumers’ motivations for interacting in
online communities.
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Despite the difference in definitions, the underlining outcome of
online consumer engagement is co-created values and interactive expe-
riences through the users’ learning, sharing, influencing and socialising
(Yuan et al., 2016). The interaction it encourages between customers
strengthens the OBC’s perceived reliability for consumer-to-consumer
and consumer-to-brand engagement ensuring the long-term existence of
the brand within social media (Yuan et al., 2020). Pansari and Kumar
(2017) even referred to customer engagement as a key determinant
for generating firm’s value, either directly through customer purchases
or indirectly through positive WOM in social media. Researchers have
explored a range of antecedents and consequences of online consumer
engagement that are brand-related or beneficial to community members
(Bazi et al., 2020; Willis, 2019). Brand-related factors may include brand
identification and the symbolic significance the brand has to the customer
(Giakoumaki & Krepapa, 2020). Other researchers explored the func-
tional benefits of online engagement to customers; the mass volume
of information generated by customers’ interactions and the convenient
access to it make social media an appropriate platform for customers to
learn and process the information (Gruner et al., 2014). The perceived
functional benefits of participating in OBCs can lead to engagement
intentions, such as the need to be entertained or informed about the
brand (Yuan et al., 2020).

Attitudinal and Behavioural Loyalty

Loyalty can generally be described as a customer’s commitment to repur-
chase a product or service from the same brand as much as possible
(Cossío-Silva et al., 2016). In early research, loyalty has been exam-
ined from either an attitudinal (Guest, 1944) or behavioural perspective
(Cunningham, 1956) and these perspectives remain relevant to this
day. The attitudinal perspective of loyalty emphasises the importance
of customers’ attitude towards an entity, such as a preference or liking
towards it. This aligns with Oliver’s (1999) description of loyalty as a deep
commitment to patronise a preferred product or service in the future; it
thereby establishes same-brand purchasing, despite situational influences
and marketing efforts of competing brands. Loyalty from a behavioural
perspective represents the customers’ actual repeat purchasing of a brand
over a period of time (Yi & Jeon, 2003).
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Some researchers perceived behavioural loyalty to be more important
than attitudinal loyalty due to its direct effect on brands’ overall income
(Bemmaor, 1995; Chandon et al., 2005; Liu, 2007). However, other
researchers argued that a purely behavioural definition of loyalty fails to
fully explain the reasons for loyalty and they suggested that attitudinal
loyalty is the essence of true loyalty (Dick & Basu, 1994a). It can be
argued that a lack of psychological elements, such as satisfaction and trust,
can make motivating customers’ purchase intentions more challenging
(Kamran-Disfani et al., 2017). However, measuring loyalty from a purely
attitudinal perspective can also cause issues for marketers (Sharp et al.,
2002), especially when there is an absence of clear and obvious signs of
emotions from customers within OBCs. Thus, neither behavioural nor
attitudinal loyalty is more important than the other (Sharp et al., 2002),
but one of the two categories may be more relevant to one group of
millennials than it is for another group.

Social Influence Theory

OBCs are made up of a large network of individuals who have devel-
oped strong personal relationships with each other or with the brand
(McAlexander et al., 2002; Yuan et al., 2020). Individuals in this online
network can influence others to imitate community behaviours (Lucero-
Romero & Arias-Bolzmann, 2019; Venkatesh & Davis, 2000) and make
decisions that they may not have necessarily made independently. Social
influence theory refers to an individual’s change in behaviour and atti-
tudes in response to others’ influence. Social influence takes many forms
and is familiar through socialisation, peer influence, leadership, persua-
sion, sales and marketing. In some cases, people alter their attitudes and
behaviour to feel accepted and to meet others’ expectations (Gass, 2015);
for others, it is to obtain rewards, such as community acceptance (Kelman,
1958; Warshaw, 1980), and avoid negative outcomes, such as commu-
nity disapproval (Bagozzi & Lee, 2002). However, behaviour and attitude
alterations occur not just as a result of community pressure or the need to
feel accepted; in many cases, individuals may conform to the influence of
others because they agree with the communicated information (Kelman,
1958).

When considering customers of the millennials generation, there are
several key issues that highlight the varying effect of social influence
on their behaviour and attitudes. From one perspective, millennials are
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considered distinct from other generation cohorts based on their display
of rejecting social norms (Lazarevic, 2012). They are also expected to
be less inclined to accept the influence of company sources. In place of
company-generated websites, social media has been the major influencer
of millennials’ behaviour and plays a significant role in keeping them
connected with their peers (Bilgihan et al., 2013). The strong connec-
tion they have with their peers influences their motivation to seek their
peers’ approval of their fashion brand choices using social media (Ladhari
et al., 2019). This means that they are likely to be aware of their product
purchasing and will be particular in their brand choices to ensure they
reflect status and personality (Helal et al., 2018). Another perspective is
that they are less concerned about impressing others (Deloitte, 2017)
and are confident in making their own purchase decisions (Butcher et al.,
2017), making it hard to influence their behaviours. However, millennial
customers could also be confident in their fashion brand choices and seek
to socially influence others (Butcher et al., 2017). As well as being capable
of having attitudinal loyalty towards their preferred brands, millennials are
able to showcase their choices of brands through user-generated content
which can impact community participation and loyalty (Kumar et al.,
2016). Any content they share can influence the observing customers’
sentiment towards the brand (Willis et al., 2019).

Discussion: Millennial Customer

Loyalty Conceptualisation

A review of the extant literature resulted in the categorisation of four
different categories of loyalty towards a fashion brand and fashion OBC:
status loyalists, follower loyalists, brand loyalists and price loyalists. Each
of these groups practice different behaviours and attitudes that reflect
different levels of loyalty towards a brand within OBCs. The lower the
loyalty for the brand itself, the higher the loyalty towards the online
community itself, as presented in Fig. 7.1.

The level of loyalty millennial customers have towards a fashion brand
can be measured by considering their actions and attitudes regarding
loyalty towards a fashion brand, which can be linked back to the liter-
ature concerning the different types of loyalty and the level of online
engagement within OBCs. Some millennial customers will communicate
through the social media channels of fashion brands indicating favouritism
towards that brand, but they might not necessarily actively purchase from
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Fig. 7.1 Categorisation of millennial loyalists within online brand communities

the brand. In contrast, another group of millennial customers might not
communicate through the brand’s social media channels, but they may
frequently purchase from the same brand. Although a customer following
base in social media is important for any brand, it is important for compa-
nies to distinguish which millennial groups would generate sales before or
after online engagement in OBCs and which will remain passive observers
of fashion brands’ social media content. Additionally, it is important
to understand how millennials are affected by other millennials within
OBCs. Millennials can be grouped as being either an influencer or a
follower, and it is important to differentiate millennials based on the
potential impact they may have on other millennials’ decision making.
In addition to understanding the different loyalty categories and varying
levels of social influence, it is important to understand the groups of
millennials and the level of loyalty they have for the fashion brand itself
or the OBC.

Status Loyalists (High Loyalty–High Engagement)

Brand followers who seek to maintain status typically display the majority
of positive support for a specific brand through OBCs. They aim to
distinguish themselves from other customers based on their perceived
association with the brand through social media. They do not necessarily
have a high purchase frequency with the brand, as behavioural loyalty
would indicate, but they are key influencers within OBCs. For this group
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of millennials, they are significantly influenced by the symbolic aspects of
a brand, which makes it an essential element of their online social identity
(Kara et al., 2018; Mousavi et al., 2017; Willis et al., 2019). Some millen-
nials value being perceived as unique and different from others through
their choice of fashion brands. Throughout history, people’s wealth, or
lack of wealth, would be displayed through the styles and brand of the
fashion they wore, which identified their social rank. This occurs very
much to this day and is becoming more visible through social media.
Status consumption is no longer just for the wealthy, it is for anyone who
aims to make a statement about their personality through the fashion
items they wear. Millennials, with their high usage of social media, have
made status consumption a relevant factor in their generation. Today,
many millennials on social media have a large social network of “friends”
viewing their lives through the messages and pictures they upload and
share. How these “friends” perceive the individual is influenced by what
that individual shares on their social media pages, including their fashion
brand preferences.

Sometimes, individuals observing the content of millennials who are
seeking to maintain status through social media messages linked to a
fashion brand, do not respond positively. This may be because they
perceive the individual as being vain and even quite amateur. Fashion
brands consist of both professional and amateur influencers, and it is
expected that all their followers are actual purchasers of the brand. That
said, social media users who observe may be sceptical of constant status
posts that indicate too much favouritism towards the brand without proof
of actual usage. However, millennials whose loyalty is influenced by the
need for status, are not necessarily affected by these critics. While status is
important to them, so is their perceived independence from their peers’
influence; the brand itself is the core influence. Customers who have a
significant level of attitudinal loyalty to the brands they follow harbour
favourable attitudes towards those specific brands (Böttger et al., 2017;
Dick & Basu, 1994; Olsen, 2007; Siebert et al., 2020). When they
have favourable emotional support for the brand, they are more likely
to engage in positive WOM (Eelen et al., 2017) and refer the brand
to other potential customers. They are less likely to engage in negative
WOM about the brand and may even defend the brand if negative infor-
mation emerges within OBCs (Wilson et al., 2017). This positive attitude
they hold towards the brand reduces the effect of other millennials on
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their attitudes and their actions, making this group less compliant to social
influence.

If they are affected by social influence, then identification is likely to
have an effect on this group. Identification refers to the acceptance of
influence from someone who is liked and respected (Kelman, 1958).
Sources of influence that are likely to appeal to status loyalists would
be representatives of the brand or other status loyalists, as well as the
brand itself, compared to individuals who are not loyal to the brand.
Information from other brands’ marketing messages is also less likely to
have an effect on millennials concerned about their social status through
OBCs due to their psychological belief that the brand supports their
status. Additionally, they are most likely to act as influencers themselves,
both directly and indirectly. Social media is where users can express their
identity, and the content related to the brand they share can potentially
motivate others to consider how they might be seen if they follow specific
brands others are following (Fuchs et al., 2013); customers aiming to
uphold their social status play a role in influencing that perspective.

Follower Loyalists (Low Loyalty–High Engagement)

There are two ways to describe follower loyalists: they may seek to
follow others to support purchase decisions or to simply feel part of
a community. Novice customers are in a position where they have
noticed a fashion brand but are indecisive regarding whether to actively
purchase from that brand. This group of millennials seek support in
their decision making from other millennials through the information
they share through OBCs. When observing customers’ suggestions,
expressed through comments or through shared pictures, following loyal-
ists typically follow suggestions that are supported by the majority of the
members of an OBC. This group, in the early stages, does not have a
strong emotional attachment towards the brand. A brand relationship may
be compared to real-life relationships replicating human-like behaviours
like trust and commitment (MacInnis & Folkes, 2017), which can impact
the commitment customers are willing to deliver towards specific brands
(Beatty & Kahle, 1988; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Customers who are
mostly followers do not have the past experience with the brand, both in
purchasing and in online engagement, to have such a connection. Instead,
they may develop connections with other members of the OBC who have
actual experience and are active socialisers. Followers may then gradually
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build a sense of belonging that encourages them to seek support from the
OBC members with whom they have connected.

Studies have supported the finding that customers with positive
purchasing experience and a strong attachment to a brand are most likely
to engage in positive WOM through social media, thus indirectly gener-
ating value for the firm (Kupfer et al., 2018). This means that experienced
shoppers will be able to confirm the value and quality of a fashion brand
to other potential customers. With customers’ increased ability to share
their experience openly with their peers in their social networking sites,
in addition to the increased usage of social media, purchasing experience
and other brand-related information are made easily available for online
followers to access. Millennial customers, especially novice customers, are
more sceptical of company websites or social media channels that mainly
contain firm-generated content. Thus, they are more inclined towards
other customers’ comments, which are perceived to be more trustworthy
as they are created in an online platform over which the firm has limited
control, thus making the platform appear more genuine.

Customers who are follower loyalists cannot be categorised as having
high loyalty for the brand itself. They have not yet developed an attach-
ment to the brand, nor have they actively purchased from the brand to
confirm the benefits associated with purchasing from the brand. Instead,
this chapter defines them as having a relatively high loyalty towards
the community of the fashion brand. When individuals find others who
share values, personalities and are willing to exchange support, they are
more likely to commit to remaining with that community because of
the members. Eventually, it is possible that members who grow attached
to the community itself, may, over time, develop an attachment to the
fashion brand. This decision to align with the brand will be determined
by the brand sentiment indicated by other customers within the OBC.
One important factor related to consumers’ behaviour in online buying is
perceived critical mass (Cheng et al., 2020). This is a form of social influ-
ence that affects customers’ adoption behaviour. If a large group of people
are consuming a specific brand or share a certain perspective related to the
brand, others will likely follow the mass/crowd. The higher the number
of brand fans within an OBC, then the more likely that millennials who
were originally followers become customers of that brand themselves.
Eventually they will develop their own initiative to determine their future
loyalty intentions following their experience, but they may continue to
rely on information from other OBC members when the need arises.
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Regardless of the equity of the brand, follower loyalists will prioritise their
loyalty to the community rather than to the brand itself.

Brand Loyalists (High Loyalty–Low Engagement)

Millennials who do not comment or socially engage within an OBC may
appear to have no preference towards a brand, but their actions and their
attitude says otherwise. This group of millennials have a past purchasing
history with a brand and intend to continue consuming the brand’s
products and services. Unlike millennials who follow and engage within
fashion OBCs for status, customers who are loyal to the brand through
purchasing behaviour, do not actively attempt to showcase their prefer-
ence towards the brand through OBCs. This group’s loyalty is therefore
examined through behavioural loyalty measures, meaning their number
of purchases and possible purchase behaviour is counted by marketers.
Often, this causes them to be perceived as seeking monetary value from
the brand’s products rather than an emotional connection with the brand.
Generally, millennials’ decision making is often based on emotions, espe-
cially in the case of fashion consumption. However, they also seek the
functional values gained from continuing their patronage of a specific
brand (Luo et al., 2018; Ozuem et al 2016), but not necessarily just for
financial reasons.

Monetary prices are not the only components of perceived brand
value, they can include the perceived quality and performance of a brand
(Broyles et al., 2009; Gallarza & Saura, 2006). Fashion is not just
commodity items for consumption, fashion is a symbol of expression and
promotes experience of emotions. A fashion brand’s quality and perfor-
mance are delivered when a customer feels a positive experience when
wearing the brand. This builds their confidence in the branded prod-
ucts they purchase, which motivates them to remain with the brand.
Consumption that involves experience thus means that brand value should
be measured by both the functional benefits it provides and the enjoy-
ment customers feel when using the brand’s products or services. Some
millennials value the experience brands provide and, compared to older
generations, they are more willing to pay premium prices to maintain that
experience (Deloitte, 2017). Millennials perceive this experience to come
directly from the brand; therefore, they are selective of fashion brands
that provide experience as well as a desirable clothing item.
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Within OBCs, customers who are loyal to the brand may appear
emotionless, which is due to their low level of online engagement with
other customers. Nevertheless, they are determined to remain with a
brand due to their past purchasing experience that has left a positive
impression on them. Evidence supports the finding that emotions have a
direct effect on consumers’ behavioural responses, including their willing-
ness to patronage a brand (Lee et al., 2008; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004).
Although this group of millennial customers may not show obvious signs
on OBCs of having a preference towards a brand, their attitude restrains
them from choosing alternative brands. Arguably, they can be viewed as
the group of millennials who do not seek to share their social life for
the whole social network to see. Their positive preference for a fashion
brand maintains their intention to remain with the same brand, even if
they encounter negative brand sentiment within the OBC and even if
they have a negative purchasing experience themselves. This means that
as well as not actively publishing content in OBCs that reflects a posi-
tive attitude towards the brand, they will not publish negative messages
either. Initially, this group of millennials could be referred to as “lurk-
ers”. Lurkers are social media users who observe online activity, including
posts, comments and other visual content, but will not actively engage in
the activity themselves (Fang & Zhang, 2019). This indicates that they
will not be easily influenced by other customers’ comments published
through OBCs. They may enjoy viewing social media content, but their
loyalty is not to the community itself; however, they do intend to maintain
personal relations with the members of a fashion OBC. For millennials
who are loyal to the brand, the key sources of influence that impact their
level of brand loyalty are their own individual purchasing experiences and
the functional and emotional benefits the brand delivers.

Price Loyalists (Low Loyalty–Low Engagement)

Compared to the other millennial customers’ groups, this group of
millennials, price loyalists, have little or zero direct intention of becoming
emotionally attached to a specific fashion brand or the community dedi-
cated to the brand, offline or online. Similar to the previously discussed
millennials who are loyal to the brand, the behaviour of this group
of millennials can be examined based on their purchasing behaviour.
However, as the category indicates, they are not necessarily loyal to the
brand but to the price that is offered. Literature on behavioural loyalty
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indicates that customers may divide their loyalty between various brands
(DuWors & Haines, 1990) because customers may have a preference
for different brands or shops based on the price setting of the products
the different brands offer. This typically means that the customer is not
searching for products based on the name of the brand but on the quality
of the clothing product and its price. Therefore, their loyalty to a specific
brand will be relatively weak compared to the other millennial customer
groups.

In addition to having weak loyalty towards a specific brand, millennial
customers may not necessarily feel the need to personally connect with
members of an OBC other than for learning purposes. OBCs include
individuals who share information online; other individuals who observe
that content often attempt to learn and process the information related to
products or services, especially when purchasing products online. Product
reviews, consumers’ messages, tweets and images related to products
and services are among the many forms of information published by
online consumers that online millennial shoppers search for (Klostermann
et al., 2018; Moon & Kamakura, 2017; Netzer et al., 2012). Millennial
customers who shop online search for these messages that identify the
quality and price of fashion products.

Although this group of millennial customers may be satisfied when
they see a desirable clothing item and be satisfied with its price, this will
not automatically make them loyal long-term customers of the brand. As
mentioned earlier, some millennials appear to be less interested in brands
with high equity image (Deloitte, 2017) and are concerned about finan-
cial losses (Deloitte, 2020) if product quality expectations are not met.
These characteristics identify a segment of shoppers who are economically
orientated, where the purchase choice is solely based on price (Ladhari
et al., 2019). Economic shoppers or shoppers who are less interested
in the brand image the product represents, seek the maximum mone-
tary value they can achieve from brands; therefore, they will highly favour
promotion deals or product and service value that exceeds the expense.
If the brand continues to meet their expectations, they will continue to
purchase from that brand. However, their lack of mental attachment to
that brand means they will easily switch to another brand if they perceive
it has a better offer.

Due to their low level of loyalty and attachment to a brand, they
are highly sceptical of firms’ marketing messages that are not related
to promotional or discount deals. As well as being economic shoppers
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they are also critical analysis shoppers. This means they are sceptical
about brand-related messages published by the company that owns the
brand. Trust in a brand’s product is a significant factor for millennials,
especially if they do not have high loyalty towards a brand. Although
millennial customers are concerned about prices they may not actively
engage within an OBC or seek to develop interpersonal relationships with
other customers, rather they will observe the content that is provided
by other customers related to purchasing experiences. However, rather
than simply following what positive customers say, they will check for
negative comments before making their decision. Rather than observing
the community’s positive sentiment towards the brand, they will examine
customers’ practical experience. Their decision will be determined based
on whether other customers received high value from the spending
investment; therefore, this group is expected to be socially compliant to
other customers’ influence, but only if accepting that influence leads to
monetary value and reduces economic losses.

Conclusion and Future Outlook

In the context of loyalty within OBCs, millennial customers’ behaviour
has developed into a complex construct. Their diverse behaviours and
attitudes in response to social media activity in the fashion industry indi-
cate the complexity of grouping them purely based on either attitudinal
or behavioural loyalty. By examining the literature on behavioural and
attitudinal loyalty, and levels of engagement in OBCs, this chapter has
identified different levels of loyalty towards a fashion brand that can be
used to categorise the loyalty intentions of millennial customers towards
fashion brands. By adding the level of online engagement alongside the
level of loyalty, we can critically examine the reasons for customers’ usage
of OBCs and how it affects their loyalty. The discussion shows that millen-
nial customers have different motivations for engaging within OBCs as
well as varying levels of loyalty for a brand; thus, they can be separated
into sub-groups based on their levels of loyalty and engagement: high
loyalty with high engagement, high loyalty with low engagement, low
loyalty with high engagement and low loyalty with low engagement. Indi-
viduals with high brand loyalty and high online engagement indicate not
only favour towards the brand but the need to promote their brand pref-
erence to others. Whereas low loyalty and low engagement indicate an
absence of loyalty for either the brand or community, suggesting that the
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individual’s membership of OBCs will be temporary. When a millennial
individual has low brand loyalty but strongly engages within OBCs, they
probably intend to socialise with community members; this indicates their
loyalty is aligned more with the community than with the brand itself.
Likewise, a millennial with high brand loyalty but who does not signifi-
cantly engage in OBCs is likely to be more loyal to the brand than to the
community.

By examining millennial customers’ unique characteristics and
behaviour through social media we can predict the possible loyalty inten-
tions millennial customers will have towards an OBC or towards a
brand. Customers who are loyal because of the status the brand gives
through OBCs typically have attitudinal loyalty. Although attitudinal
loyalty indicates the positive emotions brands desire from customers, it
does not guarantee intentions to purchase from the brand. Anyone can
love Chanel, Valentino and Nike, but do they love them enough to pay
for them? Customers may post constant status updates about the next
product showcased by a brand they claim to love, but are they actu-
ally buying? This is the case for millennials with genuine loyalty for a
brand. Although they may not quickly reveal their love for a brand on
social media, they feel committed to maintaining a long-term purchasing
commitment to a specific brand.

When customers have high loyalty to a brand but have little inten-
tion to engage online, companies miss out on customers who would be
great sources of influence in their social media communication channels.
However, customers who are loyal because of the status they can achieve,
practice a high level of engagement in OBCs. They strongly emphasise
the brand in their social media activity, which can influence brand image;
this can directly impact other customers’ perception of the brand. The
other millennial group who show loyalty to social media channels by
following their content have a lack of experience with the brand and
are greatly affected by the social influence of other customers, including
those who are concerned about their online status. Marketers can connect
these two groups of customers together as customers with high loyalty
and high engagement can socially influence followers through social
engagement, which may eventually extend customers’ loyalty beyond the
simple following stage and encourage them to consider promoting and
purchasing from the brand. Millennial customers who are loyal because of
the price can also be socially influenced; however, because they are more
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concerned about the monetary value of purchasing, they will commu-
nicate with others to seek practical information rather than to socialise.
Marketers should therefore consider connecting them with customers
with actual experiences who can justify the brand as a good choice
to purchase from as well as inform about promotion deals. Overall,
fashion marketers should examine the actions and attitudes of millen-
nials within OBCs to identify their loyalty intentions and to find whether
their loyalty aligns with the brand or the community connected to it.
This will help them adapt social media strategies to individuals who seek
either community socialisation or specifically brand-related information
and experiences.
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CHAPTER 8

Exploring the Emergence of Luxury
Smartphones and Switching Behaviour

Dominic Appiah and Alison Watson

Introduction and Context

Luxury brands are not naturally luxurious in themselves; rather, they need
to be perceived as luxurious by consumers (Hudders, 2012). This makes
the management of consumers’ perceptions of particular importance for
luxury brands. Romanuik and Huang (2020) shared the view that luxury
brand perceptions arise from three main sources namely, direct brand
experience (buying the brand, experiencing its retail outlets), word-of-
mouth communications from others, and advertising or other marketing
communications exposure. Direct experience of a luxury brand is the most
powerful source of brand perceptions; there is extensive evidence that
consumers of a luxury brand are two to three times more likely to hold
perceptions about a brand than non-consumers of that particular brand
(Bird et al., 1970; Romaniuk et al., 2012) and that brand experiences are
correlated with loyalty and satisfaction (Brakus et al., 2009).
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Luxury brands rely on strong brand identities to establish loyalty
among consumers. Loyalty and luxury consumption are built on the
relationships that consumers establish with luxury brands. The power
of strong brands is increasing and is absolutely critical in the high-tech
luxury industry. Appiah and Ozuem (2019) stated that a brand is a
name, design, symbol or major feature that helps to distinguish one or
more products or services of a particular organization from others within
the same product category. Hence, branding remains a powerful tool
as consumers recognize that brands provide them with focused infor-
mation, such as identity and value, as well as some unique features
of branded products or services. Broadly, research on brand loyalty
focuses on two main schools of thought: behavioural and attitudinal
loyalty (e.g., Dick & Basu, 1994; Ringberg & Gupta, 2003). Nam et al.
(2011) confirmed that brand loyalty has traditionally been perceived as
a behavioural construct relating to intentions towards repeat purchases.
Indeed, consumer behaviour tends to be based on repeat purchases of
particular products or services (Hallowell, 1996; Homburg & Giering,
2001). However, this chapter considers attitudinal loyalty to be a form of
long-term and emotional commitment to a brand (Bennett & Rundle-
Thiele, 2002; Shankar et al., 2003). This is why attitudinal loyalty is
referred to as “emotional loyalty”, and is regarded as much stronger and
longer lasting (Hofmeyr & Rice, 2000). This chapter reviews the litera-
ture on luxury brands, then presents a discussion of brand switching based
on two contrasting perspectives, it then reviews the literature on luxury
smartphones and brand loyalty. An evaluation of both behavioural and
attitudinal loyalty is carried out to establish the latter as a more sustain-
able choice. Switching behaviour is then discussed in more detail. Finally,
the chapter concludes with a discussion of managerial implications.

Conceptual Clarification of Luxury Brands

Branding is important in the hyper-competitive luxury industry because
the brand is a significant influencer of product loyalty (Ahn et al., 2018;
Appiah et al., 2019; Ozuem et al., 2016). Luxury brands are often
associated with high-income consumers, and this category of consumers
is typically willing to pay larger premiums compared to middle-income
consumers. The emergence of new technologies has given luxury brands
higher visibility, and such technologies continue to attract more attention
from consumers all over the world (Appiah & Ozuem, 2018a). Luxury
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brands are characterized as one of the fastest-growing brand segments
in the world, generating high profits in various markets. Luxury brands
are defined and categorized based on different perspectives. Vickers and
Renand (2003) defined luxury brands as symbols of personal identity,
and emphasized that consumers’ luxury consumption is dependent on
personal, social and individual attachments. For the purposes of this
chapter, and in line with the above clarification, luxury brands are defined
as the outward expression of a consumer’s own identity. However, the
intentions of consumers to purchase luxury brands are complex and
multifaceted (Giovannini et al., 2015). Luxury brands are considered
to be conspicuous possessions categorized by exclusivity, prestige and
premium pricing (Berthon et al., 2009; Miller & Mills, 2012). They
possess distinct brand identities and meanings distinguished by specific
associations (Tynan et al., 2010). Luxury brands benefit from associations
utilized by firms in developing strong brand identities which typically
include: (a) authenticity, (b) stylistic consistency, (c) quality commit-
ment, (d) unique aesthetic symbolism, and (e) hedonic and emotional
promotional appeals (Okonkwo, 2009).

Aaker (1996) insisted that luxury brands carry a deeper identity
compared to ordinary brands. Luxury branding is a strategic marketing
tool that provides competitive advantage for manufacturers (Keller,
2009). Conventionally, luxury denotes excellence, creativity and exclu-
sivity (Okonkwo, 2009), based on these attributes, luxury brands build
and harness consumer identity by connecting the consumer’s inner self
with the external world (Belk, 1988; Jenkins, 2004).

Innovation and Disruption

The ultimate causes of brand switching are market disruptions. Market
disruptions are key occurrences in a market that, more often than
not, impede customer–brand relationships (Christensen, 2013; Fournier,
1998; Jung et al., 2017). Disruption therefore occurs when markets
cease to operate routinely. It is characterized by steep and prolonged
market declines. This chapter focuses on disruptions that occur within
product markets. As noted by McGrath and Cliffe (2011), the concept
of market disruption that occurs in the market can be understood by
drawing on research in two significant areas: technology and innovation.
In recent times, these areas have attracted significant attention from firms
in the smartphone industry. Disruptions displace and alter how we think,
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behave, transact business, learn and go about our daily business. This
is echoed by Christensen (2013), who stated that disruptions displace
existing markets, industries and technology; markets, industries and tech-
nology then develop into something unique, more efficient and more
useful.

The theory of disruptive innovation introduced by Christensen (2013)
provides an explanation of the displacement of industry giants by lesser
competitors and the opening of channels to new entrants (Bower &
Christensen, 1995; Christensen, 2013; Giovanisa & Athanasopouloub,
2018). Disruptive innovation creates a new market and disrupts existing
markets. The term is used in the business and technology literature
to describe innovations that improve products or services in ways that
markets do not expect: first by generating a different set of consumers
in the new market (Christensen, 2013; Giovanisa & Athanasopouloub,
2018; Ozuem et al., 2008), and later by lowering prices in the existing
market.

Luxury Smartphones and Brand Loyalty

The personal lives of contemporary individuals have become largely reliant
on advanced information communication technologies. In particular,
smartphones have permeated every arena of today’s society. Smartphones
are supported by the development of communication infrastructures,
especially that of high-speed communication networks. The ownership
of smartphones as well as the use of smartphone apps has significantly
increased (Smith, 2013). Furthermore, as the internet of things (IoT),
a network of wireless connections across devices that enables information
to be conveyed without the intentional involvement of humans, continues
to be applied to an increasing number of devices, the domains converging
with smartphone apps have also broadened and diversified. According to
a Cisco report conducted by Bradley et al. (2016), the number of devices
based on IoT will reach 50 billion by the end of 2020. This implies that
the function of smartphone apps as technological hubs for IoT devices
will also intensify.

The emergence of a networked world, in which the smartphone plays
a significant part, has led to smartphones becoming a basic necessity and
a shift in attention towards high-end luxury smartphones. The Solarin
smartphone is a luxury smartphone. The Solarin smartphone stands out
because of its sleek surface, and leather and titanium exterior. Luxury
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devices often boast technology that provides protection to thwart cyber-
attacks and military grade chip-to-chip 256-bit encryption. By flicking
a unique security switch on the back of the device, the smartphone
enters a special shielded mode which allows end-to-end encrypted calls
and messages. These unique features make Solarin smartphones physically
different from other phones (http://www.solarin.com).

Another luxury smartphone is the Fantôme Arcane. According
to a PR Newswire (2015) report, the Fantôme Arcane is a high-
performance luxury smartphone built to satisfy the increasing demands
of consumers seeking security and privacy features. It has very unique
features and functions, including a secure space to enrich the mobile
user experience that allows multiple virtual phones to co-exist on the
device. Each virtual phone created on the device can be paired to one
of the two SIMs available on the Arcane. Each virtual phone isolates the
accounts and data from other virtual phones on the device. This allows
device owners to use the same app with different accounts in each virtual
phone making it easy to maintain personal, public and work accounts
and identities all on a single premium device (http://www.fantom3.com/
arcane).

In line with the above developments, and the shift towards luxury
smartphones, the expectation of these luxury smartphone firms is to ulti-
mately consolidate customer loyalty through improved user experience.
Loyalty to a brand is expressed based on a positive attitude, which drives
consumers to repeatedly demand goods or services of a particular brand
or a limited number of brands within a suitably defined period of time.
Consistent with this view, Appiah (2014) suggested that positive attitudes
may have a strong effect on consumers’ behaviour towards a particular
brand. Brand loyalty is a “deeply held commitment to rebuy or repa-
tronize a preferred product or service consistently in the future, causing
repetitive same-brand or same-brand-set purchasing, despite situational
influence and marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching
behaviour” (Oliver, 1999, p. 34). Dimitriades (2006) shared a similar
view in noting that it is widely accepted that satisfied consumers are
less sensitive to price changes, less influenced by competitor attacks and
increasingly more loyal to firms than dissatisfied customers.

Arguably, no recent technological innovation has had a more transfor-
mative effect on consumers’ lives than the virtually indispensable smart-
phone, with one-third of all consumer purchases, over US$1 trillion, now
occurring on mobile platforms (Melumad & Pham, 2020).

http://www.solarin.com
http://www.fantom3.com/arcane
http://www.fantom3.com/arcane
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Behavioural and Attitudinal Loyalty

While functionalities undoubtedly play an important role in explaining
why consumers form attachments to their smartphones, there is a deeper
psychological explanation for this special relationship (Melumad & Pham,
2020). Luxury smartphone consumers are drawn to their devices because
they offer a unique combination of functional, haptic and personal owner-
ship benefits that allow these devices to serve as a source of psychological
comfort. Thus, although the very notion of “smartphone addiction”
frames the relationship that people have with their smartphone in an
exclusively negative light, consumers also derive emotional and psycho-
logical benefits from use of their luxury smartphone devices (Ball &
Tasaki, 1992).

Despite the large number of studies on brand loyalty, much of the
research over the past three decades investigates consumer loyalty from
two perspectives; so, broadly, there are two schools of thought under-
lining the definition of brand loyalty: behavioural loyalty and attitudinal
loyalty (Dick & Basu, 1994).

The early marketing studies perceived customer loyalty in a behavioural
way, measuring the concept as a behaviour involving repeat purchases of
a particular product or service. This behaviour was evaluated in several
ways: by the sequence in which goods and services were purchased,
as a proportion of purchases, as an act of recommendation or as a
measure of several of these criteria combined (Hallowell, 1996; Homburg
& Giering, 2001). Nam et al. (2011) confirmed the above-mentioned
perception by stating that loyalty has traditionally been conceived of as a
behavioural construct relating to intentions towards repeat purchase. Put
simply, Nam et al. (2011) referred to behavioural loyalty as the frequency
of repeat purchases, and, repeat purchases may, to a certain degree,
capture consumers’ loyalty towards their brand of interest. Kuusik and
Varblane (2009) identified three sub-segmented reasons for customers’
loyalty: (i) those who are forced to be loyal (e.g., by monopoly or
high exit costs), (ii) those who are loyal due to inertia, and (iii) those
demonstrating functional loyalty. Oliver (1999) attached the concept of
inert loyalty to routine purchases in which a sense of satisfaction is not
experienced and purchasing becomes a task. From a marketing perspec-
tive, this would suggest that as long as there are no specific “triggers”
to compel behaviourally loyal customers to change providers, they will
remain passively loyal (Roos, 1999). According to Liu et al. (2007), even
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when presented with more attractive alternatives, consumers who have
high inertia will be reluctant to change, and this behaviour can be linked
to a consumer’s familiarity and a perception that frequenting a familiar
service vendor requires less effort. They stated that consumer inertia has
greater influence on repeat purchase intentions, and they recommended
that managers make efforts to develop consumer consumption inertia.

Day (1969) criticized this one-dimensional view as behaviourally
centred, and therefore not particularly useful to distinguish true loyalty
from “spurious loyalty”. Since then, many researchers have recognized
the need to add an attitudinal component to the behavioural one (Berné
et al., 2001; Dick & Basu, 1994; Oliver, 1997). Day’s criticism was
embraced by Uncles and Laurent (1997) who argued that by classifying
these behavioural observations as a form of loyalty, there is a tendency
to overlook customers who are emotionally attached to products and
services. This can lead to overestimations of loyal customer bases and the
stability of portfolios (Crouch et al., 2004). Significantly, Dick and Basu
(1994) contended that a favourable attitude and repeat purchase is ideal
to define loyalty. They viewed loyalty as an attitude–behaviour relationship
in their framework.

Attitudinal loyalty, on the other hand, can be defined as capturing the
emotional and cognitive components of brand loyalty (Kumar & Shah,
2004; Ozuem et al., 2016). Brand commitment is the pledging or binding
of a person to his or her brand choice within a product class (Appiah et al.,
2019). Brand commitment is synonymous with attitudinal loyalty.

Attitudinal loyalty represents a long-term and emotional commitment
to an organization or brand (Bennett & Rundle-Thiele, 2002; Ozuem
et al., 2016; Shankar et al., 2003). Sadeghi et al. (2014) supported this
view and argued that loyalty is gained from affective commitment and
emotional attachments. The idea of attitudinal loyalty has been compared
with marriage (Albert & Merunka, 2013).

Consistent with the above, attitudinal loyalty refers to the psycho-
logical commitment that a consumer makes in the purchase act, such
as intentions to purchase and recommend without necessarily taking
repeat purchase behaviour into account (Jacoby, 1971). Jacoby and Kyner
(1973) defended Jacoby’s (1971) definition of brand loyalty. Their defi-
nition offers a set of six necessary and collectively sufficient conditions.
According to Jacoby and Kyner (1973) brand loyalty is: (1) biased (i.e.,
non-random), (2) a behavioural response (i.e., purchase), (3) expressed
over time, (4) undertaken by some decision-making unit, (5) fulfilled
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with respect to one or more alternative brands out of a set of such
brands, and (6) a function of psychological (decision-making, evaluative)
processes. They stated that it is the evaluation process (the sixth condi-
tion) that makes an individual develop a commitment towards a brand. It
is this notion of commitment, they argued, that provides an essential basis
for differentiating brand loyalty from other forms of repeat purchasing
behaviour.

Attitudinal loyalty is preferred by marketers to behavioural loyalty
(Appiah & Ozuem, 2018a; Day, 1969; Dick & Basu, 1994) for the
following reasons. Customers who are behaviourally loyal customers are
considered spuriously loyal; hence, they remain loyal until they find
an alternative in the same product or service category (Dick & Basu,
1994). An attitudinally loyal customer, on the other hand, is strongly
committed to a brand or service, and does not switch to an alternative
easily. Customers are influenced through trust and affective commitment,
leading to a positive relationship with the brand (Aurier & Lanauze,
2010). Attitudinal loyalty not only indicates higher repurchase intent, but
also resistance to counter-persuasion and adverse expert opinion. It is an
indicator of a willingness to pay a price premium and to recommend the
service provider or brand to others.

Based on the reasons established above, this chapter adopts the idea of
attitudinal loyalty towards a brand or service provider and defines brand
loyalty as the consumer’s intention to repurchase or their willingness to
recommend a particular brand regardless of price change. Shankar et al.
(2003) viewed attitudinal loyalty as similar to the type of affective or
cognitive loyalty proposed by Oliver (1999). This represents a higher
order or a long-term commitment of a customer to an organization or
brand, which cannot be inferred by merely observing customer repeat
purchase behaviour (Appiah & Ozuem, 2018b).

Brand Switching from Social

Influence Theory Perspective

Brand switching occurs when a customer is motivated to review available
alternatives in the marketplace due to a change in competitive activi-
ties (Matzler et al., 2015; Seiders & Tigert, 1997). Socially, switching
occurs when a customer’s belief in a brand is externally influenced within
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the social setting. The customer’s belief then impacts his or her atti-
tude towards using a specific brand, which leads to changes in purchase
intentions.

For the purposes of this chapter, social influence refers to the extent to
which customers are influenced by the actions of others within the same
social environment (Karikari et al., 2017; Osei-Frimpong & McLean,
2018; Risselada et al., 2014). Similarly, Deutsch and Gerard (1955)
offered further insight into informational and normative social influence
as two major types of social influence. They shared the view that infor-
mational social influence is about accepting information that is acquired
within a social setting based on another customer’s experience. On the
other hand, normative social influence denotes the adaptation of other
customers’ preferences and expectations in a similar social environment.
In the smartphone industry, normative social influence occurs within
groups due to the desire of users of specific brands to identify with, or
maintain, self-congruency with positive positions considered favourable
by group members (Kaplan & Miller, 1987). The symbolic values of
brands extend deeper than their role as a signalling device, in that they
help consumers to retain a sense of the past, to categorize themselves
in society, and to communicate cultural meanings such as social status
and group identity (Belk, 1988). Switching occurs when customers are
exposed to normative influence; that is, social pressure causes them to
accept certain purchase behaviour irrespective of their beliefs and atti-
tudes towards the behaviour. This compares with informational influence
in which some customers in a particular group re-evaluate their decisions
to switch when other forms of information relevant to the decision are
discussed in the same group (Lee, 2009).

Functional Utility and Consumer

Switching Behaviour

Switching happens at the point where customers are driven to consider
available alternatives (Appiah et al., 2017; Seiders & Tigert, 1997).
Therefore, brand switching may be defined as an act of showing loyalty
to a product or service, but opting for an alternative as a result of dissat-
isfaction. This is further supported by Biedenbach et al. (2015) who
found that satisfaction is crucial in order to retain customers. Therefore,
management needs to constantly evaluate and redirect its resources and
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capabilities in order to maintain a strong position relative to competitors
(Itami & Roehl, 1987).

Consumer loyalty is defined as the degree to which a consumer exhibits
repeat purchasing behaviour from a service provider, possesses a positive
attitudinal disposition toward the provider, and considers using only this
provider when a need for the service arises (Gremler & Brown, 1996;
O’Keeffe et al., 2016; Ozuem et al., 2016). Losing a consumer is a
serious setback for a firm in terms of its present and future earnings. In
addition to losing the benefits discussed above, the firm needs to invest
resources in attracting new consumers to replace the ones it has lost, and
this incurs expenditure on advertising, promotions and initial discounts.
Peters (1987) suggested it can cost five times more to acquire a new
consumer than to retain an old one. Consequently, retaining an estab-
lished current consumer base is much more attractive and viable than
searching for new consumers.

Product characteristics, such as innovation in product contexts with
a large number of available alternatives and a short inter-purchase
frequency, are likely to affect the exploratory tendencies of brand
switching proponents (Hoyer & Ridgway, 1984). Exploratory tendencies
are likely to be influenced by product involvement, perceived risk, brand
loyalty, perceived brand differentiation/similarity, hedonism (or pleasure)
and strength of preference (Hoyer & Ridgway, 1984; Van Trijp et al.,
1996). When individuals are highly involved with a product and loyal
to a brand, their propensity to switch is likely to be lower (Sloot et al.,
2005).

Individuals who are involved with a product have “a narrow latitude
acceptance”, thus they are unlikely to be persuaded to switch. Similarly,
according to Sloot et al. (2005), loyal consumers are less likely to switch
to another brand. Persuasion to switch may be manifested in the form of
sales promotions, such as offers and discounts, which have been found
to encourage switching across various product contexts (Kahn & Louie,
1990).

Further, the perceived level of risk is key and individuals are typi-
cally most concerned with losses resulting from their purchases (Mitchell,
1999). High perceived risk leads to avoidance tendencies and behaviours
(e.g., commitment to a brand, repeat purchase behaviour) as consumers
are “more often motivated to avoid mistakes than to maximize utility
in purchasing” (Mitchell, 1999, p. 163). Further, perceived similarity
between brands within a product class indicates that individuals are likely
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to exhibit switching tendencies, such as alternating between familiar
brands within a product class (Hoyer & Ridgway, 1984).

Hedonism may also encourage switching within specific categories of
products (Van Trijp et al., 1996). Hedonism is associated with the enjoy-
ment or pleasure that an individual derives from specific products (Griffin
et al., 2000). Consumers are more intrinsically motivated by products
that are associated with affective (hedonic) sensations (Hirschman &
Holbrook, 1982); thus, the repeat consumption of such products is likely
to elicit switching tendencies (Van Trijp et al., 1996).

Market disruptions are the major cause of brand switching. Market
disruptions are major events occurring in a market that threaten
customer–brand relationships (Appiah et al., 2016; Fournier, 1998).
Disruption is defined as a situation where markets cease to function in
a regular manner. This is typically characterized by rapid and large market
declines. For instance, disruptions in financial markets are caused by a
glut of sellers willing to trade at any price, combined with the near or
total absence of buyers at a particular time. In these circumstances, prices
can decline precipitously (Shapiro, 2010).

In the financial markets, disruptions can result from both physical
threats to the stock exchange or unusual trading. According to a report by
Shapiro (2010), concerns over the financial situation in Greece and uncer-
tainty concerning elections in the UK, among other things, constrained
the financial market of that time with implications for trading.

Brand Switching from Social Mobility Perspective

Current advances in choice modelling and social identity theory indi-
cate that brand switching also serves sociopsychological purposes apart
from functional utility maximization (Rao et al., 2000; Tajfel & Turner,
1979). Per the theory, consumers develop their identity from affiliations
with social groups. Their membership of those groups is valued as they
feel distinguished from those who are outside the in-group. Lam et al.
(2010) stated that when a social identity is perceived in a negative manner,
members belonging to the in-group will probably respond by resorting to
the following strategic options: social mobility, social creativity and social
change.

Social mobility is defined as a consumer’s attempt to leave or disso-
ciate himself or herself from a particular group. A typical instance is
given of a consumer who decides to move out of a lower status group
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to one of a higher status (Lam et al., 2010). Social creativity refers to
a person’s attempt to “seek positive distinctiveness for the in-group by
redefining or altering the elements of the comparative situation” (Tajfel
& Turner, 1979, p. 43). An instance is when a business school which
is not performing well academically compared to another school in the
same category, may seek to align and compare itself with another busi-
ness school over which it has superiority in another dimension (Elsbach
& Kramer, 1996). Finally, social change is direct competition with the
out-group to recover higher status. From a marketing perspective, social
change can be instigated either by competitors or by consumers who
identify with a specific brand. Market disruptions initiated by competitors
(e.g., innovative brands) can be perceived as attempts to initiate social
change between competitors to vie for favour among customers. Some
customers may perceive a new brand (a luxury brand, in this context)
as possessing a more attractive identity than the incumbent’s identity.
From the customer’s perspective, brand identifiers in some cases proac-
tively cultivate negative word of mouth, especially of brands that they do
not identify with, after being exposed to comparative advertising. Based
on social identity theory, it can be argued that customers may switch to a
new brand for self-enhancement purposes and to maximize sociopsycho-
logical utility (e.g., symbolic benefits) rather than for reasons associated
with functional utility (e.g., functional benefits).

Conclusions and Managerial Implications

This chapter has substantial managerial implications. First, our exploration
of both attitudinal loyalty and behavioural loyalty offers more managerial
insights than an examination of either type of loyalty independently. For
example, it can be deduced that users of luxury smartphones repurchase
specific brands that carry meaning for them, as opposed to just offering
product utility. Drawing from the above, it can be argued that particular
luxury smartphones that possess distinctive identities have the potential
to win the attention of consumers and, ultimately, their loyalty.

Accordingly, brand managers should develop and maintain a clear
and consistent identity, so that brands can serve as stable references for
consumers (Aaker, 1996; Kapferer, 1997). A widely held belief is that a
stable brand identity can help firms navigate and adapt to market changes
(Collins & Porras, 1994). In practice, and consistent with this prin-
ciple, companies seek to stabilize the identity of their brands over time.
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These insights will help managers plan their marketing programmes more
effectively.

Furthermore, attitudinal loyalty provides more insight into the possible
reasons why a customer demonstrates behavioural loyalty. For example,
a customer may be driven by functional attributes, quality attributes or
simply by price. Attitudinal loyalty measures will help brand managers
understand: (1) why, and for what reasons, customers purchase their
brands as well as those of their competitors; and (2) the strengths and
vulnerabilities of their brands.

The theory of disruptive innovation introduced by Christensen (2013)
offers an explanation for the displacement of industry leaders by smaller
competitors, which are almost always new entrants (Bower & Christensen,
1995; Christensen, 2013). Disruptive innovation is an innovation that
helps create a new market and eventually goes on to disrupt an existing
market (Ozuem et al., 2008). The term is used in business and tech-
nology literature to describe innovations that improve products or services
in ways that markets do not expect; first by designing for a different set of
consumers in the new market, and later by lowering prices in the existing
market.

According to McGrath and Cliffe (2011), the explanatory power of
this theory comes from the notion that industry incumbents and new
entrants follow different technology trajectories. Industry leaders tend
to focus on sustaining innovations that continuously improve their flag-
ship products and increase their overall performance in attributes that are
perceived as being important for their existing customer base. Over time,
the performance increase achieved through sustaining innovations begins
to overshoot the needs of the best customers who pay the most, whereas
the new entrants’ disruptive products become good enough to meet the
needs of consumers.
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CHAPTER 9

Digital Marketing in Luxury Fashion: From
Crisis to Strength

Aster Mekonnen and Liz Larner

Introduction

Although it is too early to measure the total financial loss of the fashion
sector as a result of Covid-19, the pandemic has certainly shaken some
key aspects of the luxury industry. While some brands will emerge from
the crisis stronger, others will struggle to preserve the integrity of their
business (Achille & Zipser, 2020). This will partially depend on how
brands respond to short-term need whilst simultaneously planning for
a long-term sustainable strategy. Covid-19 is an unprecedented event
resulting in one of the biggest economic contraction since World War
II (Grech, 2020; He & Harris, 2020; Mazzoleni et al., 2020). The
pandemic represents one of the most significant environmental changes in
the modern marketing history, which could potentially have a profound
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impact on corporate social responsivity (CSR), consumer ethics, and the
basic marketing philosophy (He & Harris, 2020). It has affected every
sector of the economy, however due to its discretionary nature, fashion
is particularly vulnerable. The average market capitalisation of apparel,
fashion and luxury players dropped almost 40% between the start of
January and the end of March 2020, which is a much steeper decline
than that of the overall stock market (BOF and McKinsey & Company,
2020).

Businesses in the twenty-first century are hugely reliant on the internet
to support the growth of their organisations. Whether one should inte-
grate internet technology as part of their business plan is no longer
questionable, but rather a matter of how it may be most effectively
deployed (Porter, 2001). Digitisation is gaining a prominent position
within the marketing mix (Mitterfellner, 2019). The growth of and
investment in digital marketing has been exponential. Fashion has been
reported to be the largest B2C eCommerce market segment with its
global size estimated at US$528.1 billion in 2019 and expected to grow
further in the future (Statista.com, 2020). As the internet presents a
unique opportunity for brands to strengthen their competitiveness as
well as build on their customers experience it is evident that most indus-
tries have changed their approach and marketing strategies. The internet
presents the ultimate interactive and integrative communications system
(Schultz, 1996). It has been a game-changer and going online effectively
means brands can go global. For customers that are cash rich but time
poor the internet is an alternative channel that could fulfil their desire.
The fashion communication landscape has evolved.

One of the most significant contributions of the internet is that
of value-added marketing, adding value to the consumer experience
by allowing marketers to give them additional information as well as
providing accessible services. The concept of ‘value’ is widely discussed
from different perspectives. For the consumer value can be more complex,
linked to diverse factors such as the products functional worth, its price
and/or the symbolic meaning it holds (Dahl, 2018). Historically, there
was resistance from some luxury fashion brands to embark on utilizing
the internet for marketing purposes because they felt that e-commerce was
not a very luxurious experience. In particular with some luxury heritage
brands, there is a misconception that heritage is interchangeable with
history rather than representative of the emotional response originally
developed in customers (Morley & McMahon, 2011). This has inevitably
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led to the idea of heritage as static history inhibiting innovation to a
degree. Luxury is about the experience, not just the product providing
the consumer with a sense of enhanced status or identity through feel-
ings of authenticity, exclusivity, culture and or quality. The internet has
presented the industry with a valuable tool to successfully to enhance
consumers’ relationship with the brand, by involving them in the ‘experi-
ence’, ‘personality’ and associated lifestyle of the brand. Consumers’ needs
are evolving rapidly. Contemporary consumers have a greater expecta-
tion to engage in a conversation with brands, to express their evolving
needs but also to have a shared dialogue. The Covid-19 pandemic, has
required more consumers, traditional and contemporary to engage with
brands in a digital environment as access to many traditional environments
has been restricted. Additionally, during the pandemic we have also seen
an unprecedented societal situational and contextual changes, which have
had a significant impact on consumer ethical decision. Pre pandemic we
saw the growth of environmental concerns, elevated by ‘Extinction Rebel-
lion’. Some organizations and individuals within the fashion industry was
impacted by #MeToo. Particularly Black Lives Matter gained significant
momentum during the pandemic. All of these are likely to continue in
the long run, post pandemic, with the change in focus of self to society
shifting (Rogers & Cosgrove, 2020). It is argued that “Pre pandemic
consumer centric brand strategy is now society centric strategy. Further,
against this new backdrop there are the 4C’s of the modern planet
community, content, curation and collaboration” (Andjelic, 2020).

In the face of today’s rapidly changing environment, with the advent
of a technology revolution and the customers’ decision-making processes
changing, organisations need to take digital integration seriously (Retail
Weeks Report, 2014). Companies which master the process of digital
integration are 2.5 times more likely to convert their customers (Bughin,
2013). In 2020, the pandemic has forced organisations to adopt to tech-
nology rapidly. Satya Nadella’s—Microsoft’s CEO, holds the view that
the crisis has actually brought forward the adoption of a wide range of
technologies by two years (Waters, 2020).

Luxury fashion brands who are not fully integrating digital marketing
tools to engage their customers risk being left behind. More brands
are exploring on how they can do it better rather than shying away
from it (Ortved, 2011). Consumer behaviour and expectation in rela-
tion to fashion coupled with the level of engagement that social media
is able to provide has made this area of innovation in the internet a
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focal point in several studies relating to fashion marketing (Kim & Ko,
2012; Ortved, 2011; Phan, 2011). Social media which allows and encour-
ages user-generated content such as creating and sharing texts, pictures
or videos, and comment on existing content has empowered customers
giving them the platform to engage with brands, consequently enhancing
their expectation and perception of their brands. Moreover, the luxury
industry is continuously expanding, reaching out to and targeting a larger
consumer base—while Generation X(Gen X) currently tops the list of
luxury consumers it is anticipated that millennials(Gen Y) and Gen Z will
account for 45% of the global personal luxury goods market by 2025.
With the Gen Y and Gen Z luxury industry are able to easily create a
point of contact through the use of social media platforms (Kapferer &
Valette-Florence, 2016). Understanding the role that digital plays in these
different generations is going to be key to the longevity of luxury fashion
brands.

This chapter intends to provide an outlook on the current role of
digital marketing in luxury fashion brands and highlight the significance
of integrating digital marketing as a key component to drive success and
sustainable growth. Mainly through digital connectivity and interaction
with customers at a time of such unprecedented crisis. The remainder of
the chapter is organised under three key areas: (1) Digital marketing—
encompassing the technology behind it and associated digital marketing
strategy with the significance of social media highlighted (2) Luxury
fashion and digital transformation and (3) Looking at key strategies for
luxury fashion at a time of crisis which includes setting objectives, being
customer focused and recognising the importance of social media.

Digital Marketing

Aghaei et al. (2012) describes the four generations of the web as follows:
Web 1.0 as a web of information connections, Web 2.0 as a web of
people connections, Web 3.0 as a web of knowledge connections and
Web 4.0 as a web of intelligence connections (the future). Web 5.0 will
be about the (emotional) interaction between humans. The internet has
grown from strength to strength since its innovation phase 1964–1974
(creation of the fundamental building blocks), through the institutional-
isation phase 1975–1995 (when large intuitions were provided funding
and legitimisation), up to today’s commercialisation phase 1995–present
(private corporations take over, expand the backbone of the internet and
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local services) (Laudon & Travis, 2013). By July 2020 4.57 billion people
were active internet users, 4.17 billion unique mobile internet users,
3.96 active social media users and 3.91 active mobile social media users
(Clement, 2020). Today, the web provides a tremendous opportunity to
reach customers directly. In 2018 it was estimated that global spending
on digital marketing will be approaching 100 billion. Top digital activities
key to marketing success are the operation of a corporate website, social
marketing and digital advertising. Social media is undoubtedly gaining in
prominence, with over 86% of internet users now active on social media.

Advances in technology and the evolution of marketing are insepa-
rable. The printing press, radio, television and now the internet are all
examples of major breakthroughs in technology that also advanced the
field of marketing. Technology has the ability to open up new markets
and to radically change existing ones. The rapidness of changes in tech-
nology makes it necessary to continuously study consumer behaviour. As
soon as one thinks that they may have a grasp on what their archetypal
consumer wants, those wants will have changed. In the developed world,
the digital revolution is changing the way we choose and buy our products
and services. People are now going online on a daily basis to fulfil needs
such as banking, shopping, recreation and communication. The role of
digital technology in consumers lives has in itself changed from what was
once exceptional to now in many cases being utility. Some marketing prin-
ciples never change, companies must meet the needs of their customers;
their need is now access in a digital environment, which is further fuelled
by digitally enabled social networking, more commonly known as social
media.

The Technology Behind Digital Marketing

The terms internet marketing, e-marketing and digital marketing are
often used interchangeably. However, e-marketing is sometimes consid-
ered to have a broader scope than internet marketing since it refers to
digital media such as web, e-mail and wireless media, but also includes
management of digital customer data and electronic customer relation-
ship management systems (E-CRM systems). The term ‘digital marketing’
was first used in the 1990s and was then described as the marketing of
products or services using digital channels to reach consumers (Dorie,
2012). The key objective being to promote brands through various forms
of digital media. This implies the use of traditional approaches through
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a digital medium. Digital marketing now is not a separate activity digital
marketing is now simply marketing and the technology is driving shifts
in approaches to all aspects of marketing. To help clarify these alterna-
tive terminologies and definitions, in collaboration with the Institute of
Digital Marketing, Chaffey et al. (2006) proposed an all-encompassing
explanation of digital marketing, describing it as an activity that involves
the application of technologies which form online channels to market;
that’s web, e-mail, databases, plus mobile/wireless and digital TV.

The digital age as we know it now began with the internet and the
Web 1.0 platforms of the early 1990s. This was a rather static world in
which users could get the information they desired but it could not be
shared on the web. There was no such thing as interaction, as the only
activity was reading of content. In 1993, we saw the entrance of the first
clickable banner ad and by the next year online magazine Hotwired had
begun to purchase huge numbers of banner ads. This was the first step
towards shifting the market into a new digital age.

Web 1.0 then slowly progressed into Web 2.0. This is not a new version
of Web 1.0; it is about enhancing how people use technology. People
were no longer passively taking in information, but instead the internet
became a sort of super-highway where users could directly interact with
both other users and businesses, the collaborative potential enabling users
to share, interact and communicate via rich media content such as Face-
book, Instagram, YouTube, FaceTime, Skype and many more. In the
early 2000s, supported by the capabilities of broadband and fibre optics,
numerous networks and social platforms were developed. This finally
enabled Web 2.0 to become truly social. Social media has now become
a thriving entity. There is more to come, from the transition of the
digital world towards evolutionary Web tools, shifting from the Web of
Communication (Web 2.0) towards the Web of Thought (Web 5.0)—The
evolution increases opportunities for organisations as well as providing
enhanced forms of communication and immersive virtual experiences for
users (Fig. 9.1). Immersive virtual experiences are already being used in
luxury fashion, the move from live to virtual fashion shows during the
pandemic has driven further innovation.

In the 2000s and the 2010s, as digital marketing continued to get
more sophisticated, it became recognised as an effective technology to
enable and foster a relationship with more concisely targeted consumers.
With this came the need to formulate a strategy specifically tailored
to meet the demands of the internet audience. Digital marketing has
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Fig. 9.1 The web of expansion—From Web of things to the Web of Thought
(Source www.Trendone.com)

changed astoundingly since its conception in the early 1990s and will
continue to change.

Digital Marketing Strategy

Stabilizing the business during the crisis is crucial but management must
not lose sight of the longer-term considerations when strategizing for
the future. Although the term ‘strategy’ has been used in many different
contexts, they are all synonymous in being described as the means to
achieve a goal. One simple definition is that it is “a plan of action designed
to achieve a long-term or overall aim” (Strauss & Frost, 2014, p. 72).
In comparison to traditional strategy, e-business strategy is described as

http://www.Trendone.com
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“the deployment of enterprise resources to capitalise on technologies for
reaching specified objectives that ultimately improve performance and
create sustainable competitive advantage” (Strauss & Frost, 2014). This
is inclusive of information technology components such as the internet,
digital data, databases, etc.

There are several tools that have been developed or adapted by
marketers in their effort to integrate digital marketing strategy into their
overall business strategy. When considering the formulation of a strategic
plan suitable for online luxury fashion marketing, first and foremost one
has to examine the unique features inherent to luxury brands. The review
of generic and specific digital marketing strategies, as well as current best
practice, can also support the building of an online strategy for luxury
fashion brands as it will undoubtedly unveil some of the most essen-
tial elements required in order to develop a robust digital marketing
strategy. Chaffey et al.’s and Chadwick’s generic digital marketing strategy
development process (2006, 2012); Chaffey and Smith’s ‘SOSTAC©
Planning Framework for E-Marketing’ (2013); and Strauss and Frost’s
‘E-Marketing Plan’ (2014) being amongst such theories. The foundation
of these strategies is traditional marketing with common elements such
as—assessing the marketplace; defining objectives; selecting a strategic
approach; implementing actions or activities; and measuring results or
performance (being comparable).

Digital Marketing Strategy with Social Media in Focus—When using
social media, setting a clear goal when building a digital marketing and
PR plan is important (Scott, 2011). Here, the emphasis is on a buyer
orientated focus in the context of the organisational goals and organ-
isations learning as much as they can about their buyers and segment
them into groups identified by ‘buyers’ persona’. This should be the
first and single most important step that an organisation needs to take
in creating a digital marketing plan. Further, other components such as
tactics for the implementation and measurement of the marketing effort
and success need to be included in the overall planning. Dahl (2018)
pointed out that when planning a social media marketing campaign, the
broad stages of the planning process are similar to those for traditional
marketing campaigns which include key stages such as analysis, objective
setting, strategy decision, details and evaluation.

Luxury consumers are highly social in the digital sense with 80% using
social media on monthly basis, 50% being weekly and 25% being daily
users. Moreover, they are not passive users, two thirds actively generate
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varied content on regular basis. This is partly enabled by the acces-
sibility of social media on several applications such as mobile devices,
tablets, and computers (Lamberton & Stephen, 2016; Richardson et al.,
2016). Utilising social media effectively allows brands to keep up to date
with current issues their consumers may be involved in (Arrigo, 2018).
Moreover, it provides brands an additional channel to communicate
with their consumers as well as enhancing the brand experience through
additional information provision (Saravanakumar and SuganthaLakshmi,
2012; Stokinger & Ozuem, 2014).

What is clear from the review is that the digital marketing strategy
must support and be integrated with the overall business and marketing
plans. The review has also shown that there is no single common approach
to building a digital marketing strategy, nor should there be one. But
there are essential elements that every marketing strategy must have. This
should include, but not be exclusive to, setting digital goals or objectives;
analysing the situation; knowing one’s customer; setting the strategy and
tactics by which to execute it; and having a control mechanism for evalu-
ating performance. To the same effect, one must design a strategy or plan
that is well structured and comprehensive in the context of the specified
sector.

To explore the issues from the review and current situation in the
context of luxury fashion further, this chapter refers to the views of
leaders and consultants that are closely involved with the sector globally
and locally—Marketing, PR and Management consultants and a Board
director. The participants were able to share their views via interviews and
focus group discussion. Considering that the UK is one of the top fashion
markets in the world and the crisis is a global unprecedented event, the
findings are relevant to a wider audience. The UK has been one of the
leading fashion retail destinations of the world, at the forefront of fashion
innovation (Retail Week, 2014).

Luxury Fashion and Digital Transformation

As with most industry’s fashion retail has undergone a major change as a
result of innovation which has transformed customers shopping behaviour
and their engagements with brand. In light of the intense rivalry that
exists in the fashion industry digital integration has given retailers and
brands the platform and opportunity to differentiate their offering and
gain competitive advantage. A new shopping era which encompasses
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omni-channel, multichannel and cross-channel has emerged. For many
companies, this crisis has been a catalyst for developing and executing an
online and omni-channel strategy (Achille & Zipser, 2020).

Whilst luxury brands take up a relatively small share of the fashion
market, its impact in terms of sales, influence and leading change in
the sector is high. It has seen significant growth since 2013. It was
reported that the British luxury sector has grown by 49% in the four years
from 2013 to 2017 (Wightman-Stone, 2019). The effect of innovation
on fashion marketing of luxury brands in today’s digitally enabled and
empowered era is an area that needs further exploration. Luxury shop-
pers are among the most digitally connected of any consumer segment
(Timms, 2015). For the average luxury shopper digital experience is a
necessity. Yet some brands have shown resistance in embracing digital
integration fully (Deloitte, 2016). Hindered by the belief that digital
can in no way replicate the in-store exclusive experience, brands such as
Channel have been slow to adopt digital marketing. This is possibly due
to the added fear of losing brand positioning by breaking with traditions
(Okonkwo, 2010). On the other hand, the likes of Burberry have demon-
strated that harnessing digital could not only revive a declining profit but
can potentially be used to reach new target. Moreover, when targeting
new groups, it is important to recognise different generations exhibit
varied knowledge and association with the role of digital technology.
With social media in particular, as the Marketing Consultant working with
luxury brands explained:

…With millennials, they know of a time before social media existed, it had
novelty and was exciting. For Gen Z it’s a utility, it has always been there
and it is a core part of their interactions but it doesn’t hold the value
it does to previous generations. What we’ve seen with Covid-19 to some
extent is all generations relying much more on the digital world, so it has
started to become much more of a utility to us all. (Marketing Consultant)

There are five key customer touch points that luxury brands must strive
to excel in digital marketing. These are the physical store (preferably
located in the city or travel hubs); the person to person interaction
option; an established online search; knowledgeable sales people and a
well-developed brand website (Remy et al., 2015). Further, to achieve
success online luxury brands must try to (1) Redefine what a truly excel-
lent and distinctive luxury experience should be through innovation (2)
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Ensure their distinctiveness in the five key customer touch points and (3)
Radically rethink their consumer engagement strategy. The above report
also indicated the growing importance of social media.

Ko and Megehee’s (2012) seminal work in a special issue on fashion of
luxury brand highlighted four key issues which significant in the sector:
luxury consumer behaviour; luxury status or values; luxury brand manage-
ment; and luxury brand counterfeiting. In this special issue where the
authors reviewed 15 articles, the section on brand management clearly
shows the importance of utilising and managing innovation, particularly
the social media activities as this is an area that is gaining prominence.

The focus group conducted for this study highlights that it is a
transformational period. Understanding the crisis management required
following the Covid-19 pandemic; change in consumers’ behaviour and
value; and recognising the role and reliance on digital across generations
is imperative. The excerpt below, further corroborates the points raised
above.

…We’re in a period of transformation and nobody really knows the full
impact of that and everyone is looking for what the new business model
looks like. We’ve seen transformation in the way buyers usually buy new
seasons, the traditional fashion weeks were taken online, even with some
opening up, buyers are more scheduling one to one appointment. (Board
Director)

With luxury consumers’ being fully digital with raising and evolving
expectations, the challenge for luxury fashion brands is high. The online
market is anticipated to grow, with 75% of all luxury sales being influ-
enced by digital and expected to go up to 100% by 2025 (Remy et al.,
2015). Thus, luxury brands have no choice but to embrace the digital era
and become omni-channel. This will inevitably require them to rethink
how they should implement both their customer experience and their
consumer engagement strategy.

Key Strategies for Luxury Fashion

Digital became the primary mode of interaction during the Covid-
19 crisis. How brands respond at a time of crisis will determine their
future. With luxury fashion brands, given the nature of engagement that
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customer traditionally had, which was predominantly in-store, the chal-
lenge is to determine the extent to which marketers were using the
internet to enhance consumers experience, improve market positioning
as well as keep up with evolving customer need.

Even after stores begin to re-open, companies should be cognisant that
the digital step change during the pandemic is an acceleration of inno-
vation. This change demands that companies change their mindset and
begin to operate like pure digital organisations: rather than asking what
benefits online can offer offline channels, they should ask how their brick-
and-mortar presence can support e-commerce sales (BOF and McKinsey
& Company, 2020). Digital plan should be prioritised. Concurring with
the view above the Board Director of fashion remarked:

For luxury fashion, people are and will definitely be buying less. This means
brands are having to consider what the new business model is. We’re seeing
growth in areas such as rental, peer to peer and even brands buying back
their products on sites to sell themselves. (Board Director)

The remainder of this section is organised under the three key areas
which could support the planning of digital marketing strategy for luxury
brands at a time of crisis—setting digital inclusive objectives, imple-
menting a customer focused strategy and recognising the importance of
social media.

Setting Objectives

In the post-pandemic era, consolidation of the luxury market will only
intensify. The goal or objective desired from the digital channel needs to
be clearly identified. It is important that organisations build on their over-
arching objectives. As such, luxury fashion brands should follow the same
ethos, as it is an extension of the channel or means by which the organ-
isation reaches existing and new customers. One challenge that luxury
brands face in the advent of digital integration is maintaining exclusivity
while also avoiding ubiquity.

To create fitting digital marketing objectives for luxury fashion brands,
the core value related to the luxury brand under consideration must be
re-examined. Society-centric customers are emerging (Andjelic, 2020).
Brands need to consider how this can be incorporated with or achieved
through digital integration. Brands should consider platforms as a way
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of preserving their reach and fulfilment capability as for consumers, the
rapid pivot to digital will continue long after the immediate crisis (BOF
and McKinsey & Company, 2020).

In the past it has been suggested that luxury brands must tell a story
that either involves their own history or that they have developed to
encourage emotional connection with customers (Kapferer & Bastien,
2009). Heritage brands can potentially have an advantage over compe-
tition since there is an increased credibility and feelings of trust because
over time the brand has opportunities to build strong ‘brand stature’
based on consumers’ knowledge and familiarity with the brand (Keller,
2009). While heritage is a valuable tool for luxury brands, it runs the risk
of being viewed as static history which could in turn impede its ability to
redefine and strengthen its brand in current marketplaces such as that
driven by innovation. Some key values articulated at the discussion is
authenticity and storytelling. Digital marketing is essential in storytelling,
a point of difference, it enables brands to engage consumers with their
brand proposition. It was pointed out that, “previously marketing commu-
nications was storytelling and with traditional media you can control that
conversation but it’s a bit of a one-way conversation.” Further, linking
it to social media it was highlighted that, “with social media there’s a
dialogue, brands can’t control the order in which the story unfolds but they
are in control of their own story within that conversation. To make that
an impactful or meaningful conversation brands need authentic content.”
(Marketing Consultant)

A study by user-generated content marketing platform, DeGruttola
(2017) revealed that 86% of consumers think authenticity is key when
deciding which brands to like and support. Yet, 57% of consumers think
that less than half of the brands create authentic content.

An organisation has to ensure that its core value is conveyed to the
digital arena, without losing its panache. Ideally the strategy should focus
on complementing rather than replicating the offline experience. Objec-
tives informed and led by knowledge of the brands current core values as
well as customers evolving expectation, should be one of the key drivers
in planning strategy.

Customer Focused Strategy

Consumers’ behaviour is changing, in the past luxury was only avail-
able to small group of consumers but in recent year the luxury market
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has expanded serving a wider target. While ‘old luxury’ focuses on key
characteristics derived from features such as status and prestige, the new
luxury consumer value the experience of luxury embodied in the goods
and services they buy (Danzinger, 2005). For instance, ethical dimension
as part of the decision-making process is one value that has been noted
recently (Andjelic, 2020).

Luxury brands that succeed understand their target audiences and we’re
seeing the transformation as audiences of the more traditional brands are
changing. (Management Consultant)

This new aspirational consumer can choose to buy ‘up’ or ‘down’, but still
requires the prestige and emotional relationship luxury provides (Morley
& McMahon, 2011). Understanding these changes and the new bound-
aries is important to meet the challenges presented and to take advantage
of the many opportunities that the digital revolution has provided the
luxury market. For instance, the use of social media has paved the way for
brands to co-create with their consumers (Arrigo, 2018; Hollebeek et al.,
2014). Further, customers are now expecting authenticity, the sector is
in a transition phase—“much from a corporate perspective has been driven
by the bottom line. We’re starting to see the triple bottom line being used.
Brands are recognising the importance of environmental and sustainable
issues which could be key to their survival.” (Board Director)

With digitisation, the main focus should be to create an online expe-
rience for customers that is just as exclusive as the process of buying
a luxury good instore. As the number of customers shopping online
increases luxury fashion brands should pay even more attention on reten-
tion strategies since this is likely to increase profit and possibly the
market share. To enable success brands need to invest in building appro-
priate content to serve customers. Recent data on ‘Enabling the good
life’ by sustainablebrands.com (2020) indicates that: 80% of people say
they are loyal to businesses that help them achieve the Good Life; 76%
believe making a difference in the lives of others is necessary for living
the good life; and 89% of consumers believe purpose is demonstrated
through how the company benefits the society (and environment). These
customers want to see action brands take that could contribute to their
loyalty, they expect brands to share their impact through all touchpoints.
During Covid-19 pandemic, due to the lockdown and other restrictions-
imposed consumers have cultivated some habits, particularly relating to
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increasingly salient role of the ethical dimension in their decision making.
Some of these habits will likely stick or even fundamentally shift towards
more responsible and prosocial consumption (He & Harris 2020). Pre-
pandemic consumer-centric brand strategy is now society-centric strategy,
with the 4C’s as the new backdrop of the modern planet: community,
content, curation and collaboration (Andjelic, 2020). In the discussion,
the Marketing Consultant working with luxury brands explained that
“The other aspect of this is the authenticity of the content that brands can
then share… perception of lifestyle is important. Customers care or want to
be seen to care about issues that matter. It’ll become the core ingredient to
the ‘feel good factor’ of buying luxury brands” (Marketing Consultant). In
agreement with the above the PR Consultant added:

Picking up on the feel-good factor, consumers have always wanted to feel
good about their purchases whether that’s craftmanship, atelier etc. and
feel good factor is also now coming from engagement in social issues. (PR
Consultant)

Importance of Social Media

The growing importance of social media is reflected by the rise of invest-
ment in this area. Brands and in particular luxury brands should have a
clear understanding of the role of social media in enhancing customer
experience. An investigation on the impact of social media marketing
activities on customer equity, in the case of luxury fashion brand, iden-
tifies five constructs of perceived social media activities—entertainment,
interaction, trendiness, customisation and word of mouth (Kim & Ko,
2012). This study also elicited that social media marketing activities posi-
tively affect value equity, relationship equity and brand equity. In support
of the above Park and Youn-Kyung (2015) have also found a positive
relationship between social media activity and brand loyalty.

In recent years social media’s role in raising awareness and enabling
users to share values and opinions on a wide range of issues has elevated its
importance further. Social media has been transformational. For example,
consumers not only expect the organisation to exhibit some cooperate
social responsibility, and participate in current issues be it political or envi-
ronmental, they expect to see this being shared via social media platforms.
As pointed out during the discussion:
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… Consumer consciousness is possible due to social media, digital world
and the platform for communications that this provides. If they didn’t
exist there wouldn’t be global perspective on issues, influencing change for
social good and greater social consciousness. (Management Consultant)

Brands must differentiate and set short term as well as long term objec-
tives—conversation needs to be managed and maintained for continuity.
This is supported by the discussion participants view on how “social
media’s success can be measured in reach and views, but key is engagement
…. those that do it well, do it authentically.” Further, it was pointed out
that once an organisation has engaged in an issue, “the key for them is how
they continue to live by that value.” (Management Consultant)

High consumer trust in a luxury brand based on social media is likely to
have a significantly positive impact on their purchase intention, in partic-
ular consumers level of trust is increased when they are able to interact
with the brand and other consumers on the social media platform (Benson
et al., 2019; Kim & Ko, 2010).

As we know WOM is most effective and most trustworthy and that the
role social media plays, whether it’s a friend or an influencer you trust,
Gen Z take their cues from there. (PR Consultant)

Investment in social media should be thought through carefully. Like any
other business strategy, it should be a long-term strategy integrated with
the overall business strategy. Its value is clearly visible in relation to how it
has been utilised amidst the Covid-19 crisis. Building consumers engage-
ment through social selling and virtual shows is picking momentum.
Luxury firms need to develop a clear understanding of what social media
could do for them, and define a clear strategy to improve customers’
experience and perceptions of their brands on social media (Phan et al.,
2011).

Discussions with the group has also shown that action/strategy taken
need to be considered at varying levels, “… one of those is around the
familiarity the regular, frequent communications so that you are familiar,
known and trusted e.g. regular stories, presence” and another level could be
“… less frequent bigger hits that have impact, the content that gets shared
and takes a brand viral” (Marketing Consultant). Further, it was pointed
out that these actions could be planned or unplanned. Additionally, the
‘Marketing Consultant commented that “Trust doesn’t come from volume
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trust comes from source of the information. Brands are learning how to
build and establish trust really well and others aren’t. Ultimately that will
impact on their survival.”

Conclusion

Knowledge of established generic strategies for implementing digital
marketing may be useful in setting the foundation for luxury fashion
brands. However, one has to be aware that specific objectives will need
to be aligned with the core values sought from luxury fashion brands and
driven by the changing need of the consumer. Luxury brands have histori-
cally been very cautious about digital integration. Yet, luxury e-commerce
has been gaining traction, with over 4.57 billion people being active
internet users, 4.17 billion unique mobile internet users, 3.96 active social
media users and 3.91 active mobile social media users (Clement, 2020).
Luxury fashion brands who are not fully integrating digital marketing
tools to engage their customers risk being left behind. More brands are
exploring on how they can do it better rather than shying away from it
(Ortved, 2011). Since the start of the pandemic we are seeing change
that was in progress being accelerated. Organisations have been forced to
adopt to technology rapidly.

World Health Organisation has predicted that the current circum-
stances surrounding the Covid-19 pandemic are like to stay until at least
2022 (Hayes et al., 2020). Further, in the post-pandemic era, consolida-
tion of the luxury market will only intensify. As Remy et al.’s (2015)
report has pointed out currently there is a 14e billion online market
which is anticipated to grow up to 70e billion by 2025. Furthermore
over 75% of all luxury sales today are influenced by digital and this too
is expected to go up to 100% by 2025. Thus, luxury brands have no
choice but to embrace the digital era and become omni-channel. This
will inevitably require them to rethink how they should implement both
their customer experience and their consumer engagement strategy.

During the pandemic survival may be a priority. Nonetheless, with the
recognition of the significance of digitisation, looking ahead intending to
turn crisis into strength is also paramount. In agreement the discussion
group participants have stated that “the luxury brands that will survive
and thrive are those that are most advanced and yet adaptable.”

Brands need to consider a long-term strategy that incorporates digital
when setting objectives. A customer focused strategy that understands
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consumers changing value and underlying behaviour must be a key driver.
Further, the impact that social media is making must be recognised and
utilised to maximise opportunities for sustainable growth. The discussion
group participants also pointed out that “authenticity in sustainability,
diversity and inclusion are increasingly key in luxury and those who don’t
engage will be replaced.”

With growing interest of luxury fashion brands in providing luxurious
value to customers, using social media appears predominant in attracting
new customers as well as retaining existing ones. There is growing interest
in the use of experiential—digital marketing as a corporate commu-
nication strategy in encouraging sales and as a tool for competitive
differentiation. As the role of information communication technology in
the fashion industry is rapidly growing more and more retailers are now
beginning to acknowledge the importance of developing a strategy that
combines an online and in-store retail experience, allowing consumers to
develop brand loyalty.
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CHAPTER 10

The Effect of Social EWOMonConsumers’
Behaviour Patterns in the Fashion Sector

Donata Tania Vergura, Beatrice Luceri, and Cristina Zerbini

Introduction

Word of mouth (WOM) communication is a strategic marketing tool for
building relationships with consumers, generating awareness and interest
in products, and influencing consumers’ purchase behaviour (e.g., Chu &
Kim, 2011; Lee et al., 2012). It has been defined as an “oral, person to
person communication between a receiver and a communicator whom the
receiver perceives as non-commercial, concerning a brand, a product or a
service” (Arndt, 1967, p. 3). WOM can involve information and advice
seeking when making a purchase (opinion-seeking) or the generation of
information and advice by influencers, namely individuals who are able to
affect the purchasing decisions of others through their opinions (opinion-
giving).

As the world became digital, more and more people went online and
started to exchange product information electronically (eWOM), thus
influencing other peers’ preferences and experiences (Cheung & Thadani,

D. T. Vergura (B) · B. Luceri · C. Zerbini
University of Parma, Parma, Italy

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature
Switzerland AG 2021
W. Ozuem and S. Ranfagni (eds.), The Art of Digital Marketing for
Fashion and Luxury Brands,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_10

221

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_10&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_10


222 D. T. VERGURA ET AL.

2010; Huang et al., 2011; Kietzmann & Canhoto, 2013; Ozuem et al.,
2008). eWOM can be defined as “the positive or negative statement made
by potential, actual, or former customers about a product or a company,
which is made available to a multitude of people and institutions via the
Internet” (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, p. 39). More precisely, there are
three types of eWOM: opinion-seeking, opinion-giving and the sharing
of third-party information (opinion-passing) (Flynn et al., 1996; Sun
et al., 2006). These types of eWOM involve roles which do not have
a clear distinction as each person can do all three; there is, though, one
factor that is common to these three types, and that is of being based on
user-generated content (UGC), namely on consumers’ online informa-
tion generation, distribution and retrieval. As the source of information
is perceived natural, genuine and honest, other consumers are led to
consider its contents as trustworthy (e.g., Doh & Hwang, 2009; Hornik
et al., 2015). Therefore, and similarly to WOM, eWOM emerges as a
key driver in the buying process; it has a greater impact on customers’
purchasing decisions than other communication channels (e.g., Gold-
smith & Horovitz, 2006; Lee et al., 2012). That is the reason why eWOM
attracts the attention of scholars and practitioners in marketing; past liter-
ature has investigated the impact of eWOM on sales (e.g., Abubakar et al.,
2017; Bulut & Karabulut, 2018; Goh et al., 2013; Gu et al., 2012; King
et al., 2014; Zhu et al., 2020), the effect of positive or negative online
comments/posts/reviews (e.g., Hornik et al., 2015; Hu & Kim, 2018;
Yang et al., 2015), and the best strategy to induce consumers’ positive
eWOM (e.g., Erkan & Evans, 2016; Reimer & Benkenstein, 2016; Yen
& Tang, 2019).

In the plethora of Web 2.0 online communication channels, social
networks (SNs) stand out because they enhance the information sharing
process by allowing consumers to chat in real time with each other; for
instance, through the creation of microblogging WOM that increases
the speed of data exchange (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2015). The high
levels of self-disclosure and social presence of SNs have enabled users
to connect with other users by exchanging information, opinions and
thoughts about products and brands (Chu & Kim, 2011). Accordingly,
they are the perfect tool for eWOM as consumers freely create and share
brand-related information in their favourite SNs composed by friends,
classmates, colleagues and other acquaintances (Chu & Kim, 2011).
This participation in online communities may positively or negatively
impact on brand reputation/image and, thus, contribute to the process of
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branding co-creation (Kamboj et al., 2018). From their side, firms push
to increase their presence on SNs (See-To & Ho, 2014) and develop
online customer relationship management strategies aimed at engaging
consumers and connecting them with brands (Azar et al., 2016; Chang
et al., 2017). Among these, those that operate in the fashion sector have
recognized the power of eWOM and turned towards marketing commu-
nication using social media in order to seize the opportunities of new
communication models and survive the challenges of heated competition.
This translates into a growing need to investigate consumers’ engage-
ment in SNs communication during the product evaluation and purchase
process.

Fashion products are particularly apt when studying social media usage
as new style trends spread through network effects (Ananda et al., 2019;
Easley & Kleinberg, 2010). When they are successfully adopted by a large
number of people, they shape the perceived value of the product for other
users, either positively or negatively. Moreover, fashion products are often
used to build and communicate personal and group identities (Ahuvia,
2005; Wolny & Mueller, 2013). This feature, together with the fact that
they can be very expensive, can lead to fashion products being classified
as high-involvement goods. This has profound implications for peer-to-
peer communications as it has been highlighted that high-involvement
goods attract a significant amount of UGC and conversations online (Gu
et al., 2012). Social media users often share style-related information with
their peers with the expectations of receiving feedback on their stylistic
choices and, in particular, on the social value of these choices (Lin et al.,
2012). In light of this evidence, a better understanding of what motivates
consumers to engage in social eWOM during fashion products’ evaluation
process and how brands can encourage this engagement is undoubtedly
of interest for both academics and practitioners. Although eWOM has
received a lot of attention in the academic literature, a deep investi-
gation into the influence of online products’ reviews through SNs on
consumer’s decision-making processes is still needed. Through empirical
research built on an online survey with a sample of 230 consumers, this
chapter contributes to the literature on the spread of eWOM across SNs
and its impact on purchase intention. More specifically, focusing on the
fashion context, it investigates the effect of (a) involvement with SNs, (b)
social cues, (c) accessibility and (d) informative value of reviews on SNs
on social eWOM (opinion-seeking) and, contextually, the importance of
eWOM in the pre-purchase decision.
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Theoretical Framework and Conceptual Model

The study described in this chapter adopted the stimulus-organism-
response (S-O-R) model to investigate the determinants of social eWOM,
focusing on opinion-seeking and its impact on the intention to buy
the reviewed products. This model was developed by Mehrabian and
Russell (1974) in the context of environmental psychology. Subsequently,
it was applied in many areas of consumer behaviour with the aim of
explaining the decision-making process (e.g., Chang et al., 2011; Chebat
& Michon, 2003; Eroglu et al., 2001, 2003; Kang & Sohaib, 2015; Kim
& Lennon, 2013; Ozuem et al., 2017; Rose et al., 2012). Some of the
most recent applications are in the context of online consumer experi-
ence (e.g., Emir et al., 2016; Eroglu et al., 2003; Fang, 2014; Islam
& Rahman, 2017; Kamboj et al., 2018; Mollen & Wilson, 2010; Qiao
et al., 2019; Rose et al., 2012; Yan et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2020).
The S-O-R model postulates that Stimuli from the environment influ-
ence individuals’ internal reactions (Organism), which in turn lead to
some behavioural Responses (Donovan & Rositer, 1982). With reference
to consumers’ behaviour, the literature conceptualized stimuli as envi-
ronmental inputs, including marketing mix variables (e.g., atmosphere,
accessibility, social cues, customer service, information), which affect the
attitudinal response. The organism element involves affective and cogni-
tive reactions of individuals, which influence their final behaviour (e.g.,
Bagozzi, 1986; Bagozzi et al., 1999; Eroglu et al., 2001; Fiore, 2002;
Frow & Payne, 2007; Zhang et al., 2014). It is usually operationalized in
terms of perception, experience, evaluation and habits. The outcome in
the S-O-R paradigm is the behavioural response, which can be classified
as either approach or avoidance (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974). Approach
behaviours include all positive actions that might be directed towards a
particular setting (e.g., positive communications, intention to purchase
or to act), whereas avoidance behaviours reflect the opposite responses,
such as negative communications and no intention to purchase.

In order to suit the research objectives of the study, five antecedent
variables were proposed as external stimuli (S) capable of influencing
social eWOM: (1) involvement with SNs, (2) perceived accessibility of
reviews, (3) informative value, (4) homophily and (5) social influence.
The selection was made according to the relevant literature and to
their expected relevance in the context under investigation. The habit of
reading reviews of fashion products on SNs took the role of the organism
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dimension (O) in the S-O-R model. Meanwhile, the final response (R) is
the intention to purchase the reviewed products.

The first focal antecedent is involvement with SNs, measured in terms
of time spent in reading and/or posting on SNs. Alhidari et al. (2015)
found a significant effect of SNs involvement on consumers’ propensity to
share their opinion on SNs (opinion-giving). Starting with this evidence,
the research aimed to investigate the influence of such a variable on the
opinion-seeking dimension of eWOM. A higher involvement with SNs
should lead to greater familiarity with social environments and, therefore,
should strengthen a consumer’s habit of reading fashion products reviews
published by other users.

The second set of variables pertained to an individual’s evaluation
of the accessibility and informativeness of other users’ reviews on SNs.
Accessibility is the ease of using and understanding the use of SNs to
collect information on fashion products, while informativeness represents
the perceived value (convenience and usefulness) of reviews on SNs as
a source of fashion products information. According to the technology
acceptance model, the perceived ease of use and the perceived usefulness
of a technology predict individuals’ attitude towards accepting it (Davis,
1989). Equally, it is supposed that the perceived ease of use and infor-
mativeness of reviews on SNs positively influence the degree of openness
towards the reviews and the willingness to read them.

The last set of variables pertains to social cues, measured in terms
of homophily and normative social influence. Homophily is defined as
the degree to which individuals who interact with one another are
congruent or similar in certain attributes (Rogers & Bhowmik, 1970),
while normative social influence refers to “the influence to conform
to the expectations of another person or group” (Deutsch & Gerard,
1955, p. 629). Prior research has suggested that homophiles tend to
share information with one another (e.g., Rogers & Bhowmik, 1970).
However, literature on social media has produced mixed results. Mainolfi
and Vergura (2019) found a positive effect of homophily on opinion-
giving through fashion blogs, while Kim et al. (2018) showed that
homophily significantly influences attitude towards eWOM information.
By contrast, Chu and Kim (2011) highlighted that information deriving
from a socially similar source decreases the degree of involvement with
eWOM, for both opinion-seeking and opinion-passing. Whereas suscep-
tibility to social influence was found to have a positive impact on all the
three dimensions of eWOM (Chu & Kim, 2011). In order to shed light
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on the relationship pathways between these variables with reference to
fashion products, the present study aimed to test the effect of perceived
homophily with SNs’ contacts and normative social influence on social
eWOM adoption.

The last relation investigated is that between the organism dimension
(habit of reading product reviews on SNs) and the behavioural response
(intention to purchase the suggested products) conceptualized in the S-
O-R model. Torres et al. (2018) found a significant effect of acceptance
of eWOM information on consumers’ purchase intention, while Alhi-
dari et al. (2015) highlighted that consumers’ propensity to share their
opinion on SNs is positively related to the intention to purchase products
reviewed on SNs. Similarly, Vahdati and Mousavi Nejad (2016) and López
and Sicilia (2014) confirmed that eWOM, defined as opinion-seeking and
opinion-giving, had a positive effect on purchase intention. In light of this
evidence, a significant impact of eWOM adoption on fashion products
purchase intention has been assumed.

The proposed structural model is shown in Fig. 10.1.

Fig. 10.1 Conceptual model (eWOM Electronic word of mouth)
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Empirical Research

Data Collection

An online self-administered questionnaire was filled in by a sample of 230
Italian people. All participants were informed that the study was on a
voluntary basis and that information provided would be kept confiden-
tial. The respondents were first asked about their SNs usage (type and
involvement), followed by homophily, perceived ease of use, perceived
usefulness and engagement in social eWOM, which were operationalized
as opinion seeking, normative social influence and purchase intentions.
Finally, demographic information was collected. The items of the ques-
tionnaire were adapted from previous research, with some amendments
made to fit the context of the present research.

Involvement was assessed using the Alhidari et al. (2015) 7-item
scale (see Table 10.1). Homophily was measured through the four items
proposed by Kusumasondjaja (2015), while the 8-item scale by Bearden
et al. (1989) was used for detecting normative social influence. The
items for perceived ease of use were adapted from Glover and Benbasat
(2010). The concept of informativeness was assessed using the three items
proposed by Taylor et al. (2011). The susceptibility to online product
reviews scale by Bambauer-Sachse and Mangold (2011) was used for
the measurement of social eWOM adoption (opinion-seeking) . Finally,
the scale for purchase intentions was derived from Mikalef et al. (2013).
All items were measured on a 7-point anchored scale (from “completely
disagree” to “completely agree”).

Structural equation modelling with maximum likelihood method was
employed for the analysis of the measurement model and of the concep-
tual model. Data analysis was performed using the IBM SPSS statistical
software (SPSS Inc, Chicago, IL; release 25.0) and the LISREL software
(release 8.80).

Sample Characteristics

The sample was represented by 70% women and 30% men, with a mean
age of 32 (min = 18; max = 63). The respondents were well-educated:
54% had graduated or post-graduated and 38% completed high school;
the remaining 8% had left school after the primary or secondary level.
Out of the sample, 64% were single, 31% were married or cohabiting and
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5% were widowed or divorced. The three most used SNs were Instagram,
Facebook and YouTube, followed by Twitter and LinkedIn.

Research Results

As the skew and kurtosis statistics showed that the normality assump-
tion was violated (χ2 = 2533.935, p < 0.001), the model was estimated
using the Satorra–Bentler method (Satorra & Bentler, 1994). The fit
indices indicated an acceptable overall fit of the measurement model to
the data: Satorra–Bentler scaled χ2 = 942.160, df = 539, p = 0.000,
comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.986, root mean square error of approx-
imation (RMSEA) = 0.057, non-normed fit index (NNFI) = 0.984 and
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.049.

Convergent and discriminant validity were evaluated through the
strength and significance of the loadings, the composite reliability (CR),
the average variance extracted (AVE) and the Cronbach’s alpha (Bagozzi
& Heatherton, 1994; Cronbach, 1951). All items loaded strongly and
significantly on the hypothesized latent variables, ranging from 0.671
to 0.931. All constructs exceeded the recommended cut-off points for
the adequacy of 0.70 for CR (Steenkamp & Van Trijp, 1991) and 0.50
for AVE (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Finally, the data met Fornell and
Larcker’s (1981) criterion: the average variance explained by each latent
variable was greater than any of the squared correlations involving the
variable, suggesting that discriminant validity was achieved. Cronbach’s
alphas were also used to confirm the scales’ internal consistency. The index
was very high for each construct, ranging from 0.92 to 0.97.

The results indicated an acceptable fit for the proposed model (Satorra–
Bentler scaled χ2 = 950.853, df = 544, p = 0.000, CFI = 0.985,
RMSEA = 0.057, NNFI = 0.984 and SRMR = 0.051). The model
explained 57% of variance for social eWOM and 70% for purchase inten-
tion. The significant parameters estimates are reported in Fig. 10.2. The
analysis of the path coefficients showed that accessibility of fashion prod-
ucts’ reviews exerted a significant influence on social eWOM: a higher
perceived ease of use of reviews on SNs translates to a greater habit of
reading reviews of fashion products (β = 0.397, p < 0.05). By contrast,
involvement with SNs and informativeness of fashion products reviews
did not have a significant impact on social eWOM adoption. Turning to
social cues, both homophily and normative social influence significantly
increased the habit of opinion-seeking (β = 0.188, p < 0.05; β = 0.307,
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Fig. 10.2 Structural model with standardized coefficients (eWOM Electronic
word of mouth, ns not significant, *p <0.05, **p <0.01)

p < 0.01). Finally, a strong relationship emerged between social eWOM
and purchase intention (β = 0.836, p < 0.01). Reading fashion prod-
ucts reviews on SNs positively influences a consumer’s decision-making
process, increasing the intention to purchase those products.

Discussion and Implications

The major aim of the study was to investigate the factors that can
predict consumers’ engagement in social eWOM, defined as opinion-
seeking, and the impact of engaging in social eWOM on the intention
to buy the reviewed product, focusing on fashion products. In the face of
the increasing connectivity among SNs users, social eWOM—that is the
sharing of content regarding brands/products/venues via online SNs—
has also grown. Its pervasiveness and capability to affect users’ perceptions
of companies and of their products make it a key driver in the buying deci-
sion process. Accordingly, both academics and practitioners are interested
in exploring consumers’ engagement in social eWOM and understanding
how to encourage the spread and influence of eWOM.
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The research goals were achieved by adopting the S-O-R framework.
Results showed that accessibility of reviews on SNs, perceived similarity
with the SNs’ contacts and susceptibility to social influence positively
impact social eWOM adoption. By contrast, involvement with SNs and
the informative value of reviews do not translate to a greater habit of
reading reviews of fashion products. Finally, the stronger this habit, the
greater the intention to purchase the reviewed products.

The study enriches the literature on online products’ reviews and
provides companies some guidance for the understanding of the role of
social eWOM in influencing consumer behaviour.

At the theoretical level, it demonstrates that the S-O-R model is an
adequate framework to investigate the decision-making process in the
context of social eWOM. Specifically, social cues and perceived ease of
use of reviews on SNs represent the environmental inputs that affect the
consumers’ involvement in opinion-seeking, which in turn influences the
intention to purchase the reviewed fashion products.

From a managerial perspective, understanding the role of social eWOM
in the consumer–product relationship helps companies to effectively
incorporate SNs as an integral and significant part of their marketing
communication mix. This is particularly relevant in the fashion industry
because peer influence is of great importance. Market trends are created
less by established fashion magazines or designers and more by opinion
formers who have the power to shape the perception of brands’ image
and value (Ozuem et al., 2016; Wolny & Mueller, 2013). The find-
ings of the study encourage practitioners to take into consideration the
social relationship variables that affect consumers’ eWOM behaviours.
Community-based ties play a decisive role in creating a persuasive process
driven by homophily and normative peer-to-peer influence. The tenden-
cies to be connected to other SN users and to seek social approval
appear as significant influencing factors within the process of opinion-
seeking and creating purchase intentions. To take advantage of this
influence path, companies should employ analytics data to select the more
powerful reviews according to the similarity between opinion-giver and
opinion-seeker profiles. In this perspective, offering users the ability to
autonomously filter reviews according to their preferred parameters would
enable the achievement of more effective results. The ease of use of SN
channels also stands out as important in the propensity to read reviews.
In this perspective, anything that simplifies the move from reading the
product review on a social media page to purchasing it on the sales
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website or through shoppable posts is fit for purpose. By contrast, involve-
ment in SNs does not emerge as a relevant driver in improving consumers’
propensity towards social eWOM, at least with reference to the opinion-
seeking dimension. This means that familiarity with SNs is not important
in persuading users to seek and rely on non-commercial communication
in SNs. Even individuals who do not spend much time in posting and
updating on SNs have the habit of reading product reviews on this type
of social media. This speaks volumes about the current importance of
SNs as a source of product and services information. Through eWOM,
brands can reach a very large sample of consumers made up of regular
and non-regular users of SNs who can both be effectively influenced by
other users’ content.

Conclusion

In recent years, SNs have gained notable popularity in consumers’ infor-
mation searches and subsequent purchase decisions. From their side,
companies and brands have quickly embraced this communication media
in order to reap the benefits of direct engagement with customers and
peer influence. Indeed, social media platforms are one of the main
online channels through which users exchange information and opin-
ions about products and brands. This made social eWOM a key driver
in the consumer decision-making process, which can influence products’
and brands’ image, reputation and equity (e.g., Casaló et al., 2007; Chae
& Ko, 2016; Gummerus et al., 2012; Kamboj et al., 2018).

This study aimed at investigating consumers’ engagement in social
eWOM—measured as search for information—on fashion products.
These products were chosen because their consumption is influenced by
symbols and images, and often serves to communicate personal and group
identities (Ahuvia, 2005; Altuna et al., 2013; Wolny & Mueller, 2013). As
SNs are vehicles for self-expression, they are appropriate tools for commu-
nicating information about the fashion shopping experience and, in this
way, affirming identity and social belonging.

The results confirmed the basic role of eWOM in influencing the
purchasing decision-making process and highlighted two main drivers of
consumers’ habit of reading fashion products reviews on SNs: accessi-
bility and social cues. This means that marketers who want to encourage
consumers’ engagement in social interaction and induce positive eWOM
have to take into consideration the key role of perceived similarity among
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users and of the seeking of social approval. At the same time, the easy
accessibility of reviews is equally relevant. This is an important aspect not
only for social networking service providers, who should ensure the ease
and understandability of the use of SNs to collect product information,
but also for companies and brands, which can facilitate the path from
reading the product review to purchasing.

The results of this study are a stepping stone towards future research.
Although eWOM emerged as a key resource in influencing and forming
behavioural intentions, future research could investigate whether famil-
iarity/involvement with the product/brand might influence the persua-
sion capability of eWOM and moderate the effect of the stimuli. More-
over, the study focused on the recipient perspective (opinion-seeking) ;
however, analysis of the information sender perspective is also valuable
(opinion-spreading). Finally, a comparison between different SNs would
be opportune in order to explore any differences in the peer influence
dynamics.
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CHAPTER 11

Online Service Failure and Recovery
Strategies: Examining the Influences

of User-Generated Content

Samuel Ayertey, Silvia Ranfagni, and Sebastian Okafor

Introduction and Background

The rapid rise of the internet, latest technology and smartphones
has brought new paradigms to retailing, such that many luxury and
fashion retailers engage in online retailing. According to The Independent
(Graham, 2020), the revenues of the online fashion retailer Asos, which
broke through £1 billion in the last four months of 2019, were lifted by
a record Black Friday, whereas other retailers were hit hard by the rise
of online shopping, resulting in the disappearance of several well-known
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UK high street brands (McGleenon, 2020). Okonkwo (2010) stated that
the internet is by far the most effective marketing tool that will propel
fashion and luxury businesses forward in the next decade. The internet
has become essential to strengthen brand image, break into unconquered
areas, achieve the culmination of a series of customer experiences and
exemplify overall value. Consequently, the potential for profit online is
huge.

The finest customer service is a critical component of the marketing
mix to keep customers repurchasing. The proliferation of the internet
together with its subgroups has generated a host of opportunities as
well as several complexities and challenges, particularly regarding shop-
pers’ expectations of service quality, and service failure (key terms, such
as service failure, are defined at the end of this chapter) and recovery
(Ozuem et al., 2017).

Depending on the degree of missing knowledge involved, product
ambiguity may be an integral aspect of customer decision making in
online shopping. Ayertey et al. (2019) argued that this may reflect the
need that luxury and fashion customers have to see a product before
deciding to purchase it. As a result, fashion brands are constantly at risk
of online service failure (Luo et al., 2012). In addition, digital marketing
scholars indicated that the online environment presents a higher risk of
service failure than the offline environment (Liu & Ji, 2019, Zhu et al.,
2013). Given that consumers do not have the ability to evaluate prod-
ucts based on product quality and so on, online returns are expected to
hit £5.6 billion by 2023. This phenomenon has hit fashion and luxury
brands the hardest because of the importance of fit to online pure plays
(Hughes, 2018). Consequently, many customers continue to experience
service breakdowns.

Academics and practitioners continually warn about the damaging
consequences of service failures for the development of successful and
profitable customer relationships (Azemi et al., 2019; Cambra-Fierro
et al., 2015). However, despite recognising the benefits of limiting the
number of unsatisfactory situations, customer complaints as a result of
service failures continue to be the norm, rather than the exception, in
most businesses (Zhu et al., 2013). Although there has been exten-
sive research regarding service failure and recovery, we have much to
learn. Consider these findings from the sixth annual “Consumer Action
Monitor report” of 2019 (Ombudsman Services, 2019) which reported
that customer complaints are rising sharply. It further stated that the



11 ONLINE SERVICE FAILURE AND RECOVERY STRATEGIES: EXAMINING … 245

average number of complaints per person in the UK for 2019 was 4.2
(compared to 2.5 last year) and, despite the rise, many consumers are
still not getting what they want from the complaints process. In addi-
tion, the report revealed that of the total active complaints in 2019,
retail continues to receive the most complaints, both in the online and
offline areas (Ombudsman Services, 2019). The report stated that many
complaints remain passive in nature with millennials, in particular, sharing
their displeasure on social media or with friends and family rather than
with the business (Ombudsman Services, 2019). Consequently, compa-
nies often struggle to accurately gauge customer frustration or to handle
service deficiencies effectively (Harun et al., 2018).

One of the ways consumers interact via social media is through user-
generated content (UGC); UGC is media content created by members of
the general public, it includes any form of online content created, initi-
ated, circulated and consumed by users (Daugherty et al., 2008). Because
social media enables consumers to actively gather information and share
opinions, consumers are no longer passive recipients of product informa-
tion but active generators and distributors of such information in a range
of forms (e.g., videos, text, audio). Thus, consumers are able to influence
other consumers’ consumption activities on a level not previously seen
(Accenture, 2015; Ozuem et al., 2008).

The UK Ombudsman Services “Consumer Action Monitor report”
showed that the growth in customer appetite for grievances is
not balanced by organisational responses to manage such grievances
(Ombudsman Services, 2019). Therefore, at the heart of this issue is the
need for a clearer insight into customer expectations of organisational
restoration efforts. Service recovery in general is a topic that has received a
great deal of attention from academics as well as practitioners. Researchers
have explored customers’ preferred timing of recovery and compensation
(Kim & Ulgado, 2012), customers’ attitudes towards excessive recovery
efforts (Noone, 2012), the impact of various demographic characteristics
on recovery preferences (Chung-Herrera et al., 2010) and even the differ-
ences between customer involvement in preferences for service recovery
(Bambauer-Sachse & Rabeson, 2015) among others. Silber et al. (2009)
conducted a study of service failures and recoveries in restaurants; their
results suggest that customers tend to forgive technical failures if recovery
attempts are made. However, customers may not completely forgive
service problems, even when there are subsequent recovery attempts. It
appears that various failures require different recovery actions and that,
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even then, the outcomes may not be favourable, which could lead to
negative word of mouth (Weitzl & Hutzinger, 2017). Although exten-
sively studied, these issues are often addressed in discrete streams of
research, hindering a comprehensive understanding of the subject matter.
In addition, anecdotal reports indicate that companies are experimenting
with different recovery approaches and, in particular, are adapting offline
recovery methods to new technological tapestries (Azemi et al., 2019).

The authors of this chapter argue that in addition to considering
customers’ perceptions of service failure and recovery, which separates the
service provider from the customer (e.g., Ringberg et al., 2007; Choi &
Choi, 2014), customers’ interactions with the service provider must also
be considered. Furthermore, scholars and practitioners of online failure
recovery approaches stress that the digitalised environment no longer
permits the isolation of the recovery process in the offline setting (Gruber
et al., 2015). Ozuem et al. (2017) also affirmed that the popularity of
the online environment has shifted the individualist failure and recovery
position of customers to a strategic alliance with providers. Therefore,
the challenge is to deal with heterogeneous customers who may respond
differently to different complaints handling efforts.

Social influence theory (SIT) proposed that an individual’s attitudes,
beliefs, and subsequent actions or behaviours are influenced by referent
others intentionally or unintentionally (Kelman, 1958). SIT has recently
attracted the attention of service failure researchers (such as Schaefers
& Schamari, 2016; Sridhar & Srinivasan, 2012) who showed that a
customer’s attitudes, beliefs and actions can be shaped by UGC and this
can have an effect on their perception of a company’s recovery efforts.

Extending SIT to explain users’ UGC would be a valuable contribu-
tion to research. Drawing on SIT, the underlying aim of this chapter is
to explore the behaviour of fashion customers in relation to online UGC,
and their attitudes towards a firm’s response after a negative service expe-
rience, which to date is an under researched area, as well as to establish a
proper “fit” between a service failure and the recovery effort.

The first part of the chapter discusses the theoretical context, the
fashion industry, and service failure and recovery. The second part of the
chapter considers strategies to recover difficult online service failures and
concludes with a discussion on the implications of the study as well as
offering solutions and some conclusions for both marketing professionals
and academics.
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Theoretical Context

The term social media refers to a group of internet-based applications
where UGC can be exchanged, shared and rated (Fox et al., 2018; Israeli
et al., 2017). Within the fashion industry, UGC is created in the form
of visual imagery on social media networks, such as Instagram. Millen-
nials commonly create photos as a form of UGC (Ana & Istudor, 2019).
Kwahk and Ge (2012) stated that many shoppers harness social media and
UGC to make key purchase decisions and to acquire information about
a brand, product or service. They added that social media interactions
can also be a tool to develop fashion trends, which can lead to online
purchases.

Before social media became prevalent, communications between
managers and customers about customers’ unsatisfactory experiences were
shared predominantly with the vendor or staff, family and friends, among
others. Nowadays, the reality is that such communications can be shared
with the general public through various social media platforms (e.g., Face-
book, Twitter); some customers use this approach to seek resolution when
their service interaction with a business falls short of their expectations
(Causon, 2015; Schaefers & Schamari, 2016). Thus, it is important to
understand customers’ post-service failure postings on social media plat-
forms, since they may be a big influencer on prospective customers who
review the content.

The spectacular growth of social media enabled customers to change
their roles from passive observers to active participants who create UGC
to communicate by electronic word of mouth (eWOM) (Kim & Johnson,
2016; Ozuem et al., 2016). Previously, business marketers were able
to influence the opinions of consumers (Viswanathan et al., 2018),
but today’s consumers influence other consumers as they can interact
without the constraints of geographical boundaries. EWOM through
UGC contains information, opinions and consumption experiences that
can be shared without limits of space and time. In recent years, however,
fashion companies have been struggling to maintain a balance in terms
of control and in handling the new generations of empowered consumers
(Montecchi & Nobbs, 2017). Nevertheless, social media marketing activ-
ities enable fashion retailers to gain a powerful insight into consumers’
perceptions (Ana & Istudor, 2019).

UGC takes shape when previous buyers share their own experiences
online, which allows others, including companies, to read about their
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experiences. UGC on review websites (Ayeh et al., 2013) is perceived as
credible and a rich source of online information, because customers who
share their experiences in UGC generally do not seek direct commer-
cial benefits from promoting or discrediting a product (Lee, 2017). It
is also argued that online consumers believe users will not only speak
about the good sides of a product but also about the negative sides (Fox
et al., 2018). A study conducted by Ayeh et al. (2013) showed that
customers’ eWOM in UGC is undoubtedly one of the most important
factors that influence consumers’ attitudes, behaviours and decision-
making processes, such as purchase intentions or decisions in regards
to hotel room bookings, flight tickets and fashion brands. Sparks and
Browning (2011) identified eWOM factors that influence consumers’
intention to purchase: valence, framing and easy-to-process information
of the reviews. Valence can be predominantly positive or negative, that
is, it can be an expression of descriptions that are, respectively, pleasant
and novel or unpleasant and denigrating (Anderson, 1998). Framing is
the manner in which information is presented (Donovan & Jalleh, 1999):
research demonstrated that information received first has a greater impact
on the impression formed than information coming later (Pennington,
2012). Positive and negative framing can result from information that
is positively or negatively valenced (Levin et al., 1998). Easy-to-process
information, such as numerical and star ratings, acts as a shortcut in
making evaluations and developing judgements (Van Schaik & Ling,
2009). All these factors can contribute to reducing potential consumer
uncertainty associated with purchasing decisions, thereby influencing trust
in certain products and services: they serve as a means to verify whether
expectations stemming from a company’s promises find confirmation in
consumers’ online reviews.

Today, marketers have assisted in a real powershift from the organ-
isation to the consumer. Consumers are now in control of a series of
variables which were previously managed by managers (Zhang et al.,
2016). It is argued that consumers tend to demand proof of trust and
authenticity over quality, fit, aesthetics, realistic representation and so
on for fashion brands because they have limited access to evaluate the
products before they actually experience them (McKinsey & Company,
2019a).

Existing research also observed that social influence is a crucial factor
behind the purchasing decisions that UGC is able to foster (Floyd et al.,
2014). In this regard, Wang and Zhang (2012) showed that people’s
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buying decisions are influenced by views shared by their friends. This is
called referent power and describes a situation in which people like to
identify with popular views held by their friends.

The current discussion of UGC and its relation to buying decisions
indicates that the optimum approach to studying this relation is a SIT
approach. The central theme of this approach is that an individual’s atti-
tudes, beliefs and subsequent actions or behaviours are influenced by
referent others through three processes: compliance, identification and
internalisation (Kelman, 1958), which are often represented by subjective
norm, social identity and group norm, respectively (Shen et al., 2011).
SIT was developed and modified by Dholakia et al. (2004). Their model
contains two factors which are social identity (identification) and group
norms (internalisation). Dholakia et al.’s (2004) social influence model
does not contain normative social influence (i.e., subjective norm), which
is seen as less significant in their studies. However, subjective norms
are significant in the current study because of their role in influencing
consumers’ purchase behaviours (Kashif et al., 2018; Ozuem et al., 2017).
Previous researchers argued that compliance (subjective norms) is a funda-
mental factor that is associated with developing normative social influence
(Kashif et al., 2018). These researchers further suggested that normative
social influence has a direct relationship with the conformity and trust
dimensions of consumers’ purchase-related behaviour. Normative social
influence also plays a significant part in the development of purchase
intentions through an increase in the individual’s trust and benevolence
(Nolan et al., 2008). This chapter is innovative because it explores the
value and antecedents of UGC and SIT in relation to service failure and
recovery strategies in the fashion industry within the setting of online
social media.

The Fashion Industry

Notably, over the last two decades, the fashion industry has evolved
considerably. The demand side is defined by the uncertainty of fashion
consumption, with a diversity of quality, price and innovativeness and
different consumers’ different requirements (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst,
2010). Due to the internet, fashion is everywhere. Every year, the online
market grows in both prominence and technological complexity (Donnell
et al., 2012). With fashion surpassing sectors such as books, CDs, DVDs
and travel in terms of sales, the UK online fashion market is expected
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to increase and to be worth £29 billion by 2022 (Mintel, 2017). There
is, therefore, a promising business prospect for fashion retailers that are
focused on optimising the communication of their products to their target
audience in a way that meets or exceeds their shopping expectations. A
recent study showed that most UK customers shopped for fashion two
or three times in a three-month period (Amed & Berg, 2019). Fashion
remains an important part of how people define themselves and others
and, as such, it is always a powerful tool of influence. Studies revealed
that we are more likely to trust and even obey orders from people dressed
in suits or uniforms (Sabanoglu, 2020). Helal and Ozuem (2018) under-
scored that people try to speak, behave or dress individually in a way
that is noticeable and meaningful but that resides simultaneously within
the context of their putative group’s standards. Overall, the UK fashion
industry is of great importance to the UK economy in terms of trade,
employment, investment and revenue. Despite the current economic
growth, fashion products have short product lifecycles and huge differ-
entiation combined with fast shifts in demand and lengthy supply systems
(Statista, 2017).

Some academics and practitioners question whether the model of
fast fashion can still be sustainable (Fletcher, 2010; Pookulangara &
Shephard, 2013). The emphasis on shortened lead times can be justi-
fied by certain social and environmental impacts; the vast majority of
clothing ends up in landfills, with only 20% of clothes being collected
for reuse or recycling at present. The latest figures show that each year
235 million clothing items are sent to landfill in the UK (BBC News,
2019). Two-thirds of customers expect luxury and fashion retailers to be
more sustainable and accountable than non-luxury retailers, according to
a report by McKinsey & Company (2019b). In addition, the vast majority
of these customers (85%) added that they were more bothered about
issues of climate change and sustainability than they were a year ago.
Fashion retailing has to face new environmental challenges.

Fashion presents itself as a complex industry (Mollá-Descals et al.,
2012) that includes several types of companies that are differentiated in
terms of strategic positioning, commercialisation of products and brand
strategies (see for instance, designer retailers and multibrand retailers).
Despite sector complexity, fashion retailers have been recognised as being
among the most important international companies (De Angelis et al.,
2017), especially with the emergence of fashion retailer super-brands such
as Gap Inc. and Gucci. This is the reason (Fraser, 2019), as Jackson and
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Shaw (2006) explained, why London Fashion Week (LFW) is a signifi-
cant event. Extensively documented as one of the “big four” international
fashion festivals, it is a vivacious showcase for the UK’s industry and
talent. Moreover, this event has taken the social media world by storm. In
this regard, a study conducted by The Luxury Channel (2020) indicated
the magnitude of attention the fashion industry gains from social media.
For example, in 2016, stories on the official LFW generated 503,404
mentions of #LFW on Twitter during LFW in September (up 44% since
2015). With the advent of social media, the fashion industry has been
vigorously undertaking innovative marketing strategies which continue to
influence consumers’ attitudes towards brands as well as creating brand
equity (Godey et al., 2015).

By the end of 2020, consumer access to fashion brands on social
media sites is expected to reach more than one billion users. Addi-
tional analyses found younger age groups, 18–34 years, are especially
involved in researching products online via social networks as well as
for updates on high-end fashion, whereas previous generations reported
less percentage of average time spent on social media sites (Globalwe-
bindex, 2020). Being the leading users of social media, the millennial
generation outnumbers all age groups. An underlying reason why millen-
nials use social media is to stay connected to real-time events. Brands,
consequently, use interactive technologies to reach millennials directly
(Helal & Ozuem, 2018; Valentine & Powers, 2013). Millennials actively
contribute, share, search for and consume content on social media (Glob-
alwebindex, 2020). Extensive current literature explored social media, but
few studies have examined the functioning of social media in the fashion
industry, especially in relation to millennials. Helal and Ozuem (2018)
accentuated the fact that fashion brands are aware of their power to accu-
mulate followers across social media platforms, which has the potential
for content dissemination among millennial communities.

Social media has filtered into the fashion industry because active
consumers use social media to interact with brands throughout different
phases of a product’s lifecycle. Social media integration constitutes
granting customers a margin to receive and, above all, contribute to
communication about a brand (Ayertey et al., 2019). Prominent luxury
brands are embracing social media to increase the credibility of their
marketing and to foster close relationships with their customers. For
example, the traditional British luxury brand Burberry successfully utilised
social media in their marketing campaigns, which were developed to
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transform the brand identity to innovation (Milnes, 2015). Addition-
ally, Olenski (2017) noted that media outlets have often highlighted
the value of user-generated branded content. Forbes magazine (Olenski,
2017) recommended that companies “take proactive steps to stimulate
the creation of UGC”.

Researchers (Tsai & Men, 2013) who have investigated the reasons
why users contribute and create brand-related content have identified
personal identity, integration and social interaction as major motivations.
Many users upload pictures displaying brands in order to express their
connection to a brand’s image and popularity as well as their inclusion
in the social group that uses the brand (Mayrhofer et al., 2020). Fashion
continues to be an important angle for ideas.

A crucial disadvantage of online fashion retailing is the lack of tactility
and experience a consumer can have with a product prior to purchase.
Moreover, no human interactions with store personnel can be made,
and visual merchandising is not easily accomplished. In the traditional
business setting, consumers could evaluate the quality of products by
looking, touching and feeling the products. However, these traditional
ways of searching for more information are not available online. There-
fore, product uncertainty may be a particularly important dimension in
a consumer’s online purchasing decision, depending on the degree of
incomplete information associated with the product. This uncertainty has
been considered a major barrier to online transactions (Luo et al., 2012).

It is widely accepted in the literature that the key to retailing is to
understand one’s customers (Grewal et al., 2017). In a time of unprece-
dented retail change and turbulence where customers are constantly
adapting their consumption behaviour (Donnell et al., 2012), under-
standing customer needs and wants has become a matter of survival for
fashion retailers of all sizes. New technology and the rise of social media
have created more channels through which to complain and greater ease
of access. No more calling the company, conflicting options and spending
hours on hold while being handed over from representative to representa-
tive. Customers can make a complaint online within minutes. An example
of this situation is a UK customer’s complaint about H&M’s “ridiculous”
sizing that went viral (Pham, 2017). At every store, sizing is diverse and
until you go into the dressing room and try the clothing on yourself,
you never really know precisely how something fits. A customer who was
usually a size 12, tried on a size 12 dress at H&M but it was far too
small, she then tried a size 14 and then a size 16, both were still too
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small, when she asked for a size 18 she was told it was out of stock. In
revenge, the customer posted a witheringly scornful complaint about the
clothing company on Facebook. Furthermore, she not only condemned
the retail company for its “ridiculous” sizing, but also criticised the store
for the emotional distress it could cause to customers who were uncertain
about their true size. Her post received more than 3000 likes and 300
shares, which suggests that people worldwide are now aware of H&M’s
unreliable sizing. This is just an instance of how social media can turn
local events into global news. Once negative word of mouth is spread
online (e.g., Facebook), users build on each other’s comments and the
involved company may lose control over the conversation.

From a company’s point of view, this is one of the worst ways that
customers can complain (Grégoire et al., 2015). Sivakumar et al. (2014)
argued that when disgruntled customers air their grievances anonymously,
it prevents providers from being able to conceptualise the failure and
the customer’s expectations of recovery. Stratemeyer et al. (2014) stated
that approximately 90–95% of customers, rather than complain about a
situation involving a service failure, will simply not return to the service
provider. With these findings, service employees can find it problematic
to identify disappointment unless the customer “offers” a recognisable
sign (Ozuem et al., 2017). Indeed, a company is responsible for returning
consumers to a happy state in spite of “self-service” when shopping online
(Ayertey & Howell, 2019). This chapter argues that service recovery is
a key strategy that can be utilised to help increase customer satisfaction,
regardless of the industry setting. Consequently, it is worth exploring how
a company can communicate with customers and what recovery strategy
it should provide in the event of service failure.

Service Failure and Service Recovery

Service failure is defined as a private service performance that falls below
the expectation of one or a few customer(s) (Smith et al., 1999). The
notions of service failure and service recovery are almost inseparable
(Tax et al., 1998). Some researchers, such as Lastner et al. (2016)
and Liu and Ji (2019), argued that hesitating to fix service deficiencies
could be costly for service providers and lead to customer displeasure.
Consequently, when service failures inevitably occur, providers imple-
ment recovery strategies, such as apologising, offering compensation or
allowing customers to voice their concerns (Wu et al., 2020). A service
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recovery is defined as all the actions a firm can take to redress the
grievances or loss caused by a service failure.

Service recovery is useful to counteract the negative effects that nega-
tive eWOM can generate after a service failure. Verhagen et al. (2013)
demonstrated that negative eWOM can have two effects: it reduces a
consumer’s repatronage intention, that is the intention to buy from
the same provider in the future; and, at the same time, it increases a
consumer’s intention to switch to a competitor. Chevalier and Mayzlin
(2006) reported a negative correlation between negative eWOM and
sales, evidence that “an incremental negative review is more powerful in
decreasing book sales than an incremental positive review is in increasing
sales” (p. 346). Sen and Lerman (2007) demonstrated that negative
valence impacts differently on different products: it is higher for utili-
tarian products than for hedonistic ones. In the former, reviews reflect
product-related motivations and are the result of cognitive-driven, instru-
mental and goal-oriented judgements, whereas in the latter, they reflect
personal emotions that emerge from affective and sensory experiences of
aesthetic or sensorial pleasure.

However, the recovery strategies companies adopt do not always
lead to desired outcomes in terms of repatronage intentions, reduced
negative eWOM or reconciliation. Furthermore, Harrison-Walker (2019)
affirmed that companies that implement recovery strategies are not giving
customers what they want, leaving 60% of customers unsatisfied. Zhou
et al. (2013) argued that it is the customer who can best determine
whether recovery efforts are successful. The authors further pointed
out that customer satisfaction is a good measurement of the effective-
ness of service recovery efforts. In other words, it is crucial that the
recovery actions that the company undertakes should be perceived by
the complaining consumers. These actions must generate a perceived
justice, which is considered the basis of the effectiveness of service
recovery strategies. Perceived justice has been used as a multidimen-
sional construct that includes distributive justice, procedural justice,
interactional justice (Homburg & Fürst, 2005) and informational justice
(Liao, 2007). Distributive justice concerns the perceived fairness of the
complaint outcome (i.e., service provider’s apology and compensation) as
a reward that can redistribute esteem in exchange relationships. Proce-
dural justice reflects the perceived fairness of the complaint handling
process. Prompt answers to consumers’ complaints can be seen as a
recovery effort that satisfies a need for procedural justice. Interactional
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justice refers to the perceived fairness of the behaviour that employees
exhibit towards complainants. When service personnel are empathic, show
interest in the problem and are honest when interacting with customers,
then interactional justice can be satisfied. Lastly, informational justice
concerns the adequacy of information and communication provided. It is
satisfied, when, for example, the service providers are well informed and
candid in communication. The better the company is able to generate
perceived justice, the more likely a state of equity is restored to the
relationship.

Today, the ubiquity of internet access through, for example, smart-
phones, enables customers to vocalise their dissatisfaction very quickly
after a negative service experience. This poses continuous new chal-
lenges for the management of negative UGC. UGC-based social media
enable individuals to represent their self-selected styles on social webs
and have initiated a new mode of consumer–brand communication
and engagement (Kenesei & Bali, 2020). For instance, Harris et al.
(2006) contended that service recovery strategies, such as an apology,
through online interfaces seem less effective than when done offline. Such
epistemological orientations restrict the possibilities of adopting online
environments. How firms should provide recovery strategies and respond
to negative UGC online is another challenging topic waiting for research.
Failure recovery literature has traditionally described customer satisfaction
as a customer’s perception that the recovery process was fair (Gelbrich
et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2011). This view is also echoed by Ayertey and
Howell (2019), that the understanding of service failure comes down to
an individual’s expectations of the recovery. While the literature has been
enhanced by research into service failure and recovery in online retail
(e.g., Azemi et al., 2019; Holloway & Beatty, 2003), financial services
(e.g., De Matos et al., 2013; Maxham & Netemeyer, 2002), restau-
rant/dining/hotel services (e.g., Park et al., 2014; Siu et al., 2013) and
airlines (Migacz et al., 2018; Nikbin et al., 2016), the findings have always
been inconclusive and associated with unsatisfactory practical utilisation of
recovery strategies. As such there is still an unsolved puzzle in the extant
research and an additional contribution is essential for it to be understood.

A thorough review of the literature shows that a customer–provider
experience of the service failure and recovery approach can be presented
in five phases: (1) service failure happens, (2) service recovery expectations
are developed, (3) recovery strategy is given, (4) recovery evaluations
are created, and (5) customers are interested in post-recovery behaviour
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(Gohary et al., 2016; Migacz et al., 2018; Mohd-Any et al., 2019). While
customer perception is substantially linked to specific phases of the process
(Grewal et al., 2017), dominant definitions in the literature are struggling
to describe online customers’ failure and recovery experiences, and the
extent to which the recovery process needs to be explored, so that it is
satisfactorily deciphered, remains unresolved. Mohr et al. (2006) stressed
that understanding the customer is about appreciating the above stages.
Customers’ experiences are related to their particular backgrounds and
other descriptive factors.

Almost all of the previous research was developed using context-free
generalisations and ontological positivist affirmation. Positivist approaches
give limited clarifications of the specific antecedents and process phases
associated with service recovery, and view consumer behaviour and reac-
tions as predictable (Lai & Chou, 2015). The literature has concentrated
on the customer’s point of view and descriptions of the realities faced by
customers in the context of service failures and recovery (Choi & Choi,
2014). This would suggest that service failure and recovery strategies
are linked as iterative experiences. In addition, the customer’s experi-
ence during service failure and recovery is anticipated. Accordingly, Miller
et al. (2000) showed that some literature on service failure and recovery
strategies attempts to attribute expectations of customers in service fail-
ures and recovery as objective facts. That being said, the literature points
to a number of conflicting and contradictory results, which suggests
that customers are heterogeneous and need to be managed subjec-
tively (Azemi & Ozuem, 2016; Cambra-Fierro et al., 2015). Subjectivity
contributes to different realities, which are continuously co-created as
qualitative researchers clarify (Howell, 2016).

The existing literature on service failures and recovery strategies
emphasises the benefits of service recovery, which has been the focus of
research. Researchers such as Rust and Oliver (2000) and Cambra-Fierro
et al. (2015), however, warn that the outcome of acceptable recovery may
be detrimental to the provider of the service. They showed that from
a relativist realism position, customers differ and they recommended a
common contextual method for service failures and recovery approaches
that are specific to customers. In a complex world, and particularly in
hypermedia computer-mediated environments, Wiktor (2016) suggested
that the world wide web inspires and encourages customers to gain
insights and act on extremely individual orientation methods. Further-
more, providers’ observations of customers in relation to the recovery of
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service failures are influenced by the combined experience of the customer
and the provider of service.

This chapter suggests that service failure, recovery expectation and
evaluation, and post-recovery behaviour are developed through inter-
action with other social factors, including the provider of the service
and other customers. This means that a customer continually accepts
new information generated through interactions that complements
and/or replaces existing information, such as subconscious motives. This
approach considers an online service failure and recovery strategy to be a
shared experience between the customer and the service provider, which
addresses the research problem. In this approach, customers are regarded
as heterogeneous. This chapter presents a comprehensive and contextual
conceptualisation of the phenomenon as opposed to the earlier research
undertaken by Ringberg et al. (2007), which distinguished the features of
customers before service failure happened. Online fashion customers are
volatile and there is a strong risk that unexpected online consumer actions
could harm a business’s finances and reputation.

Strategies to Recover Online Service Failures

The multidimensional nature of social media provides great opportu-
nities for service failure recovery (Grégoire et al., 2015). However, a
growing consensus across academics and practitioners is that if inap-
propriate service recovery is provided, social media can pose immense
risks to the marketer (Daugherty & Hoffman, 2014). The risk is asso-
ciated with the speed with which customers’ complaints can go viral
and the lack of control businesses have over the flow of information
(Cox, 2018). In this context, Hajli and Sims (2015) suggested that
social media has transferred power from the marketer to the consumers,
because one negative feedback or criticism of a brand from a customer is
visible to a large audience through social media and review websites. The
literature emphasises a persistent online consumer–company relationship
that starts long before the service failure happens, rather than one that
emerges with the occurrence of the incident. Cox (2018) suggested that
if a company communicates online repeatedly, then social media enables
both reach and engagement stances, with the former referring to the
provider knowing the customer’s recovery requirements and the latter
referring to a customer’s voluntary involvement in the recovery process.
Additionally, Grégoire et al. (2015) associated recovery decision making
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with customers’ heterogeneity. They argued that customers differ and
suggested that the timing of a customer’s engagement in online commu-
nication/complaint is associated with the individual’s service failure
perception and recovery expectation and evaluation. This is in line with
the ongoing debate in the literature on offline service failure and recovery
strategy (Ringberg et al., 2007; Schoefer & Diamantopoulos, 2009). The
epistemological orientation, which undermines customers’ individuality,
overestimates the comfort of recovery decision making that social media
provides.

The literature on offline failure recovery has named customers’ volun-
tary involvement as a co-creation recovery strategy (Bagherzadeh et al.,
2020; Dong et al., 2008). In analysing service recovery strategies, the
concept of co-creation strategy has received limited attention from online
recovery strategy scholars. However, the omnidimensional nature of social
media provides great opportunities for online co-creation. The customer
does not always convey a recovery recommendation through an online
message, yet the message itself is an important source to understand the
customer’s recovery expectations. Dong et al. (2008, p. 126) defined co-
creation as “the degree to which the customer is involved in taking actions
to respond to a service failure”. Co-creation recovery strategies appear to
be more successful than firm recoveries, which in turn are more effective
than customer recoveries, particularly in co-created services. Such strate-
gies have led to higher satisfaction, better recovery time management,
enhanced repurchase intentions and greater intention to co-create in the
future (Bagherzadeh et al., 2020).

The literature on online service recovery has been specifically devel-
oped across non-financial recovery strategies, such as acknowledgement,
apology, empower the front line, explanation and quick response (Chaffey
& Smith, 2017; Harrison-Walker, 2019). Thus, the success of an online
recovery strategy is greatly attributed to the service provider’s response
speed (Pang et al., 2014). Essentially, engagement in conversation with
the customer (Chaffey & Smith, 2017) immediately after he/she uploads
the complaint shortens the pre-recovery phase. In a recent study in
2018, Clutch surveyed 532 social media users to find out what they
expected from companies on social media in the event of a service failure
(Cox, 2018). According to the findings, 76% of people expect brands
to respond to comments on social media more quickly, 90% of millen-
nials expect brands to respond within a day or less, and 45% would
view a brand more positively if it responded to negative comments on
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social media (Cox, 2018). This indicates that consumers and millennials
expect businesses to address or keep up in an age of instant comments,
views and communication by responding, acknowledging and contacting
the person as quickly as possible. Time is of the essence. The faster the
firm responds to the problem, then the better the message the firm
sends to customers about the value it places on pleasing its customers.
Today, many organisations have representatives that communicate with
online customers in real time. Gu and Ye (2014) referred to this activity
as online management response. Their study examined online manage-
ment responses in hotel reviews. According to them, “on average, 23% of
customer reviews receive online management responses” (pp. 573–574),
the majority of the reviews that received responses were those that went
against the company (p. 574). This indicates that company representa-
tives have a tendency to approach dissatisfied customers more than those
with better evaluations. This isolation may generate frustration among
the latter group. The aforementioned risk is highly possible considering
Gu and Ye’s (2014) proclamation that 40% of customers read other
customers’ online reviews prior to posting theirs (p. 574). This high-
lights that social media is an open source to everyone, and the company
is subject to monitoring. However, if the company manages the online
communication well, the articulated information may be a well-embedded
source for strategic decisions. Instagram is the obvious social media choice
for customers of fashion brands (O’Connor, 2018). O’Connor (2018)
discussed two dominant fashion brands, Gucci and Prada, who made
use of public figures in fashion, namely, Chiara Ferragni, employed by
Gucci, and Arielle Noa Charnas, employed by Prada, to meet and engage
with a multitude of target audiences. This indicates that influencers can,
therefore, be used to establish successful online recovery strategies.

Conclusions and Managerial Implications

The implications for managers are significant, particularly for promoting
the never-ending new collections, seasons, runways and campaigns that
define fashion businesses. This chapter suggests that because service
failure may influence customers’ post-recovery attitude and behaviour
on social media platforms, finding effective recovery strategies for
online fashion customers, especially millennials, is important to improve
customers’ experiences. As explained by researchers on offline service
failure (Ringberg et al., 2007; Schoefer & Diamantopoulos, 2009),
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customers are highly heterogeneous and unpredictable in recovery eval-
uations, and a structured approach leads to contradictory research find-
ings and unsatisfactory recovery cases. Thus, a qualitative approach to
customers may provide an enlarged explanation of customers’ percep-
tions of online service failure and recovery platforms for fashion brands.
Such an epistemological approach seems to have been excluded by
many scholars of online service recovery. The literature on offline
service failure and recovery strategy indicates the “limited understanding
of customers” to be the main indicator of unsuccessful recoveries
(Ringberg et al., 2007). Following this line of thought, if fashion retailers
leverage social media properly, they will be a step closer to overcoming
the key recovery challenges posed by negative UGC. Living and growing
up in a digital world gives instant gratification, expression and responses.
Sherman (2018) suggested that when millennials take that mindset to the
world as a consumer, their mindset does not really change. This chapter
delivers substantial indicators for managers in the fashion industry. Antic-
ipating needs for recovery, compensation, apology, confirmatory rapid
response to customers and following up have been acknowledged as
effective recovery strategies in order to increase consumer satisfaction
(Grégoire et al., 2015; Pang et al., 2014). Helal and Ozuem (2018)
warned that the expectations and behaviours of the millennial genera-
tion have a vast influence on other generations. The findings advise that
businesses should have in place practical recovery strategies that they may
implement in order to resolve service failures. Expecting employees to be
naturals at service recovery is unrealistic. Consequently, it is essential that
managers should train employees to respond to disappointed consumers
with a recovery strategy in a way that expresses sincere regret for the
service failure, as opposed to generic recovery efforts. Such an approach
may enhance and enable the process of managerial decision making
involving communication choices aimed at strengthening relationships
with customers.

Key Terms and Definitions

User-generated content Content generated by users, for
example, messages, videos and written
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reviews that are related to a product or
service in some way.

Service failure Service failure is service performance or
a product that does not meet the expec-
tations of a customer.

Recovery strategy The actions taken by a service provider
to overcome a customer’s displeasure
caused by a service failure, that is,
to transform the displeasure of the
customer into satisfaction.

Social media A collection of various social platforms
and channels which enables users to
connect and engage with other users
and content online.

Fashion industry A global enterprise that involves the
production, retail and consumption of
clothing.

Social influence theory Proposes that an individual’s attitudes,
beliefs or behaviour can be influenced
by others through compliance, internal-
isation or identification.

Electronic word of mouth Favourable and unfavourable online
(eWOM) comments made by social media partic-

ipants, especially millennials, about a
brand, product or organisation.
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CHAPTER 12

Building a Sustainable Brand Image in Luxury
Fashion Companies

Monica Faraoni

Introduction and Overview

Building a sustainable brand image for a luxury fashion company is
a very complex and difficult marketing process involving the entire
company, but, above all, it is marketing and communication strategies.
Many researchers (e.g., Beckham & Voyer, 2014; Ozuem et al., 2017;
Torelli et al., 2012) have pointed out that the values associated with
luxury and the values associated with sustainability can be considered
antithetical. Luxury is associated with “ostentation, excessive consump-
tion, over-production, indulgence and personal pleasure” (Atwal et al.,
2019, p. 3), while sustainability is associated with values such as altruism,
sobriety, moderation and morality (Amatulli et al., 2017; Naderi &
Strutton, 2015). Authors underlined the existence of an inevitable contra-
diction between luxury and sustainability (Achabou & Dekhili, 2013;
Janssen et al., 2014; Kapferer & Michaut, 2014). More specifically, luxury
has been the subject of criticism and has often been accused of being
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behind—if not at odds—with the prerogatives of sustainable develop-
ment. These criticisms, described by Kapferer (2015), have several aspects.
The first concerns the way in which luxury is synonymous with the
waste of resources for the pleasure of the so-called “happy few”. The
second involves the concern of sustainability for social equity: due to
its high visibility, the luxury sector enhances social inequality to a much
greater extent than other sectors. It encourages irrational purchases as
consumers make choices that are based not on functionality but, rather,
on the uniqueness of the product. Consumers prefer luxury because of
its non-ordinariness, the quality associated with the country of origin, the
artisanry that distinguishes it, the one-to-one assistance offered by exclu-
sive shops, and the elegance and status that luxury confers on those who
buy it. The third aspect of the critique can be ascribed to the fact that
luxury means “excess”, which is criticized by sustainability activists who
promote a contrasting ethic based on mindfulness, self-control (Wei et al.,
2021) and frugality (Roiland, 2016) and whose purpose is to ensure pros-
perity for future generations. In short, it might seem that luxury, given its
visibility and the symbolic power that derives from it, conflicts with the
principles of sustainable development.

Another field of research examined consumer perceptions of the
luxury–sustainability relation. Dekhili et al. (2019) indicated that sustain-
ability product information negatively impacts the perceived quality of
luxury products, while Achabou and Dekhili (2013) found that sustain-
able luxury products are not associated with prestige. Several studies on
luxury brand image and sustainability (Achabou & Dekhili, 2013; Rolling
& Sadachar, 2018; Voyer & Beckham, 2014) reported there was a disso-
nance or negative perceptions of “recycling” in relation to luxury, possibly
because characteristics of luxury (e.g. rarity and prestige) were not associ-
ated with “recycling”. This poses a challenge for luxury brands attempting
to appeal to consumers searching for sustainable products.

Therefore, building a sustainable brand image is a major challenge for
companies in this sector. To achieve this goal, they need to enhance
consumer brand knowledge (Aaker, 2003; Keller, 2003; Supphellen,
2000) around the concept of sustainability by producing effective
communication able to build the right brand associations in terms of
attributes, benefits and attitudes (Keller, 1998). In fact, consumer brand
knowledge can be represented as the brand associations in a consumer’s
mind which are synthesized into meanings they assign to the brand
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(Keller, 1993, p. 3). On the other hand, thanks to its brand communi-
cation, a company defines its brand identity as “a unique set of brand
associations implying a promise to customers and includes a core or
extended identity” (Ghodeswar, 2008, p. 5); it expresses all the distinc-
tive traits, benefits and values capable of differentiating a brand (Roy
& Banerjee, 2008). The more the brand identity and brand image
emerging from brand associations are aligned (Malär et al., 2012), the
more consumer brand knowledge reflects brand communication (Gensler
et al., 2013; Ozuem et al., 2008) and the higher a company’s brand equity
will be (Nandan, 2005).

In this chapter we try to understand whether sustainability is a relevant
attribute of the Ferragamo (a luxury brand) consumer image. In partic-
ular, we try to answer to the following question: Are the project and
the commitment communicated by the company on sustainability issues
(sustainable brand identity) correctly perceived by consumers (sustainable
brand image)? The subjects of our analysis are social media in general
and brand communities in particular. Consumers talk about their brand
experiences in blogs, forums and social networks because they are social
spaces where they can exchange their perceptions of the brands they
interact with (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2016). Their online brand narra-
tives can turn into fast word of mouth as the social media used to
convey them are visible, ubiquitous and available in real time (Hennig-
Thurau et al., 2010). By using a social media dataset we obtain interesting
results. In the following sections we present some theoretical issues about
the relationship between sustainability and luxury fashion brand image.
We then describe the case of the luxury brand Salvatore Ferragamo. A
methodological section provides information on the research analysis.
This is followed by a results section. The final section discusses managerial
implications and future research directions.

Theoretical Context

Luxury and Sustainability

Despite the substantial literature that views luxury and sustainability as
two antithetical concepts, recent studies provide a new interpretation of
this relationship that is becoming far more complementary than antithet-
ical. Bendell and Kleanthous (2007) pointed out that a paradigm shift is
taking place in the luxury sector. In particular, while there is no single
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definition of luxury, at the same time there are characteristics that unite
luxury products and brands. Among these we can identify high quality,
rarity (Lochard & Murat, 2011) (which derives from precious and diffi-
cult to find raw materials), exclusivity, artisanry and durability (Carcano,
2013). It is precisely these characteristics that reduce the apparent gap
between luxury and sustainability. In fact, “luxury” and “sustainability”,
especially in their environmental dimension, converge in the character-
istics of “durability” and “rarity”, constituting possible bridges between
the two (Guercini & Ranfagni, 2013, p. 80). The essence of true luxury
is that of selling rare, high-quality products characterized by good taste
and elegance. The “rarity” of resources is another element that unites
sustainability and luxury. Luxury is dependent on resources and obsessed
with their sustainability (Han et al., 2016; Janssen et al., 2014; Kapferer,
2015): the demand for luxury products is limited by their price, which
represents a way to protect the future of resources and, consequently, the
luxury sectors based on these resources. Small volumes of luxury produc-
tion are not a threat to the planet whereas mass production is. Finally,
“durability” is at the heart of both sustainable development and luxury.
Luxury is a business built on lasting value with a long-term perspective
(Godart & Seong, 2014) contrary to the fast fashion market for example,
which is based on mass production, or the technology market, which
has its roots in planned obsolescence. The association between luxury
and timelessness (Venkatesh et al., 2010)—or the fact that luxury is not
trendy but durable—suggests many synergies with sustainability. Finally,
some researchers, such as Janssen et al. (2014), considered the scarcity of
luxury products, premium prices that limit consumption, selective distri-
bution channels and limited editions, as limits that indirectly protect
natural resources, thus contributing to more reasonable and respon-
sible consumption. In the light of these considerations, we propose a
graphic elaboration (Fig. 12.1) which highlights common “luxury” and
“sustainability” meanings.

Sustainability therefore becomes an important part of a marketing
branding strategy for luxury fashion brands. To appeal to the expecta-
tions of consumers more sensitive to a brand’s sustainability narrative, a
luxury brand image can differentiate its strategy to provide a competitive
advantage (Carcano, 2013; Karaosman et al., 2018). Several directions
have been adopted by companies. Many luxury brands are developing
new sustainable business practices (Campos Franco et al., 2019), while
other brands try to strengthen the connotations of the prestige of a luxury
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Fig. 12.1 Common “luxury” and “sustainability” meanings

good by increasing the exclusivity of the brand and its perceived value; in
this latter case, sustainability is an additional attribute to the pre-existing
range of luxury products, “instrumental” to a brand image reinforcement
or to build a new brand image reputation (Noh & Johnson, 2019). This
is the idea inspiring the recent initiatives on diversity and inclusion of
Tommy Hilfiger, Diesel, Calvin Klein and Adidas (Ostillio & Antonucci,
2020). In other cases, sustainability can be conceived to be an original
source of luxury. This is what seems to emerge in the context of produc-
tion and supply chain management, such as the appeal of a particularly
valuable production process or recycled raw material (Cimatti et al., 2017;
Guercini & Ranfagni, 2013; Karaosman et al., 2018). In this type of expe-
rience, the sustainable resource generates an exclusive asset. Whatever the
direction used, and communicated to the market, its effectiveness depends
on the actual perception of the consumer.

The Consumer Perspective

From a consumer perspective, several studies aimed to identify the reasons
why consumers are disinterested in sustainability when making luxury
purchases. According to Davies et al. (2012), consumers do not want
to “be disturbed” when they make a luxury purchase, especially when
they are willing to enhance the dimension of pleasure coming from the
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purchase itself. Moreover, luxury consumers are often unaware of which
brands are actively engaged in sustainable development. Therefore, if the
sustainable luxury mental category does not exist, it cannot influence the
process (Kapferer & Michaut, 2020). There could also be an intentional
ignorance (Ehrich & Irwin, 2005) in which consumers deliberately avoid
any type of negative information that could dissuade them from buying
their favourite product or brand (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001), or a percep-
tion that the luxury industry has a low environmental impact (Kapferer
& Michaut, 2020) due to the sporadicity of their purchases, a hypothesis
also supported by Davies et al. (2012). Finally, some consumers believe
that there is an intrinsic contradiction between luxury and sustainability
(Voyer & Beckham, 2014) that is sometimes fuelled by the phenomenon
of perceived greenwashing (Beckham & Voyer, 2014), or the recogni-
tion, by consumers, of a corporate communication that conveys positive
but false information regarding the environmental practices and/or the
environmental benefits of the products marketed (Parguel et al., 2011).
If a brand deceives its customers through greenwashing, these practices
may involve negative word of mouth that discourages other consumers
from purchasing the company’s products (Chen et al., 2014; Leonidou
& Skarmeas, 2017). Therefore, greenwashing not only increases the scep-
ticism of those who perceive it, but also of many other consumers,
especially nowadays, when information spreads at an exponential speed
due to the massive presence and influence of social media (Lim et al.,
2013). In fact, Zhang et al. (2018) affirmed that a decrease in consumers’
perception of greenwashing may correspond to an increase in purchase
intention.

By contrast, consumers sensitive to the sustainability/ethics of luxury
products and brands are actively engaged in researching the most sustain-
able luxury brands and are eager to know the degree of sustainability of
the luxury products they buy (Kapferer & Michaut, 2020). They could
also boycott a brand if it were guilty of incorrect behaviour in terms
of sustainability. A recent stream of research considers how the scope
of ethical consumption can be broadened in the luxury sector (Osburg
et al., 2020). Some authors in this field highlighted the important role
that social media can play in promoting ethical and sustainable luxury
(Leban et al., 2020; Septianto et al., 2020), while Bartikowski et al.
(2020) explored the important but under-researched area of nationalist
appeals for ethical luxury goods and services by investigating Chinese
luxury products. Among the reasons for a high sensitivity to the ethics
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of luxury brands and products, Kapferer and Michaut (2020) identified
several factors: the high price of luxury which should imply the inclu-
sion of sustainability; the expectations raised by the storytelling of luxury
brands that are not expected to have any defects and, consequently,
be consistent with ethical and sustainable aspects; the fact that luxury
brands describe themselves as the highest quality, a term whose meaning
is evolving quickly, and which has recently included sustainability issues;
and the social image that the luxury purchase projects on those who make
the purchase, especially if the brand and sustainable products are known
among the population. Thus, having a Gucci Rain Forest bag spreads a
message of caring for the planet as well as wealth. This latter motiva-
tion is what Griskevicius et al. (2010) called “green conspicuousness”.
This self-image motivation does not work when the sustainable brand
is not sufficiently known by consumers and its prices are consequently
not perceived. Sustainable luxury must first and foremost be luxurious.
Griskevicius et al. (2010) investigated the reasons behind the success of
“green” products based on the link between altruistic acts and status.
In fact, starting from well-established theories in the literature, such as
that of “expense reporting”, they stated that altruism can signal not only
the fact that a person is pro-social but also their status in society in
terms of time availability, energy, money or other resources that allow
them to afford to purchase products that do not negatively impact the
environment.

In terms of consumer behaviour, research suggests that consumers
adopt different approaches to gain sustainable credentials. In some
cases they choose to consume less according to the “consumer citizen-
ship” rules (Gabriel & Lang, 2006), while in other cases they refine
their product choices towards recycled or vintage (Ryding et al., 2018)
or second-hand luxury products (Kessous & Valette-Florence, 2019;
Turunen et al., 2020). This pathway allows the experience of luxury to
be transferred between owners without negative impacts, and it can result
in deeper meanings and closer relationships with purchases. Finally, inter-
generational considerations are also important, that is, understanding the
differences in perception of sustainable luxury between different genera-
tions, such as millennials (Kapferer & Michaut, 2020). In fact, in support
of these theories, Veronica Tonini, Ferragamo’s Chief Risk Officer and
Sustainability Coordinator, stated in an interview with us that:
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the new generations of consumers, including millennials and Generation
Z, are among the most attentive to sustainability issues. They ask about
the origin of the materials, are interested in certifications and ask for more
information on the places where the products are produced. Transparency
and traceability are important to them; it’s not just about fashion, but also
about food and all body-care products. The mentality as well as the lifestyle
of the new generation is changing irrespective of their country of origin
and their culture.

According to Dr Tonini, these consumers have a completely different
mentality from that of previous generations and the transparency and
traceability of products are among the factors with the greatest impact
on their purchasing decisions, as well as on their lifestyle in general.

In conclusion, the transition from “visible consumption” to “conscious
consumption” (Achabou & Dekhili, 2013) has led consumers, regardless
of their social class, to be concerned about social and environmental issues
and to prefer sustainable products in line with their values and princi-
ples (Hennigs et al., 2013). However, sustainability is a multidimensional
phenomenon and there are many problems related to sustainable develop-
ment that luxury companies have to face which entail various difficulties
in actual implementation (Amatulli et al., 2017). Reconciling the needs of
mindfulness, self-control (Wei et al., 2021) and frugality (Roiland, 2016)
typical of sustainability, with the multiple dimensions of luxury is anything
but easy. Brand communication strategies must be carefully defined to
accomplish such a difficult task.

The Salvatore Ferragamo Case

and the Research Objective

Salvatore Ferragamo is one of the main players in the fashion and luxury
sector at an international level, but its history started from a small work-
shop in the province of Avellino (Italy) and grew in Florence. The
company started as a family business and it has been able to main-
tain this peculiarity over time in its organizational structure and identity,
despite global development. We chose the case of Salvatore Ferragamo
for our research for two reasons. First, the Florentine brand has adopted
an omnichannel strategy by integrating the digital channel in its distri-
bution and communication strategies with the eCommerce platform,
it uses touchpoints in all stores and there are other initiatives aimed
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at making a more complete and engaging customer shopping experi-
ence. Added to this is intense communication activity on social media
through short stories about the brand published in formats tailored to
each channel. Second, the company has always paid particular atten-
tion to social problems and the theme of sustainable development. For
the Salvatore Ferragamo Group, investing in sustainable development
means respecting the values handed down by the founder and there is
a widespread belief that the use of innovative materials, top artisanry, the
creation of a bond with the local community, as well as respect for the
environment and people are all essential for success. In 2016, Ferragamo
launched a section dedicated entirely to corporate responsibility on its
website. In 2018, an interactive digital version of the “Corporate Sustain-
ability Report” was published, which offers a user-friendly experience
optimized for mobile devices, as well as the video “We are Ferragamo”,
which describes the main areas of intervention in terms of sustainability.
The brand’s sustainability initiatives have also been promoted on social
channels. Since the day of publication of the “Sustainability 2017 Report”
on the Ferragamo LinkedIn page, the profile has received more than
70,000 views, while the video has reached over 120,000 views. Finally,
the Salvatore Ferragamo Museum, especially its “Sustainable Thinking”
exhibition, is seen as the emblem of this vision whose goal is to deliver a
specific concept of a sustainable brand to its customers

The objective of the research concerns the identification of brand
associations relating to company communication on the one hand, and
user-generated content (UGC) (Bradlow, 2010; Ozuem et al., 2016) on
the other. Online brand studies that include analyses of UGC (Burmann
& Arnhold, 2009; Burmann, 2010) show how useful UGC is for tracing
consumer brand image. Barreda and Bilgihan (2013) defined UGC as
“brand virtual image” because UGC includes consumers’ comments and
reviews in virtual settings. UGC is considered an online form of commu-
nication that marketers need to constantly monitor in order to detect any
correspondences and discrepancies between consumer brand perceptions
and company brand identity (Berni et al., 2020). As already reported, the
growth of online platforms has facilitated the creation of social behaviours
via the Web, changing the nature of human activities. The exodus of
social relations from the real world to the virtual world has meant that
online communities made up of people from all parts of the world have
been created. This phenomenon allows individuals to share knowledge
and promote dialogues among different cultures (Budden et al., 2011).
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The management and control of brand associations allows companies
to obtain a competitive advantage, since they are able to create value for
consumers by helping them in the processing and storing of information,
guaranteeing a differentiated positioning and inducing a high inclina-
tion to purchase a product or service (Camiciottoli et al., 2014). For
this reason, companies seek strong, positive and unique associations to
strengthen and increase the value of their brand, especially compared to
competitors (Keller, 2003). Through a consistent management of asso-
ciations, the company can generate brand knowledge among consumers
(Keller, 2003). An analysis of the associations therefore allows companies
to assess any gaps or discrepancies between the competitive positioning
of the brand as planned by the company and that perceived by the
consumer. Basically, the brand identity (Ghodeswar, 2008) transmitted
by the company and the brand image (Keller, 1993) perceived by the
customer need to be aligned (Malär et al., 2012; Ranfagni & Faraoni,
2018) to have a positive impact on brand management and commu-
nication performance. This analysis aims to investigate the existence of
such alignment in two dimensions: the Ferragamo brand image/identity
alignment and the Ferragamo brand sustainable brand image/identity
alignment.

The Methodological Approach:

Netnography and Text Mining

The research approach we propose for identifying brand associations
integrates netnography with text mining. Netnography is a qualita-
tive research method that adapts ethnographic techniques for exploring
consumer behaviour in online communities. In contrast to ethnography,
in which data are collected during face-to-face encounters, netnography
makes use of the computer-mediated discourse produced by participants
interacting in virtual settings. As Kozinets (2002) explained, a netnog-
rapher observes consumers by investigating the online conversations of
consumers based on a research process that includes research planning,
data collection and data interpretation steps. Conversely, text mining
(Hearst, 1999) is a research technique closely linked to the fields of
natural language processing and computational linguistics, which develop
and implement computer software programs for the purpose of gener-
ating, analysing and manipulating electronically stored texts (Witten,
2005). It allows for extracting new and previously unknown information
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from textual data, thus offering far more than simple information retrieval
(Hearst, 1999). From a procedural point of view, we began the process
by identifying sources of company and consumer textual data. For the
company, we focused on: (a) sections related to brand history, business
strategies and brand description on the corporate website (www.ferrag
amo.com); (b) information and corporate communications on the social
media official pages; (c) interviews with Ferragamo’s CEOs and managers
in online magazines and non-financial reports. As regards customer
textual data sources, we focused on Ferragamo blogs and forums, texts
from social media (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter), electronic maga-
zines, online newspapers, and articles by professionals. Specifically, we
searched for the presence of online communities, influencers, ambas-
sadors, industry professionals, current or potential consumers, enthusiasts,
and so on who expressed opinions on the brand. Such a technological
form of communication mediates social interaction, providing a “win-
dow” on consumer perceptions in relation to the Ferragamo brand in
an authentic interaction setting. The reference timeframe was the period
2018 to 2019.

After reading the computer-mediated communications in online
communities, we copied and pasted them in a Word file. By also drawing
from the company’s data sources, we created another Word file containing
company narratives. The total words collected were 52,121 (95 pages) for
the company file and 109,020 (151 pages) for the consumer file. The text
files contained in the two datasets were then subjected to analytical text
mining procedures (Marzá, 2013, Swales & Burke, 2003) by the T-LAB
software. T-LAB is an application consisting of a set of linguistic, statistical
and graphic tools for text analysis. In the pre-processing phase, T-LAB
automatically carries out the processes of corpus normalization, stop-word
recognition, segmentation in elementary contexts (ECs), lemmatization,
vocabulary construction and keyword selection. For the purposes of our
research, we used the “co-occurrence” analysis, which allowed us to
verify the word associations within the corpus. The analysis units were
lexical units or lemmas (a set of words having the same lexical root and
belonging to the same grammatical category, such as verb, adjective, etc.);
the context units or elementary contexts (ECs were portions of text into
which the corpus is divided represented by sentences or paragraphs. An
EC corresponds to a paragraph with a minimum length of 50 charac-
ters and a maximum length of 1000 characters. We then subjected all
the textual data to a co-occurrence analysis. More specifically, for the

http://www.ferragamo.com
http://www.ferragamo.com
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consumer and company files, the software identified how many times a
lemma co-occurred first with the target lemma “Ferragamo” and then
with the lemma “sustainable”. Since co-occurrences are used as a proxy
of similarity (Netzer et al., 2012), the resulting co-occurrences were
considered expressions of company and consumer brand associations.
Tables 12.1 and 12.2 report the outputs for the lemma “Ferragamo”;
Tables 12.3 and 12.4 report the outputs for the lemma “Sustainable”.
Tables 12.1 to 12.4 serve as a clarification and in-depth analysis of the
associations relating to the competitive positioning of the brand perceived
by the consumer.

Results: Similarities and Discrepancies Between

the Perceived Image and the Conveyed Identity

Results can be divided into two sections: (1) results on the Ferragamo
brand identity/brand image alignment, and (2) results on the Ferragamo
sustainable brand identity/image alignment.

1. Ferragamo brand identity/image alignment. Theories on brand
identity/image alignment propose that a lack of alignment makes
communication ineffective in creating brand value (Berni et al.,
2020; Ranfagni & Faraoni, 2018). By analysing and interpreting the
results from the online sources, we can see how in some respects
the identity conveyed by Ferragamo coincides with the perceived
image, while for others, the two are further apart. The circumstances
in which the perceived image fully matches that conveyed are the
mentions and contexts in which the words “create”, “experimen-
tation”, “craftmanship”, “material” and “techniques” appear. On
the corporate side, it emerges that the most widespread keywords
associated with the brand are not the same as those with which the
consumer recognizes and immediately distinguishes the company.
This result indicates a communication strategy adopted by the
company that is not very effective. Corporate identity and consumer
perceptions are both based on the idea that the brand distinguishes
itself through “creative fashion products, fruit of artisan experi-
mentation with new techniques and unusual materials”. In terms
of dissimilarities, a peculiarity concerns the word “quality”. In the
corporate communication, “quality” is one of the most important



12 BUILDING A SUSTAINABLE BRAND IMAGE … 285

Table 12.1 Company brand identity

Lemma B COEFF C.E.(B) C.E.(AB) CHI2

Salvatore 0.656 34 32 27 .54
Group 0.415 14 13 8.692
Maison 0.365 13 11 4.822
Ferruccio 0.338 8 8 6.176
Years 0.319 14 10 1.523
Time 0.316 7 7 5.826
Footwear 0.302 10 8 2.541
Shoe 0.288 11 8 1.37
Brand 0.279 9 7 1.867
Create 0.276 12 8 5.826
Museum 0.271 7 6 2.657
Experimentation 0.267 5 5 4.092
Quality 0.267 5 5 4.092
Corporate 0.254 8 6 1.252
Founder 0.254 8 6 1.252
Techniques 0.254 8 6 5.826
Creation 0.244 6 5 5.826
Material 0.244 6 5 4.822
Representation 0.244 6 5 1.911
Achieve 0.244 6 5 1.911
Find 0.244 6 5 1.911
Family 0.239 9 6 6.716
Craftmanship 0.239 4 4 6.716
Believe 0.239 4 4 3.247
Young 0.239 4 4 3.247
Italian 0.239 4 4 6.716
History 0.239 4 4 5.826
Sustainable 0.208 18 7 4.092

Lemma A–lexical unit selected (Ferragamo)
Lemma B–lexical unit associated with lemma A (Ferragamo)
Coeff.–lemma spread within the text. The higher the coefficient, the more widespread the lemma
CE(B)–number of elementary contexts (EC) in which each associated lemma is present (B)
CE(AB)–number of elementary contexts (EC) in which the lemmas A and B are associated (co-
occurrences)
CHI2–statistical significance of co-occurrences

and widespread terms that characterize the brand identity. This
aspect is not perceived by online consumers or, rather, based on
the data collected it could be assumed that while they do perceive
quality products, this attribute does not immediately fall into the
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Table 12.2 Consumer brand image

Lemma B COEFF C.E.(B) C.E.(AB) CHI2

Salvatore 0.735 36 35 81.118
Museum 0.419 13 12 21.669
Exhibition 0.386 18 13 13.388
Sustainable 0.38 11 10 17 .276
Thinking 0.359 10 9 15.126
Material 0.351 29 15 5.105
Firenze 0.342 11 9 12.237
Experimentation 0.312 8 7 10.931
Ferruccio 0.309 6 6 12.297
Sustainability 0.307 43 16 0.342
Creative 0.291 12 8 6.324
Our 0.279 10 7 6.312
Create 0.267 18 9 2.429
Artisan 0.267 8 6 6.455
Path 0.267 8 6 6.455
Research 0.267 8 6 6.455
Foundation 0.252 4 4 8.109
Accessory 0.252 4 4 8.109
Techniques 0.238 7 5 4.692
Recent 0.238 7 5 4.692
Historical 0.238 7 5 4.692
Fashion 0.228 44 12 1.003
Explore 0.225 5 4 4.983
Models 0.225 5 4 4.983
Footwear 0.223 8 5 3.152
Craftmanship 0.223 8 5 4.983
Skin 0.218 12 6 1.564
Founder 0.208 18 7 0.258

Lemma A–lexical unit selected (Ferragamo)
Lemma B–lexical unit associated with lemma A (Ferragamo)
Coeff.–lemma spread within the text. The higher the coefficient, the more widespread the lemma
CE(B)–number of elementary contexts (EC) in which each associated lemma is present (B)
CE(AB)–number of elementary contexts (EC) in which the lemmas A and B are associated (co-
occurrences)
CHI2–statistical significance of co-occurrences

brand image. Similarly, from a user’s perspective, very little is said
about the “country of origin”, as opposed to what happens on
the corporate side. Another gap concerns the term “family” and
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Table 12.3 Corporate brand identity related to the “sustainable” lemma

Lemma B COEFF C.E.(B) C.E.(AB) CHI2

Towards 0.507 5 3 29.157
Museum 0.445 18 5 19.565
Commitment 0.378 4 2 15.41
Market 0.378 4 2 15.41
Strategy 0.378 4 2 15.41
Guide 0.338 5 2 11.659
Brand 0.286 7 2 7 .402
Family 0.286 7 2 7 .402
History 0.267 8 2 6.085
Material 0.21 13 2 2.628
Artist 0.189 4 1 2.942
Believe 0.189 4 1 2.942
Designer 0.189 4 1 2.942
Generation 0.189 4 1 2.942
Take 0.189 4 1 2.942
Soon 0.189 4 1 2.942
Responsability 0.189 4 1 2.942
Social 0.189 4 1 2.942
Value 0.189 4 1 2.942
Behavior 0.169 5 1 2.043
Growth 0.169 5 1 2.043
Offer 0.169 5 1 2.043
Product 0.169 5 1 2.043
Relationship 0.169 5 1 2.043
Technique 0.169 5 1 2.043

Lemma A–lexical unit selected (sustainable)
Lemma B–lexical unit associated with lemma A (sustainable)
Coeff.–lemma spread within the text. The higher the coefficient, the more widespread the lemma
CE(B)–number of elementary contexts (EC) in which each associated lemma is present (B)
CE(AB)–number of elementary contexts (EC) in which the lemmas A and B are associated (co-
occurrences)
CHI2–statistical significance of co-occurrences

“history”. The family plays a central role not only in the orga-
nizational sphere but also in that of Ferragamo’s brand identity
communication. This does not emerge on the consumer side.

2. Ferragamo sustainable brand identity/image alignment. Regarding
the concept of “sustainability”, there appear to be some impor-
tant issues in theory and practice. From a theoretical point of view,
we can confirm the literature that proposes that the relationship
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Table 12.4 Consumer brand identity related to the “sustainable” lemma

Lemma B COEFF C.E.(B) C.E.(AB) CHI2

Museum 0.539 18 15 41.249
Exhibition 0.44 12 10 26.562
Goal 0.386 10 8 19.539
Theme 0.374 6 6 20.9
Environment 0.356 9 7 16.153
Quality 0.322 11 7 11.006
Fashion 0.322 44 14 2.606
Made_in_Italy 0.311 6 5 12.843
Social 0.311 6 5 12.843
Ferragamo 0.307 63 16 0.342
World 0.305 4 4 13.782
Challenge 0.305 4 4 13.782
Craftmanship 0.273 5 4 9.503
Rare 0.273 5 4 9.503
Engagement 0.267 16 7 4.321
Group 0.254 13 6 4.291
Guide 0.249 6 4 6.738
National 0.249 6 4 6.738
Company 0.249 6 4 6.738
Behavior 0.245 14 6 3.425
Project 0.241 10 5 4.406
Future 0.241 10 5 4.406
Line 0.236 15 6 2.711
Development 0.231 7 4 4.841
Engage 0.231 7 4 4.841

Lemma A–lexical unit selected (sustainable)
Lemma B–lexical unit associated with lemma A (sustainable)
Coeff.–lemma spread within the text. The higher the coefficient, the more widespread the lemma
CE(B)–number of elementary contexts (EC) in which each associated lemma is present (B)
CE(AB)–number of elementary contexts (EC) in which the lemmas A and B are associated (co-
occurrences)
CHI2–statistical significance of co-occurrences

between luxury and sustainability is becoming far more complemen-
tary than antithetical (Carcano, 2013; Guercini & Ranfagni, 2013;
Lochard & Murat, 2011). Luxury and sustainability are able to
coexist and find a point of encounter precisely in such values as arti-
sanry, rarity (Han et al., 2016; Janssen et al., 2014; Kapferer, 2015)
and quality (see Table 12.4; Fig. 12.1). From a managerial point
of view, an interesting aspect that needs to be underlined concerns
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the mention of the “museum”. The museum appears among the
most direct associations of both perspectives of analysis, however,
the meaning attributed to it differs. The consumer talks about the
museum’s “Sustainable Thinking” exhibition. In this sense, it can
be assumed that for users the museum is the symbol of Salva-
tore Ferragamo’s sustainability and creativity, and the social role
of the brand in protecting the environment. On the other hand,
the meaning attributed by the company is different. The refer-
ence to sustainable exhibition is present, but far more often the
museum is approached with terms such as “history”, “culture”,
“art” and “family”. This indicates that the meaning attributed to
the term “museum” relates more to cultural aspects, as a form of
artistic expression, linked to the history of the brand and the family.
In other words, the consumer links the brand image in terms of
“sustainability” to the specific event of the “Sustainable Thinking”
exhibition and to the museum, while the brand’s corporate commu-
nication of the concept of sustainability is aimed at associating
sustainability with culture and family history.

Conclusion and Future Outlook

This work offers a methodological approach to understanding a
consumer’s knowledge of a brand through brand associations, and the
managerial implications are manifold. First, it investigates associations
by extracting information from online communities without directly
involving the consumer, thanks to the non-intrusive approach of text
mining. The availability of unfiltered, spontaneous opinions, without any
kind of influence could be useful for assessing the power and reputation of
a company brand. Specifically, the analysis aims to verify whether the asso-
ciations perceived by consumers coincide with the competitive positioning
of the brand in the consumer’s image.

If the company detects gaps between the identity/image of consumers,
it can use this information to define new marketing communication
strategies or improve existing ones (Ranfagni & Faraoni, 2018). Online
discussions can therefore be very useful, as they reveal the existence of
information asymmetries on which the company can intervene. Based on
the data obtained, it emerged that only some of the most important
associations relating to the image and reputation of Ferragamo coin-
cide; it follows that the marketing communication may not be very
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effective. The results emerging from our analytical approach can be
used to review brand communication and brand strategy. Companies
could decide to conduct brand reinforcement and brand revitalization
for example. A brand reinforcement strategy (Keller, 2003) strengthens
a brand’s attributes for increasing brand awareness and brand loyalty,
while also fortifying product associations. A revitalization strategy (Keller,
2003) is able to refresh existing brand attributes or identify new ones,
thereby generating changes in competitive positioning.

Other research implications concern the consumer image of the
luxury brand’s sustainability. Despite the countless contradictions existing
between luxury and sustainability and the difficult and controversial
consumer approach to such products, as widely debated in the literature
presented, the results of our work offer interesting insights for discussing
the issue. When the brand’s sustainability values, ideals and messages
are communicated to consumers through offline events, the consumer’s
brand knowledge building process is such that it overcomes any scepti-
cism. The Salvatore Ferragamo Museum used its “Sustainable Thinking”
exhibition as the emblem of the company’s sustainability vision and iden-
tity, the goal of which is to deliver a specific concept of a sustainable
brand linked to family history and culture. What emerges from our results,
however, is that the customer image of the company’s brand sustainability
focuses more on the cultural and artistic value of the exhibition itself, thus
demonstrating an appreciation of the event as such, highlighting a gap
between the customer image and the identity that the brand wanted to
convey with this event. The concept and value of sustainability is therefore
linked to the event and not to the brand identity. The managerial impli-
cations are that the process of building a sustainable luxury brand takes
time and through the production of events that go beyond the traditional
consumer scepticism it will be possible to build this identity.

As regards the limitations of this research, we must consider the limited
number of corpora collected and the subsequent impossibility of gener-
alizing the results, although an attempt was made to extend the data
collection to as large a number of sources as possible. Furthermore, the
period of the survey analysis can be seen as a limitation, as the issue of
sustainability is very topical and almost all the information from the digital
world was focused on it. For this reason, it would be interesting to repeat
this analysis in the future with a different timeframe. As regards possible
research developments, since the company is an international player, it
would be stimulating to expand the study to this level as well. Another
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direction to follow could be that of conducting a more in-depth quanti-
tative analysis of consumer opinions about sustainability values in general
and comparing it with those related to luxury fashion brands.
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CHAPTER 13

BecomingDigital: The Need to Redesign
Competences and Skills in the Fashion

Industry

Lucia Varra

Introduction

Technology, which has always been an important driver of change, has
in recent years become the most disruptive factor in manufacturing and
service industries, as well as in consumer lifestyles. The pervasiveness of
technologies in manufacturing industries has given rise to a new approach
to business activities which interconnects all the components of the value
chain, both mechanical and human; this interconnection results in more
efficient, flexible, fast and reliable business processes.

In smart factories, which are based on intelligent technologies
combined with new values and new or renewed competences and skills,
accurate and fast decisions can be made based on extensive information
(big data) derived from the interactions between workers, objects, and
machines. This information allows factories to use resources more intelli-
gently, drastically reduce waste, and increase general efficiency, including
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energy efficiency (Guercini & Ranfagni, 2013; Majeed & Rupasinghe,
2017; Ozuem et al., 2008; Tao et al., 2018; Zhong et al., 2017).

The fashion sector, particularly the luxury fashion sector, is an inter-
esting field of study for the transformations underway: it constitutes a
laboratory of solutions that reconcile artisanry, authenticity, and product
exclusivity with the most innovative industrial technologies. However, it
is also a sector that, even more than others, must take advantage of the
opportunity to exploit digital technology to create symbiotic relationships
with customers and translate new requests into products and processes,
including emotional experiences and sustainability. The absence of a rigid
separation inside a smart factory between physical and digital components
deeply affects both operational and managerial processes and both organ-
isational and interorganisational processes, with strong implications for
professional skills, both technical and soft skills.

The problem of skills and competences is at the core of an effective
transformation towards the factory of the future. In this factory, smart
machines and “augmented operators” are paradigms that exist simulta-
neously (Longo et al., 2017; Weyer et al., 2015); however, these devel-
opments also present challenges that must be overcome, and the ability
and vision of managers are fundamental to this process (Longo et al.,
2017). At the same time, the need for specialists and newly conceived
engineering roles increases (Magone & Mazali, 2016). Therefore, all
types of performed tasks – operational, specialist, and managerial –
are affected by the required changes to activities and skills. These changes
also raise questions about the acquisition, development, and enhancement
of skills both within organisations and through the education and univer-
sity training system. Yet the issue of competences in Industry 4.0 has
only recently been addressed, and few previous studies have linked it to
the processes and roles that are involved.

This work, beginning with an analysis of the most recent literature on
the topic of Industry 4.0, examines the implications of changing required
competences within this industry, linking them to the processes of the
fashion sector and some key roles within the sector. It also identifies
several new roles entering the sector, considering roles and competences
in the context of both manufacturing processes and managing processes
supporting technology.

Finally, the work investigates the impact the required new skills have on
employee management processes in human resource management (HRM)
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and reflects on the challenges of adapting to these skills at both an
organisational level and at a level of education and training.

Literature Overview

Digital Factory and Digital Fashion: Characteristics and Processes

The transformations in the production and services sector can be traced
back to the 4.0 revolution (Hofmann & Rusch, 2017; Zhang et al.,
2019; Zhong et al., 2017) which fundamentally changed the techno-
logical matrix, including integrated systems, applications of information
and communications technology (ICT), and industrial technology; the
result was the creation of a digital and intelligent factory that allows faster
production driven by information, including information from users,
(Zhong et al., 2017; Zhou et al., 2015). The so-called fourth industrial
revolution arose from a plan developed by the German government in
2011 that exploited the potential of digital technologies to renew the
country’s production system (BMBF, 2014; Kagermann et al., 2013).
This revolution was based on the concept of cyberphysical systems or
(Wu et al., 2017; Zhong et al., 2017), which centre on real-time interac-
tion between people, products, and devices during the production process
(Zhou et al., 2015).

In particular, three groups of technologies support the new factory: (1)
the internet of things (IoT) (Liu et al., 2017; Kong et al., 2019; Majeed
& Rupasinghe, 2017); (2) cloud computing technology (Chen & Lin,
2015; Wan et al., 2013); and (3) big data analytics (Obitko et al., 2013;
Silva et al., 2020; Tao et al., 2018).

The IoT allows you to integrate IT with operations technology and
is characterised by the pervasive presence of a variety of exchanges that
not only put people in perpetual communication with each other but also
put people in communication with machines and, crucially, put machines
in communication with each other (Wan et al., 2013; Zhou et al., 2015).
These exchanges make it easier and more effective to control and monitor
processes in companies. The IoT includes radio frequency identification
devices, infrared sensors, global positioning systems, laser scanners, and
other information sensing devices and objects which communicate and
exchange information relating to intelligent identification, location, and
tracking (Beltrametti et al., 2017; Zhou et al., 2015).
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Cloud computing technology (Hashem et al., 2015; Tao et al., 2014,
2018) refers to the set of technologies aimed at storing, processing, and
transmitting data and the set of applications and software that allow
users access to the resources they need (applications, programs, and
services). Cloud computing technology uses a “software as a service”
mode, avoiding companies’ investments in IT infrastructures, system
maintenance, and upgrades in favour of a dynamic allocation of services,
more flexible access and consumption, and the ability to share resources
with other subjects (Zhou et al., 2015).

Big data and advanced analysis techniques allow users to quickly
obtain valuable information from a variety of sources at various levels
to acquire, process, and understand in-depth data and information, as
well as to make queries necessary to make complex decisions. In addi-
tion to the aforementioned enabling technologies, others exist in Industry
4.0 (Tao et al., 2018; Zhou et al., 2015): advanced manufacturing solu-
tions, such as interconnected and rapidly programmable collaborative
robots; augmented reality; cyber security, and so on; and complemen-
tary technologies, such as e-commerce systems, geolocation systems, and
technologies supporting the in-store customer experience.

The smart factory model affects the fashion industry by ushering in
a gradual transformation (Bertola & Teunissen, 2018; Gilchrist, 2016;
Hermann et al., 2016; Sun & Zhao, 2017, 2018). This transformation
particularly affects the luxury sector as technology provides major contri-
butions to the main critical success factors in the field (Brun, 2017; Brun
et al., 2008), including premium quality, exclusivity and brand develop-
ment, expertise, and timeliness (Brun, 2017; Brun et al., 2008; Freire,
2014; Kapferer & Bastien, 2009, 2012).

This sector has always been susceptible to change due to the volatility
of fashion and the companies’ ongoing search for positive performance,
which has historically been elusive because of the high complexity of the
reference environment (De Felice & Petrillo, 2013).

The transformations that fashion companies have undergone in recent
decades concern both the supply chain and relations with the market. The
fashion supply chain had already undergone an upheaval in the 1980s and
1990s after new low-cost competitors and the need to reduce production
costs and increase efficiency led to the strategies of outsourcing and delo-
calising of some phases of the production processes (Bertola & Teunissen,
2018). The crumbling of the value chain has led to a company’s transfor-
mation from a pyramidal organisation to a horizontal one, dictated by the
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lean production of the 1990s, and ultimately to a network organisation
with new coordination mechanisms (Cavaliere & Varra, 2020; Mintzberg,
1983; Thompson, 1967) and new leadership styles (Kleefstra, 2019).

In the wake of this transformation, as the emphasis on market rela-
tions has increased, knowledge and communication systems have become
focused on the search for complicity with consumers. The ability to
understand the customer is an asset (Som & Blanckaert, 2015) which
is supported by continuously balancing between exploitation and explo-
ration or innovation (Jensen, 2017) to safeguard the mix between identity
and renewal, both are valued aspects to consumers of fashion.

Therefore, from the competitive perspective of organisations in
advanced sectors, knowledge has become a productive factor, a feature
of material processes that is directly integrated with information and its
systems of creation and development (Tao et al., 2018). This is a massive
difference compared to previous processes where information, although
it was always the basis of manufacturing decisions, remained on a separate
distinct level from production (Tao et al., 2018). In the artisan era, infor-
mation was transferred to paper artefacts that incorporated the operators’
tacit knowledge (Polanji, 1966), while the limited amount of produc-
tion data the system generated was transferred to scheduling tools or
verbally handed down. In the industrial era, especially the second indus-
trial era, a high amount of data existed, but it was handled on a managerial
level where analyses were increasingly accurate and special systems facili-
tated the creation and development of knowledge, which was then shared
within the system. It is only in the information age and with the exponen-
tial growth of data that companies can collect, process, and use data to
facilitate production and meet customer expectations more economically
and effectively (Tao et al., 2018).

All this has contributed to the development in fashion companies of
a structured set of activities that exploit digital channels to build lasting,
trusting, and two-way relationships with customers and to promote prod-
ucts and services in a personalised way. These activities fall under the
name of digital marketing (Kannan & Li, 2017; Ozuem et al., 2017).
Digital marketing uses a variety of technologies and devices in both online
and mobile contexts to overcome information asymmetry between the
consumer and the company (relating to the product search process, expec-
tations, price and quality preferences, judgements, etc.) by creating a
high number and variety of contact points with the customer and gener-
ating extensive information. Information coming from online platforms,
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in which customers interact with each other or other companies, as well
as platforms in which companies interact with each other, is added to
information generated or acquired from direct contacts between company
and consumer. Innovative, open platforms are increasingly being devel-
oped that allow customers to directly provide requests for products and
services, as well as crowdsourcing platforms (Bayus, 2013; Kannan &
Li, 2017; Luo & Toubia, 2015) where volunteers and freelance profes-
sionals willing to offer their services meet with companies that intend
to outsource parts of internal processes, including online communica-
tion activities. Therefore, various one-to-one relationships also develop
between the company and “the crowd”. Recent research has questioned
how platforms can keep the crowd engaged in e-commerce interactions
or in the process of new product development (Kannan & Li, 2017).
Search engines also provide high-quality information on the behaviours
of actual and potential customers (Chan et al., 2011; Dinner et al., 2014)
that companies increasingly buy, because of the fact that company actions
based on lists provided by search engines have been found effective.

Digital marketing activities have an almost immediate impact on the
organisation and products of a digital fashion factory. Competitive advan-
tage in digital enterprises comes from the ability to transfer external
information into internal products and processes in almost real time.
Therefore, digital marketing is a fundamental and transversal support
process for the entire value chain of the digital factory. Furthermore,
the trend towards product digitalisation, and therefore the transformation
of products into services, invites the question of the creation of special
virtual products; for example, a virtual outfit for a selfie to be published
on social networks requires the creation of a new product or service that
agrees with the design policies of real products and services. More gener-
ally, product digitisation introduces the problem of freemium products,
that is, the definition of choice models to strategically offer a product to
the consumer in the free online version and the paid material version (Li
et al., 2019). This customer interaction poses the problem of defining
the price in real time based on product demand and customer purchasing
alternatives, which involves creating pricing models that have yet to be
defined and communicating with production and company policies to
facilitate the service.

Product design in the digital age requires new design and pricing
options and introduces concerning questions about privacy (Kannan & Li,
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2017) from both the consumer and company point of view, as well as the
possible barriers that can be erected to prevent the sharing of knowledge.

Digital Fashion Processes

Intelligent production compresses the typical processes of a fashion
company (such as design, planning, manufacturing, distribution, main-
tenance, and quality control) to increase effectiveness and efficiency. The
variable of time, which significantly impacts both of these elements, refers
to: time-to-market or the time between the recognition of a market
opportunity and the translation into a product or service on the market;
time-to-serve or the time between the acquisition of an order and its
delivery; and reaction time or the time it takes a company to adapt its
output in response to volatile demand (Christopher et al., 2004).

It is a complex task to examine the literature on the classification of
processes in the fashion sector because their level of aggregation and
articulation varies (depending on the field of activity and size of the
company), and the names studios and companies assign to these processes
vary as well. The literature on processes in the fashion industry has largely
revolved around two themes: the supply chain and the process of new
product development. While the first theme was guided by the need for
rationality and efficiency, the second focused on the need for creativity
and responsiveness to consumers’ changing expectations. Parallel to the
development of ICT and, subsequently, intelligent factories, researchers
focused attention on knowledge processes, the operational and commu-
nication networks that are generated on the market, and the construction
of intercompany and intercommunity processes.

Researchers frequently measured processes against the critical success
factors for each stage of the supply chain. Brun et al. (2008) considered
three macro processes (sourcing, manufacturing and retail) and indicated
a company’s attention points (e.g., co-design, co-branding, suppliers and
localisation) for each. Lin and Piercy (2013) analysed the development
process of a new product, distinguishing between conception, creation,
commercialisation, and production, drawing from various authors and
research on the subject. Their description of the development process
covered the following topics: market and trend research, the creation
of sources and fabrics, design patterns and samples, review and final-
isation of collections, commercialisation and marketing, fashion show
and fashion week, sales and marketing, production of fabric, collation
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of orders, delivery of fabrics, and pre-production samples, patterns and
production (Lin & Piercy, 2013).

As already mentioned, the timelines of these processes are increasingly
compressed, even when they are spatially distant from each other. The
implementation of a new process system in a smart factory is based on six
design principles: interoperability, virtualisation, decentralisation, modu-
larity, service orientation, and real-time capability (Hermann et al., 2016;
Ozuem et al., 2016).

Due to the characteristics of the product, the fashion industry can
benefit from an extensive interpretation of the concept of Industry 4.0
that goes beyond smart manufacturing (Bertola & Teunissen, 2018;
Gilchrist, 2016) to include supply networks, sales networks, and consumer
networks. This digitised open process can create unprecedented advan-
tages in efficiency, leanness, and speed (Bertola & Teunissen, 2018;
Schwab, 2017; Ustundag & Cevikcan, 2017) and overcome the issues
of environmental impact and social exclusion (Ashby, 2016; Fratocchi
et al., 2014) that the mass production model produced. The rise of modu-
larity and decentralisation (Hermann et al., 2016) virtually recreated new
glocal manufacturing districts, which is an ideal system to foster the devel-
opment of the fashion industry (Becattini, 1998; Bertola & Teunissen,
2018; Buciuni & Finotto, 2016).

Two major challenges arise in the creation of a 4.0 system in the
fashion sector: (1) how to preserve artisanal and high-quality “profes-
sional” content in a digitised company; and (2) how to update skill
adaptation and learning processes which have received less attention than
operational processes.

The creation of an integrated digital infrastructure in which objects,
machines, and people can communicate is complex, and even a manu-
facturing model that is “artisanal and advanced” requires organisational
reflections (Tao et al., 2018; Vacca, 2015). However, many examples
exist of fashion companies that have embarked on digital transformation,
although they now appear to have shifted towards downstream processes
in contact with the customer or with customer communities, and are more
focused on internal automation (Bertola & Teubussen, 2018).

Researchers investigating required skills within a sector must pay
attention not only to the creation of the product but also to the
entire production system (Piccarozzi et al., 2018; Trstenjak, 2018).
This system involves designing a multidisciplinary complex and reimag-
ining new workforce concepts and roles in the process (Mabkhot et al.,
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2018); however, the human element of these processes is still frequently
overlooked (Jerman et al., 2019).

Skills and Competences in the Digital Fashion Industry

The theme of skills and competences linked to a smart factory is very
recent (Imran & Kantola, 2018; Jerman et al., 2018; Pecina & Sladek,
2017). A review on the subject (Jerman et al., 2018), conducted on
articles and proceedings in the Web of Science and Scopus databases,
counted 43 works specifically concerning the skills of employees. The
earliest articles were written in 2012, with an increase in number starting
from 2015. In the literature, these articles often focused on sectors other
than fashion; therefore, analyses and reflections may be affected by the
specific characteristics of specific sectors.

An explanation of the terminology appears necessary. In the litera-
ture, the concept of skills does not have a unique meaning (Roberts,
1997; Spencer & Spencer, 1993; Torres et al., 2003) and numerous
overlaps exist between concepts. The relationship between skill and
competence is not always clear. By skill, we mean a capacity or personal
characteristic that, in adequate motivational and contextual conditions,
manifests as competence or effective, successful behaviours and perfor-
mances (Boyatzis, 1982). According to this interpretation, competence
is a proven ability to use and finalise knowledge, skills, and abilities; it
includes a result (Rowe, 1995) and can be developed (McClelland, 1973),
while skill is a more stable element. Therefore, a competence is a skill that
has been activated by personal motivations in a job or an organisational
context.

Extensive variety exists in the classification of skills and competences
(skills vs competences, technical skills vs soft skills, generic skills vs
specialist skills, transversal skills vs job-related skills, etc.). An initial
macro distinction separates technical skills and soft skills, or tech-
nical competences and behavioural competences: technical competences
concern knowledge and skills related to the performance of work,
while behavioural competences concern relational, cognitive, social, and
personal skills, such as motivation, attitudes, abilities, emotional intelli-
gence, and relational intelligence (Hecklau et al., 2017; Grzybowska &
Łupicka, 2017; Prifti et al., 2017; Fitsilis et al., 2018).

The existing articles on skills associated with the digital industry are
framed against the broader theme of the correlation between technologies
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and the labour market (Piwowar-Sulej, 2020), which suggests two alterna-
tive situations: a negative correlation, which suggests technology destroys
traditional workplaces and replaces workers with automation; and a posi-
tive correlation, which suggests technology is a lever that can increase
skills and therefore offer more job opportunities (Ugur et al., 2018;
Piwowar-Sulej, 2018; Whysall et al., 2019). The World Economic Forum
(2020) presented the opinions expressed by companies on the technolog-
ical changes expected in work by 2025: 43% of the companies interviewed
planned to reduce the current workforce as a result of automation, 34%
planned to expand it as a result of deeper technology integration and
new potential for exploiting the value chain, and 41% planned to expand
the use of contractors for specialised tasks. Most companies interviewed
expected an increase in skills related to critical thinking and analysis,
problem solving, and technology use and development.

No comprehensive overview exists of anticipated future competen-
cies for manufacturing processes in smart factory systems (Antosz, 2018;
Jerman et al., 2019; Kinkel et al., 2017; Nyikes, 2018), and existing liter-
ature presents several methodologies and focuses on different aspects and
sectors (Grzybowska & Łupicka, 2017; Hecklau et al., 2017; Prifti et al.,
2017). Although some skills can be considered interdisciplinary (Prifti
et al., 2017), research has shown that the importance attributed to one
factor can change across sectors (Grzybowska & Łupicka, 2017), espe-
cially for technical skills, which can vary significantly in their perceived
importance (Gehrke et al., 2015). Moreover, it is precisely the tech-
nical aspect of competences that has been mostly discussed in the
works on digital companies (Sinsel et al., 2017), while fewer articles
focused on the areas of soft skills and management skills, which have
instead been the subjects of analysis by consulting companies such as
Boston Consulting Group (Lorenz et al., 2015), Ares2.0—Confindus-
tria (Bettarini & Tartaglione, 2018), and others (Jerman et al., 2019;
Vacek, 2016). Some studies on the skills associated with Industry
4.0 involved keyword analyses of literature contributions (Benešová
& Tupa, 2017; Hartmann & Bovenschulte, 2013; Hecklau et al.,
2017; Jerman et al., 2018, 2019; Lorenz et al., 2015). Using this
methodology, Hecklau et al. (2017) analysed skills in various areas by
searching for the keywords “Industry 4.0” or “Digital transformation”
combined with “job”, “skills”, and so on. Their search included all
studies that were published before July 2017 and spanned various roles
and sectors. The research was based on a database of 2709 enterprise
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interviews and 90 expert interviews. The competences found covered
four areas: methodological competences, or knowledge and skills related
to problem solving and successful decision making (analytical compe-
tence, complex problem solving, decision making, creativity); social
competences, including knowledge, skills, and abilities to communi-
cate and cooperate with other individuals and groups (cooperation and
communication, leadership competences); personal competences, or indi-
vidual values, motivation, and attitudes (willingness to learn, flexibility,
and adaptability); and domain-related or specialist competences (digital
networks, digital security, coding competence, process understating,
interdisciplinary competence). Their research indicated that the most
important and necessary competence was social competence (communi-
cation and cooperation), followed by coding, complex problem solving,
interdisciplinary competence, and other competences.

Following a methodology similar to Hecklau et al.’s (2017), an
analysis by Jerman et al. (2018) focused on paper content and four clus-
ters of themes. This analysis indicated: technical competences, including
the ability to understand IT security, processes, and analogies of the
operations of new technologies; methodological competences, including
creativity, research skills, and problem solving; social competences, such
as networking skills and the ability to transfer knowledge; and personal
competences, such as social responsibility and personal flexibility (Jerman
et al., 2018).

The results of Piwowar-Sulej (2020) similarly identified the following
types of skills needed for Industry 4.0: social (communication and coop-
eration), methodological (analytic competence, complex problem solving,
and decision making), personnel (willingness to learn), and domain-
related skills (digital networks, digital security, coding competence, and
process understanding).

Notably, digital skills are transversal; the literature emphasises the
importance of skills related to the ability to work with new mate-
rials, manage information, and plan and control IT tasks (Bonekamp &
Matthias, 2015; Grzybowska & Łupicka, 2017; Jerman et al., 2019).

Some researchers identified necessary skills that are specific to the
fashion industry by examining job postings from LinkedIn (Kalbaska &
Cantoni, 2019 Ronchetti et al., 2020). The research by Kalbaska and
Cantoni (2019), covering 29 countries, including all 28 in the Euro-
pean Union, examined 1427 available digital fashion jobs to determine
which major skills were most in demand in the current digital fashion
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job market; in order, the skills most frequently mentioned in job titles
were digital marketing, social media, digital design, graphic design, and e-
commerce management. The skills most frequently mentioned within the
job descriptions of available jobs were social media, digital marketing, e-
commerce, and communication skills, followed by customer service care,
customer/user experience, web analytic skills, and experience with luxury
fashion. The research highlights how digital fashion roles require both
analytical and creative skills as well as knowledge of certain tools, such
as social media or paid searches, at the operational level. Kalbaska and
Cantoni (2019, p. 133) ultimately found that successful candidates should
have a strong attitude as well as a passion for the digital world.

With a similar methodology applied in the same countries, the research
by Ronchetti et al. (2020) confirmed, albeit in a different order, the
presence of similar requirements in terms of skills. The results, arising
from 1397 digital fashion jobs examined in 2020, showed that the most
frequent combinations of keywords found in digital fashion job titles
appeared to be (in order of frequency) e-commerce, digital marketing,
visual associate, product manager, and social media. The most frequent
keyword combinations found in the job descriptions of digital fashion job
postings were (in order of frequency) social media, customer service/care,
commerce, communication skills, digital marketing, team player, and
customer experience. Considering both of these studies, the top required
competence today in the digital fashion domain appears to be “social
media”, and the demand for skills in “digital marketing” continues to
increase over time.

These new skills required in digital fashion companies may modify
the traditional roles of typical activities of the industry, such as product
development and creation, marketing development and retailing, and
communication planning and management (Bertola et al., 2017), while
also creating new positions. The development of new skills in traditional
profiles leads to an increase in operational roles, creating an “augmented
operator” who can conduct traditional activities by interacting with intan-
gible assets and new digital content (Longo et al., 2017, Weyer et al.,
2015).

The most typical jobs in fashion, designer and producer, are also
affected by the change (Bertola & Teunissen, 2018; Sun & Zhao,
2017, 2018). Sun and Zhao (2018), through the focus groups method,
explored the new skills related to these two roles. Designers perceived
themselves (and are perceived in research) as workers who must be experts
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in many different things, with an increasing need for technical knowledge
and a profile between a stylist and an engineer (Sun & Zhao, 2018). They
must have the ability to connect in real time with internal and external
sources of information and generate emotions in customers connected to
the product to satisfy customers’ search for an aesthetic experience.

Even the producer, who is typically involved in rational, standardised
processes, must adopt a dynamic role, able to quickly make necessary or
requested changes. Producers must consider the fact that with the adop-
tion of new technology, their role can be played by anyone, including
users who choose their product configurations before testing them out in
virtual showcases and dressing rooms. As the fashion industry develops,
the producer will be one node of a network (Bertola et al., 2017) with
an increasingly communicative role with everyone (Sun & Zhao, 2018).
IT designers, programmers, robotics and mechatronics experts, as well
as maintenance experts, are new key figures (Jerman et al., 2019) with
the ability to collect big data and conduct monitoring activities to detect
problems in products or equipment (Lorenz et al., 2015; Nagorny et al.,
2017). The role of data analysts, particularly big data analysts, is also
fundamental; they possess the ability to use tools to capture, process, and
interpret an enormous amount of data (Waterman & Bruening, 2014).

Digital companies will see the development of strategic business units
which can grow effectively through the interconnection of strategic plans
with operational ones; therefore, intermediate roles with hybrid manage-
rial and creative characteristics will be needed. These roles include brand
managers, merchandisers, product managers, and line builders (Bertola
et al., 2017; Granger, 2012).

Digitalisation requires the development of skills throughout the system
at various levels of job specialisation (Mintzberg, 1983); traditional
artisans will coexist in companies and within the same role with hyper-
specialised engineers, augmented workers, and advanced craftspeople.
These possess different sets of skills that allow unique human attributes,
creativity, and manual skills to be in dialogue with technology and digital
devices, improving dexterity and productiveness (Bertola & Teunissen,
2018; Bostrom, 2016; Braidotti, 2008).

These changes underscore the importance of continuous learning,
which emerges in the form of key skills (Jerman et al., 2019) and benefits
from two other skills, teamwork and leadership, which research suggests
are also in high demand.
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Major changes are needed at all levels, including managerial
and entrepreneurial skills. Kruger and Steyn (2020 identified the
entrepreneurial skills needed in Industry 4.0. Skills were classified
according to several significant dimensions: experience or knowledge
of the business, qualification (e.g., branding), strategy, customer focus,
and training. They proposed a model that combined business functions
with competencies; among these, the main classifications were innova-
tion, creativity, integrated business and technology skills, leadership and
communication, and networking and sales. Similar needs exist in small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), where 3D printing (3DP) tech-
nology is introducing digital content to the following key competences:
strategy vision, marketing orientation, operational competence, supply
chain management, project management, commercial competence, inno-
vation management, knowledge management, and network competence
(Sun & Zhao, 2018).

Managerial skills have also been affected, with the importance of
entrepreneurial thinking, decision-making skills, problem solving, profit
resolution, and analytical skills emerging in Industry 4.0 (Grzybowska &
Łupicka, 2017).

A qualitative survey of 15 managers highlighted the following clus-
ters of skills required for the transition to Industry 4.0 (Díaz et al.,
2017): ICT (knowledge of big data, ability to analyse data, and knowl-
edge and management of software and interfaces that support operational
management); innovation management (virtual collaboration and open-
ness to change); organisational learning (the ability to develop employee
skills and encourage participation in decision making); and environment
(ability to develop research with external partners, creativity in designing
strategies to introduce new practices). The same research highlighted
the shortcomings within organisational leadership in the processes of
developing employee skills, capabilities, and improvement: the knowl-
edge and management of software and interfaces that support operations
management (resources, people, and production) within ICT; and the
ability to adopt new models of work and organisation within innovation
management (Díaz Bermúdez & Flores Juárez, 2017, p. 743).

A recent report by Ares2.0 for the fashion sector (Bettarini &
Tartaglione, 2018) identified competences in fashion at entrepreneurial,
managerial, and workforce levels, offering the following classifications:
knowledge (including knowledge of legislation on health and safety,
environment, corporate social responsibility, advanced English language,
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e-skills, marketing, machinery and device remote control); social skills
(including teamwork, communication, and networking skills); technical-
productive competences (including data analysis and management of
complex machinery); problem-solving skills (including creativity, exper-
imentation, verification, and resourcefulness); self-management skills
(including time and stress management skills and the ability to work
remotely); management skills (including orientation to change and
continuous improvement); and entrepreneurial understanding (including
innovation and orientation to the customer) (Bettarini & Tartaglione,
2018, p. 19).

The problem of skills calls into question the management and develop-
ment of the same, that is the HRM processes. The management of skills in
Industry 4.0 is particularly concerned with: the measurement of employee
performance, based on data collected from private and public sensors
(Grzybowska & Łupicka, 2017) the need to have data on employees in
real time and to provide them with immediate feedback on the results
achieved (Cascio & Montealegre, 2016) and new forms of compensa-
tion in line with the new organisation of work. However, because creative
and conceptual work is increasingly autonomous and remote, it is diffi-
cult to create tools that help to control this work, meaning feedback
on results is essential (Grzybowska & Łupicka, 2017). The traditional
money-based remuneration approach will also be a critical element: new
forms of compensation will be identified and IT systems will help manage
individualised total compensation packages for medium and highly skilled
employees.

New opportunities for the implementation of IT tools in human
resource (HR) processes are also discussed in the relevant literature (e.g.,
Cascio & Montealegre, 2016; Onik et al., 2018; Piwowar-Sulej, 2020);
new techniques will transform HRM from a straightforward service into
“smart HRM” with an increasingly strategic role (Piwowar-Sulej, 2020)
and more sustainable systems (Varra & Timolo, 2017).

HRM processes and necessary skills depend on several variables: job
characteristics, the contextual conditions determining a department’s
technology level (i.e., the availability and functioning of connections), and
workers’ qualification levels (i.e., whether workers are low skilled, medium
skilled or in creative jobs, or highly skilled specialists and managers)
(Piwowar-Sulej, 2020).

As this review indicates, research has investigated all aspects of the
digital revolution, including those related to managerial and HRM skills.
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However, findings have not previously been consolidated into a model
that could be applied to concrete cases within the fashion sector; such
a model could measure knowhow and skills, reflect unfulfilled training
needs (Fitsilis et al., 2018), and indicate sources of competitive advantage
for companies of the fashion sector.

The Proposed Model

The summary of the literature shows that:

– The changes that have taken place in organisations because of
Industry 4.0 have an important impact on competences, which have
recently been the subject of study at all sectors and levels (Fitsilis
et al., 2018; Hecklau et al., 2017; Jerman et al., 2018, 2019; Grzy-
bowska & Łupicka, 2017; Piwowar-Sulej, 2020; World Economic
Forum, 2020).

– Few studies exist that specifically focus on digital fashion skills; they
do not show substantial differences compared to studies focusing
on the types of skills deemed necessary in other sectors. However,
they confirm that the changes affect all roles: managerial, middle
management, specialist, and operational (Bettarini & Tartaglione,
2018; Kalbaska & Cantoni, 2019; Ronchetti et al., 2020).

– Previous studies have considered the transversal nature of skills
across all sectors of Industry 4.0 as they relate to some profes-
sional positions. Studies have also focused on how these skills affect
key positions in the fashion sector, such as designers and producers
(Bertola & Teunissen, 2018; Bertola et al., 2017; Bettarini &
Tartaglione, 2018; Lorenz et al., 2015; Sun & Zhao, 2018).

– There is no organic model that brings together the processes of
the digital fashion industry and the new skills profiles related to
traditional or new roles that are changing as a result of technology.

Based on the literary evidence, the proposed model (see Fig. 13.1)
incorporates both skills and professional roles into the best-known clas-
sifications of processes, including Brun et al. (2008) and Lin and Piercy
(2013). The model identifies the necessary skills and competences within
the macro-processes of sourcing, manufacturing, and retailing and the
sub-processes that characterise them, following the model of Hecklau
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et al. (2017), to create macro-level categories of technical competences
and behavioural competences and related sub-divisions. Following the
approach of Bettarini and Tartaglione (2018), the skills observations are
then related to the content of traditional and new roles in the Industry
4.0 fashion industry. Finally, these transformations are reported in the
more general scheme of Mintzberg (1983) on the typology of duties and
distinguished according to vertical versus horizontal specialisation.

The future organisation of work will mirror the characteristics of the
digital fashion company, that is, an organisation with a high level of
knowledge that loosens the boundaries between well-defined activities,
functions, and roles in favour of intense but more fluid connections that
shorten the traditional value chain (dashed lines in Fig. 13.1). Conse-
quently, work will be characterised by more qualified content at all levels,
opportunities for remote work, and hybridisations between work and
private life (work porosity) in an organisational system that both incor-
porates the market and sells assets to the market. Considering these
characteristics, it is possible to identify a series of transversal skills for the
sector as shown in Table 13.1. These skills will be common to all roles
in a fashion company in Industry 4.0. The competences are categorised
following the distinctions of Hecklau et al. (2017).

Various specialised technological roles characterise the digital fashion
company. Table 13.2 shows several specialists (with related skills) who
support the development and application of digital technology in organ-
isations. The roles and skills of digital fashion are described below based
on the processes and the innovation level of each role (Tables 13.3, 13.4,
13.5, 13.6, 13.7, and 13.8).

Significant Roles and Related Skills in Digital Fashion Processes

Sourcing: Knowledge Source Development and Material Source
Development
The macro process includes activities aimed at the market in search of
the sources of raw materials, including knowledge. All understanding of
market activities is included in this process, which involves market analysis
and acquisition of customer trends and expectations through all channels
and customer relationship nodes. Therefore the roles and competences
related to the macro process will be examined in the “retailing and multi-
channel marketing” category in the context of digital marketing activities.
Material source development is the process by which raw materials,
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Table 13.1 Transversal competences common to all roles in the digital fashion
industry

Category of competences Transversal competences common in the digital
fashion industry

Technical competences Knowledge of health, safety, privacy, cyber security,
legislation
Knowledge of environmental issues; corporate social
responsibility
Marketing knowledge
Interdisciplinary knowledge
Digital marketing
Network social platform
Digital security
Coding competence
Process and product understanding
Machines and devices understanding

Behavioural competences
Methodological Analytical thinking

Problem solving
Decision making
Creativity
Efficient orientation
Conflict solving
Client orientation (internal and external client)

Personal Flexibility and adaptability
Willingness to learn
Resistance to stress
Sustainable mindset

Social Communication and cooperation
Intercultural skills
Teamworking
Knowledge sharing
Leadership

Sources Fitsilis et al. (2018), Grzybowska and Łupicka (2017), Hecklau et al. (2017), Kalbaska and
Cantoni, 2019, Leinweber (2013), and Piwowar-Sulej (2020)

fabrics, accessory parts, and so on are sought. This phase is traditionally
carried out by the buyer or by textile designers. The globalisation of the
market and the virtualisation of the purchases of raw materials mean that
the traditional positions related to this process are evolving to require
a high mastery of technology, which is essential for intercepting inno-
vations and procurement opportunities for international supply. Digital
technology makes it possible to: access all possible information on the
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Table 13.3 An emerging role and related skills in the material source develop-
ment process

Role Job description Main technical
competences

Main behavioural
competences

E-buyer Study international
supply
Monitor trends and
performance of countries
and suppliers, analyse
data in real time and
make purchase plans
Simulate combinations
of international
purchases from the
perspective of global
performance
Lead the production
team towards raw
material changes

Knowledge of
international supply
markets
Mastery of digital tools
and e-commerce
platforms
Language skills (English
+ emerging countries’
languages)
Legal knowledge of
different international
contexts
Ability to read global
changes in supply and
demand
Ability to use analytics
tools
Ability to work on
performance indicators

Team management
Problem and conflict
solving
Communication with all
parts of the organisation
Coordination

sources by which trends are created; develop innovation in terms of mate-
rials, fabrics, research, and advanced experiments; and purchase materials
virtually. The e-buyer, which is considered an emerging, highly innovative
role, represents an evolution of traditional roles (Table 13.3).

Manufacturing
Technology transforms production processes not only in large companies
but also in SMEs, which increasingly exploit the opportunities offered by
3DP and related digital technologies to facilitate prototyping, production
efficiency, and product customisation. Requiring more limited opera-
tional involvement from the designer, 3DP allows users to develop virtual
models of products based on generative design algorithms, to modify
new or previously inserted models using a digitiser, and to optimise “the
placement of the pieces” according to predefined criteria using robotics
that reduce operating costs in production by automating and optimising
standardised tasks (Sun & Zhao, 2017, 2018). In this way, technology
redefines the roles of the designer, patternmaker, and manufacturer and
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Table 13.5 Several emerging and new roles and related skills and competences
in the digital manufacturing process

Emerging and new roles

Role Job description Main technical
competences

Main behavioural
competences

Systems engineer Implement structured
development processes
from conception to
implementation up to
the commissioning of
the system
Optimise technological
and infrastructural
solutions by providing
support to
management and
specialists
Collect the needs
expressed by the
various actors
(customers,
production units,
suppliers) and carry
out a project risk
analysis
Manage the system

Project management
Knowledge of IT
systems
Knowledge of
programming
languages
Understanding of
corporate processes
and procedures
Logical-mathematical
skills
Ability to jointly
process several factors
Management of the
different interfaces
Ability to understand
and draft technical
documentation

Ability to
understand the
problems
Ability to identify
alternative solutions
Written and oral
technical
communication
skills
Interpersonal skills

Customisation
manager

Plan to encourage the
production of
products in line with
the needs of end
customers
Responsible for
conducting product,
competition, market
trend, and consumer
panel analysis
Support the
purchasing department
through the creation
and structuring of the
collection, ensuring
that the range meets
market demands

Ability to understand
market changes
Ability to use tools for
analysing consumer
preferences
Innovation
Ability to link between
research and
production

Ability to work in
synergy with
different
departments
Communication
skills
Problem and
conflict solving

(continued)
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Table 13.5 (continued)

Emerging and new roles

Role Job description Main technical
competences

Main behavioural
competences

Sustainability
manager/risk
manager

Ensure that the
company operates in
conditions of complete
legality and ethics,
safety, and respect for
workers, efficiency and
maximum protection
of the environment
Propose corporate
social responsibility
policies, exploiting the
opportunities of
technology
Collaborate with
designers and
managers for the
development of
sustainable processes
and products
Ensure contingency
plans

Legal-regulatory
knowledge of health
and safety
Business management
knowledge
Knowledge of
environmental
sustainability and
corporate social
responsibility
Ability to understand
computer, electronic,
and production
processes.
Ability to analyse big
data and detect
opportunities and
problems
Ability to prepare
reports and projects

Strategic vision,
planning, and
multitasking control
competences
Ability to motivate
organisational
change
Relational skills
with the whole
organisation
Ability to
communicate with
the outside world
on social media
about sustainability
and risk prevention
policies

creates new roles. The designer and model maker can increasingly be an
independent professional who exists externally rather than being a mate-
rial part of the company. Table 13.4 presents the new roles according
to the level of innovation: traditional roles subject to transformation,
emerging roles, and new roles.

Retail and Multichannel Marketing
IT skills are becoming increasingly important in the macro process, as
they are necessary to master the new tools of e-commerce and multi-
channel marketing. The roles that assert themselves in this process are
related to digital marketing. They are considered emerging and new
roles because they appeared recently and demand for them is growing
rapidly. Although these roles are categorised under retail and multichannel
marketing processes, in Industry 4.0, they are so frequently associated
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Table 13.6 A traditional role and related skills and competences in the retail
and multichannel marketing process

Traditional role enriched

Role Job description Main technical
competences

Main behavioural
competences

Online sales clerk Putting strategies
into practice
Selling both B2C
and B2B types
Maintain online
platforms where the
company’s products
are marketed
Manage orders and
purchases and
schedules
Conduct deliveries
Manage online
after-sales and
customer care
services

Commercial and sales
knowledge
Ability to use new
media and ICT
Ability to interact with
new media
Ability to offer
customer service
Language skills
Understanding of
processes
Knowledge of how to
manage orders
Bargaining
competences
Marketing
competences
Ability to collect,
analyse, and interpret
data on customers
Ability to use IT tools
and databases
Knowledge of
customer data

Empathic skills
Cultural skills
Relational skills
Data and
information analysis
skills
Problem-solving
skills

B2B business-to-business, B2C business-to-consumer, ICT information and communications
technology

with all operations that digital marketing skills have become a transversal
competence, as indicated in the research mentioned above.

Digital marketers take on very different responsibilities depending on
whether they are working as managers or specialists. Specialists frequently
possess skills that can constitute specific specialised roles (social marketing
expert, search engine optimisation master, etc.). As experts, they often
deal with external professionals who collaborate with the company.

The traditional profile of a remote sales employee (including currently
required skills) is presented in Table 13.6, while the positions related to
multichannel and digital marketing are shown in Table 13.7.
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Table 13.7 Several emerging and new roles and related skills and competences
in the retail and digital marketing process

Emerging and new roles

Role Job description Main technical
competences

Main behavioural
competences

E-business
manager

Study the markets to
create an electronic
strategic plan for the
sale of products and
services online
Improve data
integrity, positioning
of online tools and
brand exposure
Lead the marketing
and sales
management team
using ICT tools to
achieve sales goals
Provide accurate
information and
offers to business
partners

Knowledge of
international markets
Advanced marketing
knowledge
Mastery of digital
tools and
e-commerce
platforms
Linguistic knowledge
(English + emerging
countries)
Legal knowledge of
the various
international contexts
Ability to read global
changes in supply
and demand
Ability to use
analytics tools
Ability to plan a sales
strategy

Team management
Communication
Ability to relate
with all parts of the
organisatio
Coordination
Motivation for
learning and
knowledge transfer

Digital marketing
expert
Transversal to
supply chain
processes

Define online
marketing strategies
and propose online
and offline initiatives
Take care of online
customers
Monitor the
development of
material useful for a
marketing strategy
(engagement,
communication,
visual and textual
content, marketing
strategy, customer
and potential)

Marketing knowledge
Knowledge of
multichannel strategy
Ability to use IoT
technologies
Knowledge of the
various customer
interface devices
Some or all of the
competences listed in
Table 13.8

Communication
skills
Empathy
Interpersonal skills

ICT information and communications technology, IoT internet of things
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Table 13.8 Set of skills and competences for specialist roles in the retail and
digital marketing process

Competence or specialist role (job description) to support digital marketing

Social marketing Select the social networks suitable for
promoting the business
Publish content on social networks using the
most suitable expressive techniques for each
publication

Search engine optimisation Occupy and improve the positioning of the
company’s website pages within the search
engine results
Direct the work of copywriters and select
external sites with which to collaborate

Customer relationship management Take care of the systems that keep track of all
contacts between company and customer
(phone calls, complaints, purchases, etc.) and
then allow users to profile guests according
to economic importance, level of loyalty,
purchasing habits, etc

Copy writer Curate the contents of the site to optimise its
position within search engine results and
communicate effectively with visitors to the
corporate website

Web editing Create the contents of the company website
while keeping the information provided to
customers updated

Table 13.8 lists some skills that may be present in the digital marketing
expert, or constitute other specific specialist roles.

A Summary of the Changes to Position

Characteristics in the Digital Fashion Industry

The proposed roles and skills in the previous tables highlight how
the transformation of the digital fashion industry includes both oper-
ational roles and specialist and management roles. To examine these
impacts on positions, and the skills required to occupy them, it is
useful to consider the classification of jobs created by Mintzberg (1983)
according to horizontal and vertical specialisation. Horizontal specialisa-
tion measures breadth, or the number and extent of duties required in
the position, while vertical specialisation measures depth, or the amount
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of control employees have over the tasks they perform1. Mintzberg
identified four types of positions: unskilled/low-skilled jobs, which are
characterised by high horizontal and vertical specialisation (few and highly
standardised tasks over which workers have no control); specialist or
expert/professional positions, which have high horizontal and low vertical
specialisation (specific tasks over which workers have a high level of
control); middle-management positions, which have low horizontal and
high vertical specialisation (many and varied tasks over which workers do
not have full control); and other management positions (many varied tasks
over which workers have full control).

Unskilled/Low-Skilled Jobs

Operational roles are characterised by gradual position expansion and
enrichment with a consequent increase in skills and a strong reduction
in their traditionally high levels of horizontal and vertical specialisation.
These positions are expanding due to a work organisation that is less
and less fragmented and more oriented to the logic of the process;
this evolving system asks workers to perform a plurality of operations
that are strongly integrated. These operational positions require higher
levels of qualification than traditional activities in these roles and, as
such, companies are more likely to invest in training to improve operator
qualifications. It follows that the nine activities associated with tradition-
ally unskilled jobs require a higher level of decision-making discretion
and autonomy (Scheer, 2012); these competences are associated with
responsibility and, often, results that must be achieved. Therefore, initially
unskilled positions also absorb activities traditionally associated with
higher levels of employment, entrusted with not only the programming
and control of simple machines but also more advanced coordination
roles. A transition from initially or traditionally low-skilled positions
to specialist positions or coordination positions (upgrading) is likely.
Operators are therefore more educated and digitised, working in teams
with engineers, technologists, logisticians, and maintainers (Magone &
Mazali, 2016); this collaboration inserts them within knowledge-sharing
processes that facilitate further professional development.

Consequently, there is a strong reduction in truly unskilled positions;
these positions are increasingly replaced by automation and robotics.
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Lower-Level Management Jobs

Lower-level managers are traditionally characterised by a wide range of
activities which places them in a position of coordination of processes
or at the head of organisational units at an intermediate level. From a
quantitative point of view, two scenarios are possible: middle management
positions may be reduced following the downward transfer of program-
ming and coordination skills that were traditionally their focus, or these
positions may increase as more low-skilled workers become profession-
alised and must be coordinated (which reduces the extent of control for
each middle manager). In any case, these positions will be subject to
job enrichment processes, and entrusted with the task of using increas-
ingly sophisticated and innovative tools for programming and controlling
activities. Regardless of the scenario, managerial competences will be
important for those occupying these positions. These positions are also
increasingly likely to require leadership skills or the ability to involve,
guide, and support a group.

Professional Jobs

Future digital fashion companies will feature an increasing number of
specialist figures. The strong integration between activities means there
will be a need for roles capable of in-depth intervention on specific
activities and problems, both regarding technology (Table 13.2) and
parts of production and managerial processes. Specialists in risks, sustain-
ability, innovative fibres and products, research and development, and
HRM processes (online recruiters, etc.), although they may be external,
will share business activities and objectives. Therefore, specific tech-
nical skills previously associated with middle management (programming
and control, marketing, finance, etc.) and soft skills (such as internal
and external communication) will be necessary even within increasingly
specialised positions.

Management Jobs

Managerial roles will be associated with a rapidly expanding set of
skills, particularly skills related to technological principles and tools. New
knowledge and skills related to digital techniques will be applied to tradi-
tional positions (marketing managers, finance managers, etc.). Necessary
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Fig. 13.2 Summary of changes in jobs according to the level of specialisation

competences will include real-time monitoring of information, knowl-
edge related to supervisees and activities, and knowledge decision-making
systems that integrate quantitative and qualitative information. HRM
tools will also be fundamental due to the widespread and collaborative
nature that management will increasingly assume within organisations;
rather than only applying to HRM experts, HRM skills and tools will
be required of all those who coordinate teams. Figure 13.2 represents a
synthesis of these anticipated position changes.

The Impact of the Digital

Fashion Industry on HRM

The new professions present in Industry 4.0 raise the question of skills
required in HRM processes. Technology will strongly integrate opera-
tions, machinery, and other parts of the physical and digital system, and
digitalisation will organise workers into collective units (teams, task forces,
etc.) in which workers with different skills will manage integrated nuclei
of activities together while probably conducting many activities remotely.
These two trends will considerably loosen traditional boss–employee
bonds in favour of horizontal relationships of support, self-programming,
and control. This situation poses challenges for HRM; it will be neces-
sary to consider the changes caused by technology when reimagining the
processes of evaluating, training, and managing employees. Through a
survey conducted in focus groups, Piwowar-Sulej (2020) noted that the
methods of managing human resources change depending on the type of
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position, that is, depending on whether employees are low skilled, middle
skilled, creative/highly skilled or specialists/managers. The surveyed
individuals believed that companies reserve innovative HRM tools and
approaches for the most qualified levels. This result, as Piwowar-Sulej
hypothesised, is very likely due to access to technology that is not yet
widespread in the area under investigation; therefore, it seems likely that
context, culture, and level of business skills make a greater difference in
the use of HRM techniques and tools than the characteristics of jobs.

Technology impacts HRM in two major ways: how new techniques
and tools enter HRM processes and which new skills become required
for HR managers.

The sections below explore technology’s effect on HRM processes
based on recent literature on the subject (Cascio & Montealegre, 2016;
Onik et al., 2018; Sivathanu & Pillai, 2018).

Recruitment and Selection

Recruitment and selection could represent an example of how, in contrast
to the Piwowar-Sulej (2020) research results, for some activities, tech-
nology could apply especially to low-skilled positions. Because less
strategic decision making is involved, technology may be most useful
in recruiting and selecting unskilled roles (Varra, 2020): predictive tech-
niques can manage the entire process of recruitment, choice, and relative
learning (Elfenbein & Sterling, 2018; Varra, 2020). The use of algo-
rithms is important for probing context information, including the data
that candidates leave on social media, mobile devices, electronic cards,
and so on, and, therefore, for predicting candidates’ productivity. Further-
more, the software can adapt information to internal data and incorporate
it into their evolution, developing a progressive model of learning that
improves prediction (Elfenbein & Sterling, 2018; Varra, 2020). Artifi-
cial intelligence can also adequately support the recruitment and selection
process of other moderately skilled positions, especially by decreasing the
number of candidates when it is too high. For highly qualified figures,
automation is limited to the recruitment phase and almost exclusively
used to sift through the candidate’s previous work experience (Elfenbein
& Sterling, 2018). These positions are less compatible with predictive
techniques; even in this case, however, ICT techniques (such as expert
systems, scenario techniques, and simulations) can facilitate the interpre-
tation of information or the formulation of alternative prefigurations of
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the decision-making context. These tasks are fundamental for exploring
and rethinking problems, even when they do not automatically arrive at a
solution.

Technological changes have affected the actual selection phase by
changing the required methods of verifying the skills candidates possess.
The soft skills component, required in all positions of the digital fashion
factory, means that the interview phase cannot be conducted in a
summary “to meet” way; rather, it requires specific techniques (assess-
ment centres, in-depth interviews, personality tests) to verify the wide set
of skills the literature phase and job postings indicate are needed. It may
be useful to conduct necessary tests on candidates, including fact finding,
role playing, leaderless discussions, and so on.

Appraisal

Similar considerations must be made for the employee appraisal process.
The assessment of human resources will extend to all levels and include
different methodologies and a broad portfolio of skills. Much assess-
ment information will come from digital traces left from work—instant or
on-demand—alerts triggered by integrated, context-sensitive technologies
that track the work of roaming employees. The software manages perfor-
mance evaluation. Other factors, however, must take on increased weight
in the evaluation, namely skills such as self-organisation, teamwork, and
internal communication. Like employee selection, appraisal requires HR
managers to possess adequate skills and use appropriate techniques and
assessment tools (such as assessment centres). Furthermore, the introduc-
tion of autonomy and discretion to tasks performed at all levels raises the
issue of performance evaluation, particularly when it comes to defining
and verifying objectives which in the digital factory are also a coordina-
tion mechanism (Mintzberg, 1983; Thompson, 1967) while loosening
the hierarchical links within organisational units. The process of defining
objectives must increasingly be conducted by those who are within the
system. This situation emphasises the importance of participatory leader-
ship styles with ample autonomy left to collaborators, and of evaluation
systems that are not only brought to employees’ attention and shared but
also, in a move toward self-determination, largely entrusted to individuals.
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Remuneration

Technology also affects the remuneration process. Modern software can
handle pay survey analyses, complex bonus and commission structures,
reports, and analyses. Future remuneration will be based on an articulated
system that includes specific work production and individual results linked
to objectives, productivity, and company results in terms of efficiency,
sustainability, and so on.

Increasing weight may be attributed to the variables of remuneration,
which will have to both compensate the individual for their contribution
to the organisation and create a very high commitment at the base of low
top-level systems. It is essential to combine three types of information:
information on context (benchmarking of remuneration systems); infor-
mation on how work is carried out (appraisal system); and information
on the personal and professional needs of workers (which can be used to
identify effective compensation and incentive systems).

Career

The career system is based on employee-centred career arrangements in
recognition that wishes and needs vary throughout an individual’s career.
Unattached workers can carry out activities anywhere and at any time
(Piwowar-Sulej, 2020). Therefore, personalised paths will be designed
outside company boundaries that will be supported by the operational and
relationship networks created by Industry 4.0. The mobility of resources
across innovative structures can increase the development of knowledge
and innovation within structures and the transfer of knowledge across the
industry system. Therefore, in addition to traditional vertical career paths,
the spiral paths and professional paths of deepening knowledge typical of
specialist jobs will be important.

Training

The corporate training process is affected by technological change in both
the content of employee training and the tools used to complete the
training. The transition to the digital fashion industry requires strong
training support and internal adaptation of the technical skills necessary
to develop, expand, and enrich the roles we have discussed. Training
cannot stop at the content of the new technology; it must also develop
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new ways of approaching and organising activities, considering issues of
teamwork, cooperation, orientation to change, and adaptability, while
simultaneously focusing on the need to develop sustainable orientations
and social responsibility. Training in Industry 4.0 is based on access to
immediately available knowledge through new techniques and tools; this
transformation requires on-demand development of intellectual skills and
abilities through the unlimited supply of teaching materials, virtual reality
simulations, asynchronous training, educational games, chat rooms, and
knowledge management systems (Piwowar-Sulej, 2020).

Conclusions: The Challenges

for Businesses and the Education System

The fourth technological era is gradually transforming the world of
manufacturing and services, while also creating closely related social and
cultural changes. This transformation affects all processes and all profes-
sional roles within companies. The fashion sector, by nature exposed
to extremely variable demand and a long-standing trade-off between
exclusivity and artisan refinement and the need for efficiency and produc-
tivity, can grasp, with new technologies, the possibility of incorporating
into internal processes, in almost real time, customers’ expectations and
purchasing and consumption behaviours; they can then combine these
behaviours with the demands of environmental sustainability and the
needs of internal organisational rationality. Two issues are particularly crit-
ical: the difficulty of making innovations in very small contexts, and the
difficulty of adapting traditional roles to incorporate new required qual-
ifications, increased hybridity, and the possibility of acquiring the latest
professional skills. These changes cannot occur unless managerial posi-
tions incorporate greater technical skills and leadership components to
integrate the traditional set of skills and competences with modern ones.
Management skills and leadership skills must coexist in all managerial
roles. A major managerial process subject to change is that of human
resources, which faces challenges both in having to manage employees
with more qualified skills and in losing its exclusive role of HRM as
automation and other departments take on these tasks. All roles coor-
dinating teams or employees will adopt HRM activities, which means
specific relationships must be defined between centre and periphery. As
a result, those conducting HRM activities will need to prepare to use
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technological HRM tools suitable for different contexts and support their
effective use by others.

Organisational culture appears to play a fundamental role in all innova-
tion processes (Varra, 2012). Innovation requires a culture of comparison,
exchange, and collaboration within and outside the system so that
all processes of knowledge development can be activated (Nonaka &
Takeuki, 1995) and remain innovative on the market.

A person-centric culture is needed which emphasises the characteris-
tics and contributions of individuals. The enhancement of the person in a
high-tech system is mistakenly considered an oxymoron, considering how
the technological changes have depersonalised many public and private
organisations, yet it is the prerequisite for the creation of digital facto-
ries because of the close interconnection between machines, skills, and
reasons. Finally, institutions must support organisations in the transition
to Industry 4.0 enterprises by creating adequate policies. A system of
basic and applied research must be developed and adequately supported
to remain competitive at a national level. The systems of education and
academic training must adapt to change. Education in technological inno-
vation must be present in all schools. Schools must not only bridge the
gaps in the use of technology to support traditional forms of knowledge
sharing and delivery, but also create structured and frequent opportunities
for experimentation through innovation and applied research laborato-
ries. In particular, management schools must adapt to the updated needs
of businesses. It is clear that, especially in countries such as Italy, univer-
sity programmes are slower to react to the needs of companies in terms
of skills: university masters’ programs, professional courses, and a wider
range of academic offerings must be designed to adequately respond to
the rise of digital businesses. It is once again necessary that countries
create development plans, following European requests for Innovation
4.0., and implement them with a systemic vision and the involvement of
all interested parties.

Note

1. Therefore, the positions in which few and very limited tasks are carried out
have high levels of horizontal specialisation, while the positions in which
workers operate with low decision-making autonomy have high levels of
vertical specialisation. At the opposite extreme are positions in which many
major tasks are carried out and workers have significant or complete control
over these tasks.
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CHAPTER 14

Luxury Fashion in the ChineseMarketplace
and the NewOnline Channels: An Emerging

Perspective

Serena Rovai and Li Jing

Introduction

Given the shift from traditional to new operational approaches in the
Chinese luxury and fashion marketplace, most luxury fashion brands no
longer fear the digital wave and are increasingly focusing on social media
marketing (SMM) for product and services’ management through daily
narratives. SMM activities are a growing area of interest for scholars
in luxury fashion marketing because SMMs are a two-way interactive
platform for communication and SMM tools may increase customer
consciousness and improve luxury brand–customer relationships in the
competitive and diversified Chinese luxury fashion marketplace.
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The love Chinese have for luxury has stimulated research in the field
(Tsai et al., 2013). The last decade has witnessed an increasing presence of
digitalisation in the luxury industry and academia has started to analyse its
positive impact on communication as well as on operations and customer
relationships with brands (Dacko, 2017; Demirkan & Spohrer, 2014).
In the online relationship between consumer and brand, price as well
as convenience and product availability have proven to be the key influ-
encing factors, whereas offline, the aesthetic appeal, shopping experience
and consumer in-store service were evidenced as the main influencing
factors (Liu et al., 2013). Other studies have highlighted that tangibles,
physical experiences as well as interactive experiences, must be integrated
to better promote and communicate the essence of luxury products in the
marketplace and consequently to strengthen their perceived value (Helal
& Ozuem 2018; Wu et al., 2015). It has been shown that social media
is a fundamental tool for consumer decision making as well as for luxury
brand–customer relationship development. Luxury fashion brands have
become increasingly present in the Chinese marketplace and lifestyle, and
purchasing luxury goods and experiencing a luxury lifestyle have gained
unexpected importance and meaning in the Chinese social context. The
birth of the Chinese middle class has fuelled the emergence of a highly
diversified consumer class with different purchasing attitudes (Cavusgil &
Buckley, 2016; Cavusgil & Guercini, 2014; Latham, 2006) and a new
way to express their taste, their motivation for purchasing and mode of
purchasing luxury fashion (Rambourg, 2014; Rovai, 2016), which has
started to disrupt the traditional operations of the luxury and fashion
marketplace.

Distinctive aspects of luxury consumer culture have started to emerge
in China in the past few years, evidencing new desires and trends for
Chinese luxury consumers with respect to luxury brands. In the same
way, Chinese luxury brands have entered the Chinese market aspiring
to capitalise on the new trend of consumers’ increasing “Chinese luxury
desire”—even if limited by their lack of specific characteristics of authentic
luxury brands, such as heritage, identity and prestige (Chen & Zhang,
2011). With respect to the evolution of the Chinese online consumer
market, Jung et al. (2014) evidenced the significant contribution of the
internet to the growth in sales of luxury goods in emerging consumer
markets. A report from China Internet Network Information Center
(2017) indicated that Chinese mobile internet users in China increased to
a total of 695.3 million in 2016 and there are approximately 731 million
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internet users in China, which corresponds to a 53.2% penetration rate.
China’s luxury marketplace appears to continue to grow despite the chal-
lenges associated with international and domestic events. The Chinese
luxury and fashion marketplace as well as its shoppers have become funda-
mental to the survival of the luxury industry in unstable international
markets, in particular during the COVID-19 crisis.

The socioeconomic evolution from a centrally planned economy to a
market-oriented economy has stimulated Chinese customers to consider
luxury fashion brands, which are seen as signs of their newly attained
financial accomplishments and acquired social identity (Park et al., 2008).
The sociocultural symbolic value of luxury fashion apparel has a key
role in adding social status to Chinese shoppers (Adams, 2011). The
“new rich” Chinese customers emerged from the new digitally savvy
Chinese bourgeoisie, and the increasingly younger chic luxury customers
are an exponentially growing segment with an increasing taste for luxury
fashion garments. In their appetite for luxury brands, they demonstrate
their new status or their need to please themselves and their beloved by
converging towards a new digitalised shopping experience, which differs
from the experience of other global shoppers. Luxury brands were vigi-
lant about online channels because of their fear of losing their aura of
exclusivity (Kapferer, 2014; Okonkwo, 2016) in the marketplace, but
the current situation is now totally different. Additional consumers have
started to orient themselves towards online purchasing, and luxury brands
are increasingly going digital to affirm their brand presence on the net
and increase customers’ brand awareness (Okonkwo, 2009; Ozuem et al.,
2017). If, in the beginning, the online marketplace was not easily consid-
ered in relation to exclusivity (Kapferer, 2014), then it is now increasingly
assumed that the main issue for luxury fashion brands is no longer
the suitability of espousing an online presence but the choice of the
most appropriate mode of operations for a specific consumer segment
(Okonkwo, 2009). Luxury fashion brands are increasingly positioning
themselves in the online marketplace and carefully selecting an appro-
priate mode of operations in order to have a strategy that suits their brand
image (Geerts & Veg-Sala, 2011) and, more specifically, “digitally native”
marketplaces, such as the Chinese marketplace (Chen & Zhang, 2011). At
present, approximately 80% of international luxury brands have decided
to go digital in China following different strategies and related chan-
nels. Mobile digital technology has appeared to be particularly relevant to
luxury goods firms with mobile sales estimated at 505.74 billion US$ in
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2015 (Jing Daily, 2016). Digitalisation continuously contributes not only
to the efficiency of operations but also to improved market development
and sales growth. A 2015 report by McKinsey Global Institute, “China’s
digital transformation: The Internet’s impact on productivity and growth”,
highlighted that increased internet applications may boost China’s GDP
growth from 7 to 22% up to 2025; digitalisation would mean a new way
of conceiving business operations for luxury fashion brands in the Chinese
marketplace and having a centralised role for the consumer (McKinsey,
2015).

From this perspective, SMM and the channels in the Chinese online
marketplace appear to be a critical phenomenon for luxury and fashion
that academia has not sufficiently analysed. Consequently, this study,
through a theoretical review of studies related to the Chinese online
marketplace for luxury and fashion brands and an empirical analysis of the
online channels present in the Chinese marketplace, will try to provide an
emerging overview of the specificities related to online Chinese luxury
fashion channels for future empirical studies in the field. It will focus
on a review of the studies related to Chinese consumers’ behaviour in
the luxury and fashion marketplace and an analysis of the main online
channels and their specific characteristics and their unicity.

Literature Review

Luxury Fashion in the Online Marketplace: The Evolution
of Customers’ Shopping Trends

The last decade has seen an impressive transformation in the retail
industry with the entrance of diversified technologies improving customer
experience and, at the same time, entertaining and engaging consumers
in the online marketplace (Dacko, 2017; Kumar et al., 2014; Willems
et al., 2017). The increasing presence of digitalisation has started to be
conducive to a juxtaposed context of online and offline retailing, a clear
evolution from the initial refusal of luxury fashion to engage in online
retail due to the threat of loss of brand identity, exclusivity of the product
or the luxury in-store retail experience. The digital footprint has begun
to support an integrated model of online and offline retail because of the
increasing presence of digital “smart” technologies, such as those related
to artificial intelligence, in the customer shopping experience; this sustains
a new strategy for luxury fashion brands as well as the reconceptualisation
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of the customer–brand relationship and the customer shopping experience
in the marketplace (Pantano & Timmermans, 2014). In the same way,
the evolving presence of the digital trend has modified different aspects
of diverse customers’ relationships with a brand.

Increased customer–brand interaction: The development of online
retailing has certainly improved the customer shopping experience. The
online retail model for the new digital marketplace has been able to
create an enhanced digital interaction, increased choice and information
on products, and specific after sales or before sales customer services: in a
context accessible 365 days per year, 24 h a day, for purchasing and infor-
mation at any internet-accessible geographical location. More specifically,
mobile-friendly IT systems offer new retail options to increase personal-
isation and individual information, and they provide new retail services
accessible in a personalised manner on one’s own mobile device (Gao &
Su, 2017; Pantano & Priporas, 2016).

Unicity in the shopping experience: Luxury and fashion brands have
to inspire unicity in the shopping experience and quality, originality and
belonging (Yeoman, 2011). Luxury fashion products are defined as not
available for everyone but highly desired (Okonkwo, 2009); rarity is one
of the main characteristics of a luxury brand (Veblen, 1973) defining
its consumption together with exclusivity and uniqueness (Chevalier &
Mazzalovo, 2012; Dion & Arnould, 2011). The disruptive and demo-
cratic essence of the internet—in its reach to a widespread variety of
customer segments—associated with its mode of operations made luxury
brands cautious about choosing to go online (Hennings et al., 2012) to
avoid jeopardising their image and identity.

Increased brand awareness : Nowadays, the marketplace shows the key
changes associated with the perception and operation of luxury online;
the availability of new comprehensive information about favoured prod-
ucts in the online marketplace as well as the diverse online transition
evidence customers’ orientation towards the new luxury fashion shopping
experience (Okonkwo, 2010). Nowadays, most luxury fashion shoppers
seek information from social media to assist their decision making when
purchasing. In the same way, luxury customers’ confident perception
of social media pages has a positive influence on their online shopping
choice of a brand (Annie Jin 2012). Online luxury fashion communi-
cation and purchasing have started to contribute to new and disruptive
purchasing experiences for luxury fashion shoppers and, at the same time,
have contributed to increase awareness of brands, particularly in the new
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fast-growing economies; e-commerce has led to luxury brand internation-
alisation (Guercini & Runfola, 2015) and online experience for luxury
fashion shoppers.

Brand value creation for customers: Kaplan and Haenlein (2010)
defined social media as a group of internet-based applications that gives
the opportunity to exchange user-generated content allowing the diffu-
sion of different types of content; the sharing of user-generated content
among different communities admiring a brand represents an added value
(Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). The community is considered to contribute
to the creation of a meaning for the brand (McAlexander et al., 2002);
customer engagement in the brand community differs in its level of
engagement and complexity and provides a different added value to the
brand (Frow et al., 2015).

Luxury and Fashion and the Chinese Online Marketplace:
The Triple D Paradigm

Chen and Zhang (2011) and Jung et al. (2014) evidenced the signifi-
cant contribution of the online mode to the continuous purchase growth
of luxury fashion goods in emerging consumer markets. In the Chinese
market, digitalisation started rivalling and increasingly competing with
the traditional luxury approach to retailing, which assigns a key role to
the physical store in its diverse forms (Rambourg, 2014). Younger and
digitally savvy luxury consumers, the so-called millennials, arising from
the new bourgeoisie, who seek social recognition and personal iden-
tity acquisition in their luxury purchases (Hennings et al., 2012; Ngai
& Cho, 2012; Zhang & Kim, 2013), were shown to significantly rely
on SMM platforms to live their luxury experience and to improve their
brand consciousness (Rovai, 2018). In the Chinese consumer market,
new wealthy and young consumers appeared to be oriented towards new
luxury and fashion purchasing habits (Le Monkhouse et al., 2012; Lu,
2011) that were constantly evolving (Lu, 2011), which influenced the
luxury and fashion scenario with elements of disruption, democratisation
and digitalisation. The new wealthy millennials, emerging from that new
bourgeoisie, could be considered responsible for the democratisation of
luxury, the disruption of purchasing habits and for assigning a key posi-
tion to digitalisation (Rovai, 2016). However, the disruptive orientation
that Chinese millennials applied to luxury were not only limited to digital-
isation. In the next paragraphs, three main new orientations arising from
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the millennials’ segment in the luxury market will be analysed according
to the new paradigm that they will form.

D as Chinese millennial disruption: Digital platforms enable global
luxury brands to connect with Chinese luxury clients, in particular with
the younger generations. Research has started to evidence the impor-
tance of social media among Chinese customers (Kim & Ko, 2012).
As a result, a pioneering global luxury player, Burberry, started using
social media (Phan et al., 2011); Burberry’s action encouraged other
luxury brands to adopt social media for communication, for improving
the purchasing experience and, generally, for strengthening customer rela-
tionships (Cavusgil & Guercini, 2014; Okonkwo, 2010; Rovai, 2018).
Chinese customers’ shopping mode in luxury is highly specific and unique
and still lacks consistency of brand awareness, which challenges retailing
strategies (Chevalier & Lu, 2010; Lu, 2011; Zhan & He, 2012), and
is a younger (Lu & Pras, 2011) and more conspicuous market than
the Western market (Kapferer, 2014; Li et al., 2012; Lu & Pras, 2011;
Rovai, 2016). In contrast to most Western markets, the fastest growing—
and disrupting—luxury customer segment in the Chinese luxury fashion
market has been identified as the younger generation, whose age is
between 20 and 30 years, in comparison to the consumers (30–50 years)
in developed countries (Hennigs et al., 2012; Li et al., 2012; Ozuem
et al., 2016).

D as increased digitalisation: The growth in Chinese customers’ online
usage has accelerated digitalisation of luxury fashion in China, which
undeniably rivals traditional luxury and fashion (Rambourg, 2014) in
the marketplace. Young Chinese consumers of luxury seek social recog-
nition and identity in their luxury shopping; they each live their new
luxury shopping experiences differently (Ngai & Cho, 2012). The highly
digitally savvy young luxury Chinese customers strongly trust online
applications to enable them to live their “luxury experience” and make
their shopping choices. As a result of the growing awareness of the
uniqueness and diversity of the Chinese luxury consumer market, the
shopping modes and attitudes of Chinese customers have interested
academic researchers. Among other topics, an increasing number of
academic researchers analysed the importance of the influence of the
luxury industry on Chinese luxury market growth (Cavender & Rein,
2009; Sun et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2009). Other research studies have
focused their interest on Chinese luxury customers’ evolving desires and
attitudes (Liu, 2016; Lu & Pras, 2011; Rovai, 2016). The Chinese luxury
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consumer market has witnessed strategic growth and changes in its iden-
tity, essence and operation modes as a result of different factors, among
which digitalisation and democratisation appear to be the most impactful.

D as Chinese patterns of democratisation: Luxury also shows an increas-
ingly diversified consumers’ market, in particular, with the entrance of
China’s consumers’ market. The luxury phenomenon in the Chinese
consumer market has evolved in relation to the nature of customers;
the rich or emerging middle class have increased their purchasing power
and presence in the luxury market, in particular in China, India and
the Middle East (Okonkwo, 2010), which has disrupted classical luxury
consumer behaviours and broadened the concept of luxury. Despite the
fact that global brands set global standards and convey shared symbols
(Holt et al., 2004) as well as the myth of cosmopolitanism, which many
international consumers appreciate (Strizhacova et al., 2008), brands also
seem to represent a type of culture associated with lifestyle, food traditions
and fashion choices (Askegaard et al., 2009). Luxury brands have become
increasingly present in the Chinese consumer market, and lifestyle and
the role of luxury shopping experience have gained unexpected impor-
tance and meaning in the Chinese social context. Post-1979 reforms have
slowly given rise to private businesses and the birth of a consumer middle
class, “the new rich”, in China. The surge of the Chinese middle class
has been conducive to the rise of a highly heterogeneous consumer class
with new ways of showing their taste, their shopping motivations and
(Li, 2006; Xu et al., 2018), in particular, a new mode as well as attitudes
towards the online marketplace (Latham, 2006; Rambourg, 2014; Rovai,
2016).

Among those studies that investigated the new orientations in luxury
fashion shopping for Chinese consumers, there has not been a specific
focus on trying to understand the specific channels affecting the Chinese
luxury fashion digital shopping experience. Despite the limited research
in the field, increasingly, Chinese consumers have shown that they
firstly consider fashion garments presented in social media and, in
particular, fashion recommended by their relatives or friends. Luxury
shopping websites, including business-to-consumer (B2C) and consumer-
to-consumer websites, are the websites that sell luxury products. Among
these, B2C websites mainly include independent B2C websites that only
sell luxury products or have independent channels for luxuries; they are
independently responsible for purchase, storage and logistics. Consider
if such a situation existed in Mainland China, people could find what
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they tended to buy on several different online platforms, which would
enrich people’s purchasing choices and create an extraordinary shopping
experience.

In line with the three orientations emerging from the literature related
to millennial consumers’ impact on the luxury and fashion marketplace,
the triple D paradigm (see Fig. 14.1) could be used as a reference for
further specific empirical research in the field besides helping in analysing
the different channels existing in the luxury and fashion market in the
current paper to formulate a research agenda.

Digitalisation

Democratisation
Diversified 
Client Profiling

Enhanced 
Shopping 
Experience

Brand 
Customer 
Relationship

CHINESE ONLINE 
LUXURY 
MARKETPLACE

Fig. 14.1 The three D Chinese online luxury marketplace
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Luxury and Fashion and the Chinese Marketplace Orientation

Luxury academics (Moore & Birtwistle, 2004; Fionda & Moore, 2009;
Kapferer & Bastien, 2012; Moore & Doherty, 2007) showed that brand
identity is not the only critical factor in luxury brand recognition and
cannot be considered the only key factor ensuring luxury brand identity.
“Luxury” usually refers to the main sort of authentic renowned brands
(Vigneron & Johnson, 2004). Luxury brands are usually connected
with the idea of exclusiveness, unicity and wealth, the accomplishment
of nonessential desires (Brun et al., 2008; Dubois & Laurent, 1995),
values of very highly quality, and symbols of rarity and prestige, which
offer symbolic and emotional values to customers (Tynan et al., 2010).
Wiedman et al. (2007) referred to luxury as the physical and psycho-
logical attitudes related to the prestige of luxury brands and highlighted
the individual and collective dimension of luxury; the importance of that
dimension to the sociocultural context was also evidenced, as represen-
tative of individual and social identity (Vickers & Renand, 2003). In the
past decades, the Chinese luxury and fashion marketplace has accelerated
evolution in the modes of luxury consumption as a result of the diversi-
fied sociocultural context (Atwal & Williams, 2017; Heilman et al., 2000;
Yeonan, 2011).

Luxury consumption has started to be perceived not simply in a classic
conspicuous perspective but as a 360 degrees experience, where cities
from the most developed to the less developed areas have their place.
The main fashion cities and other cities have begun to become filled
with luxury and fashion brands that declare their presence from streets
to airports, from clinics to hotels (Rambourg, 2014; Rovai, 2014, 2016).

Culture is considered a key influencing factor in relation to the swift
change from traditional to fast growing markets; this is particularly the
case with the Chinese market (Rovai, 2016), as Chinese consumers differ
remarkably from their foreign counterparts (Atsmon & Dixit, 2009; Phau
& Prendergast, 2000; Rovai, 2014). With its fast-growing economy and
impressive social changes, China has become one of the most attractive
markets for luxury brands worldwide. Despite the worldwide economic
downturn in 2008, and the slowdown of the past years, China is still a
key market for the luxury industry (Jing Daily, 2016). The new wealth
segments are eager for luxury brands (Degen, 2009), to show signs of
their newly acquired social status through luxury products (Hedrick-
Wong, 2008). When purchasing luxury products, therefore, consumers
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of this generation are more likely to focus on their social needs (Liao &
Wang, 2009). The expectation of a high-quality lifestyle has been formed
in their growth period; they are thus more ambitious for success and
achievement. Influenced by the Western culture that is oriented more
towards an individualistic shopping mode, young Chinese customers are
orienting themselves towards personal tastes, even if luxury brands also
symbolise social and personal status (Hennigs et al., 2012; Zhang & Kim,
2013). However, despite the fast growth in their brand awareness and
sophistication, Chinese luxury customers’ conceptualisation of luxury is
still a conglomerate of contemporary as well as more domestic values
(Dong & Tian, 2009; Hung et al., 2007).

Research has evidenced that Chinese shoppers have modified their
lifestyle, including relaxation, travelling, shopping, catering and sport,
and their shopping habits in the marketplace, with an addiction to
luxury products (Chen & Lamberti, 2015). After more than a decade of
digital development, Chinese customers are definitely more demanding
and attentive in their luxury and fashion purchases modes in the online
marketplace as a result of their increasing luxury and fashion knowhow
and awareness (Rovai, 2018). Besides being more attentive to the choice
and quality of products, they have shown a different attitude in their
shopping habits and needs with a higher requirement of safety and
convenience in the online marketplace. A specific study evidenced that a
website and payment process with a high standard of safety would increase
customers’ level of trust in the online marketplace (Kim et al., 2009).
Specific attention needs to be paid with respect to the level of quality
of the service in order to create a satisfying shopping experience in the
marketplace.

Some luxury brands have already established their official websites
but, nowadays, in China, shopping platforms such as G.Taobao.com,
ShangPin.com and JD.com are successfully operating in the luxury market
(Jones, 2014). In particular, Jiapin.com and 5Lux.com appear to be the
most popular platforms attracting luxury shoppers. Their popularity and
success rely on the reliability and authenticity of their offers and they also
increase brand awareness, in some cases they achieve this with a specific
brand focus through formal agreements with luxury brands. Similar kinds
of website include vipshop.com and xiu.com, which seem to be the
first to have appeared on the scene; they have an impressive presence
of brands and products and mainly focus on sales. By contrast, other
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shopping channels seem to be more oriented towards an informative posi-
tioning; a typical example is represented by YMALL, a website initially
providing both lifestyle information and advice as well as luxury prod-
ucts. However, besides brands’ websites, vertical or horizontal websites
or platforms in the luxury and fashion sectors, an increasing revolution in
the online marketplace for fashion brands is represented by the multi-
purpose platform WeChat and its mini-programs. In the digitalisation
and SMM context, WeChat has a unique and interesting position for
luxury brands and SMM customer relations with respect to its structure
and evolution. WeChat was created in 2011 as a response to a domestic
Chinese SMM platform and it developed from a messaging application to
a centralised comprehensive SMM platform gathering approximately 900
million users. It is considered the optimal platform for customer relation-
ship management with specific capabilities of social engagement because
of its comprehensive digital ecosystem approach and it is extremely
popular with Chinese consumers (Bonhomme, 2017).

In China, most luxury brands have established their official websites
as well as WeChat pages, events and mini-programs with the main objec-
tive of providing information for visitors and expanding brand images
instead of being limited to an online shopping mall. In order to enhance
awareness of brand images, many luxury brands initially equipped their
official websites with several languages to adapt to different nations,
including China, until they developed entire platforms or social media
in different languages; WeChat is totally available in Chinese and is dedi-
cated to the Chinese segment, particularly in relation to the consumption
modes of younger customers that differ highly from traditional customers’
consumption modes (O’Cass & Siahtiri, 2013). In respect to customers’
consumption modes, in the past) considered consumer behaviour as a
dynamic concept that was significantly influenced by outer factors and
inner elements.

Discussion and Concluding Remarks

for a Future Research Agenda

The younger generation, seeking to show their characteristics and value
orientations through a brand, were each seen to live their new luxury
purchasing experiences differently (Ngai & Cho, 2012). As a consequence
of their “digital education” and the related familiarity with the digital
world, they appeared to rely on online applications to live their “luxury
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fashion experience” and legitimise the importance of online channels.
Young customers seemed to search for data online and compared feed-
back on brands or garments before finalising their own in-store or online
shopping decisions. In addition, after purchasing, most of them expressed
their opinions on websites and shared their opinions with their friends.

Consequently, digital luxury branding appears as a necessary measure
for luxury brands not only for selling purposes but also in order to
better understand the younger luxury customers’ needs and motivations
to purchase in the Chinese luxury fashion marketplace. The Chinese
love affair with luxury has evolved as a result of an increased brand
awareness—thanks to digitalisation—as well as sociocultural development
and specificities (Dubois et al., 2005; Hennigs et al., 2012). Certainly,
research has also increased in the field, however, by reviewing the existing
literature in the field, specific research on the Chinese luxury fashion
online marketplace and its specificities in the channels appeared to be still
limited.

This study has evidenced how in the past years, a growing presence of
digitalisation in the luxury and fashion industry has stimulated academia
to analyse its positive impact on communication as well as on opera-
tions and customer relationships with brands (Dacko, 2017; Demirkan &
Spohrer, 2014), without definitely focusing on the diverse online channels
present in the marketplace and their impact on luxury and fashion brands.
In a fast-growing, but also increasingly demanding and complex, Chinese
luxury consumer market—highly diversified in its brand consciousness but
highly harmonised in digital orientation—luxury fashion brands engaging
in a locally based strategy in the online marketplace can find a key to
successfully enter and to acquire a sustainable positioning.

As emphasized by Chu et al. (2013), because of the fast-growing adop-
tion of an online communication and operational approach for luxury
fashion, more empirical research is required to examine young customers’
behaviours, attitudes and responses to the diverse channels in the online
Chinese marketplace. While Western countries have found common non-
geographically bounded platforms, the situation appears different and
more complex in China due to institutional barriers to the use of Western
platforms and media, and the presence of unique Chinese context-related
barriers. With the increasing presence and critical importance of the
millennial segment in the Chinese consumer market, local online chan-
nels provide luxury fashion brands with a privileged way to engage the
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millennial luxury segment and to strengthen their relationship with the
brand that requires more in-depth understanding.

Certainly, future studies will have to go more in-depth in the use of
those channels with respect to luxury fashion, and other luxury sectors,
to provide appropriate strategies.
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CHAPTER 15

ManagingOnline Touchpoints
for a Consistent Customer Experience: Cases

from Fashion Retailing

Giada Salvietti, Marco Ieva, and Cristina Ziliani

Introduction

The topic of Customer Experience has been studied and researched
in marketing since the 1980s. However, today, due to the increasing
complexity of the customer journey and the growing importance of
any interaction occurring between consumers and companies (Lemon &
Verhoef, 2016), academics are updating and extending the definition of
Customer Experience, while practitioners are working to redesign and
improve the Customer Experience.

In the first part of this chapter, the focus will be on the concept of
Online Customer Experience and its characteristics. Online Customer
Experience will be analysed in comparison with In-store Customer Expe-
rience, in order to bring out differences and similarities. The second part
will focus on the various possible touchpoints which allow consumers
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to encounter a given brand throughout the customer journey. Besides
providing a definition and discussing classifications of touchpoints, the
second part of the chapter will also show which touchpoints can be
key to reaching loyal customers and contributing to the development
of Customer Loyalty, which is the final goal of managing the Customer
Experience (Homburg et al., 2017; Ozuem et al., 2016).

The third and fourth parts of the chapter will examine the luxury
market and how its peculiarities present challenges to providing a satis-
fying Customer Experience. Eighteen cases will be presented, to show
how luxury and fashion companies are driving their offline and online
channels towards an efficient integration of technologies and experiences.
The cases—listed in Table 15.1—are based on academic literature and
secondary data (company websites, press releases, etc.). As a conclusion,
considerations about future challenges for the sector will be shared.

Table 15.1 Fashion
and luxury companies
delivering an
omnichannel customer
experience

Company
name

Country of
origin

Type of company Sector

Adidas Germany Manufacturer Fashion
Astley Clarke United

Kingdom
Manufacturer Luxury

Balenciaga Spain Manufacturer Luxury
Burberry United

Kingdom
Manufacturer Luxury

Carlings Norway Manufacturer Fashion
Chanel France Manufacturer Luxury
Dior France Manufacturer Luxury
Farfetch United

Kingdom &
Portugal

Manufacturer Luxury

Hermès France Manufacturer Luxury
L’Oreal France Manufacturer Beauty
Nordstrom United States Pure retailer Fashion
Nyx Canada Manufacturer Beauty
Sephora France Manufacturer Beauty
Target United States Pure retailer Fashion
Tommy
Hilfiger

United States Manufacturer Luxury

TOMS United States Manufacturer Fashion
YOOX Italy Pure retailer Luxury
Zara Spain Manufacturer Fashion
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Online Versus in-Store Customer

Experience: Theoretical Background

What Is the Customer Experience?

Customer Experience is “the internal and subjective response customers
have to any direct or indirect contact with a company” (Meyer &
Schwager, 2007, p. 2). In its general conceptualization, Customer
Experience includes the cognitive, emotional, physical, sensorial, and
social dimensions that characterize any interaction occurring directly or
indirectly between consumers and companies across the pre-purchase,
purchase and post-purchase stages of the customer journey (De Keyser
et al., 2015; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).

On the basis of this definition, Customer Experience represents a
subjective perception of the consumer interaction with the different
points of contact, namely touchpoints, of a given brand or company.
Customer Experience occurs at different levels, as it involves different
aspects of customers themselves: their cognitive, affective, social, sensorial
and behavioural dimensions. Companies can manage these dimensions
to deliver an effective Customer Experience that can lead to long-term
Customer Loyalty (Homburg et al., 2017). Finally, Customer Experience
occurs at different stages of the customer journey: during the information
search, at the purchase stage and after the purchase. It is thus a dynamic
process, changing over time, which requires ongoing evaluation from the
company.

The complexity of Customer Experience is also related to its envi-
ronment. It might in fact be expected that Experience occurring in the
online environment will show different characteristics and touchpoints
from those that characterize the experience in a physical store (Ziliani &
Ieva, 2020). It is worthwhile to highlight and compare the key elements
that characterize the Online and the In-store Customer Experience. This
will allow us to better clarify how consumers live the interactions in offline
and online environments, and how companies can improve the Experience
delivered.

Online Customer Experience: Theoretical Framework

Online Customer Experience (OCE) occurs through the different stimuli
that consumers encounter in the online environment (Rose et al., 2012)
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These stimuli can be in different forms, including text-based informa-
tion, images, videos, or audio, and they can be delivered through a
website, a search page, or a social media app, etc. Exposure and subse-
quent processing of these stimuli constitute the OCE. Building on the
work of Gentile et al. (2007), Rose et al. (2012, p. 309) find that the
OCE is a “psychological state manifested as a subjective response” to an
online encounter. This subjective response occurs along the cognitive and
affective dimensions and contributes to shaping an impression in memory
(Rose et al., 2012). In this respect, the cognitive component of the OCE
has to do with the thinking and conscious mental processes that occur
when the subject is exposed to the online stimuli. The affective compo-
nent of the OCE involves the feelings, the emotions and the moods that
are triggered within the online environment. Rose et al. (2012) also find
that the affective dimension of the Customer Experience can influence
the Cognitive dimension too, and this finding points to the importance
of designing online apps or websites that have the potential to leverage
affective states, not only cognitive processing.

It is important to highlight the difference between OCE and User
Experience, similar concepts which are sometimes confused. User experi-
ence has to do with how a user interacts with a specific product, website,
or app (Morgan, 2017). It is very important to analyse the user expe-
rience with a given site or application as it gives directions as to how
the specific online touchpoint can be designed or re-designed to satisfy
consumer needs. There are different ways to measure the User Experi-
ence with a website, such as the abandonment rate, error rate, and clicks
to completion. User Experience is an important element that can influ-
ence OCE. OCE is also a broader concept, as it refers to all the different
ongoing interactions that a customer has with a brand in the online envi-
ronment. This chapter will focus specifically on OCE, and includes cases
where the delivery of a great user experience leads to positive OCE.

Effective OCE can lead to positive consequences for consumers:
multiple studies have found that a positive OCE can increase Customer
Satisfaction (Martin et al., 2015; Rose et al., 2012), Trust (Bilgihan
et al., 2016) Repurchase Intention, Positive Word of Mouth (e.g. Bilgihan
et al., 2016; Singh & Söderlund, 2020) and in turn Customer Loyalty
(Pandey & Chawla, 2018). On the other hand, negative OCE can lead
to Dissatisfaction and Negative Word of Mouth (Barari et al., 2020).
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It is also essential to identify the key drivers of a positive OCE that
can support better management of Customer Experience online. Different
drivers of the OCE have been found (Bilgihan et al., 2016; Martin et al.,
2015; Rose et al., 2012), namely Information Processing, Perceived Ease
of Use, Perceived Usefulness, Perceived Benefits, Perceived Control, Skill,
Trust Propensity, Perceived Risk and Enjoyment. For an extensive review
of these, see Rose et al. (2012).

The in-Store Customer Experience: Key Theoretical Elements

As well as OCE, academics have also studied the key characteristics of the
In-Store Customer Experience in the context of retailing (Bustamante
& Rubio, 2017). The In-Store Customer Experience is the Experience
deriving from the interactions occurring between customers and the
different components of the retail mix, for example price experience
and promotion experience. The main difference between In-Store and
Online Customer Experience is that In-Store experience takes place in a
physical environment and involves interactions with employees or with
other customers in person. The In-Store Customer Experience entails
the cognitive, emotional, social and physical responses to a service occur-
ring during a customer shopping visit to a physical store (Bustamante
& Rubio, 2017). The social dimension is related to the relationships
between the individual’s ideal, the “self”, and the other people in the
store: the interactions with other customers or with the store associates
are an essential element of the Experience in the store. The cognitive
dimension is related to the processes that transform interactions into
thoughts and reflections. It relates to mental activity triggered by encoun-
tering products, services, etc. The affective dimension is related to positive
and negative emotions arising in the store. Lastly, the physical dimen-
sions involve physiological responses to the interaction with the physical
environment of the store.

The consequences of the In-Store Customer Experience are similar to
those of OCE: a successful In-Store Customer Experience drives higher
Customer Satisfaction and higher Store Loyalty (Bustamante & Rubio,
2017; Ozuem et al., 2017).
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An Effective Customer

Journey Across Touchpoints

Definition of Touchpoints in the Customer Journey

All types of interaction between consumers and brands along the
customer journey have today become increasingly important for
academics and practitioners, and the concept of touchpoint has become
more widely used. A touchpoint can be defined as any verbal or non-
verbal incident that any individual perceives and attributes to a firm or a
brand (Duncan & Moriarty, 2006). Touchpoints are thus any direct or
indirect encounters with a firm (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). They include
TV advertisements, the store, the mobile app, and even peer observa-
tion, for example, watching another person making a purchase or using a
product, can be considered as a touchpoint (Baxendale et al., 2015).

Few studies provide indications on how to define touchpoints. One
approach could be to discard those encountered by a low number of
subjects, but sometimes even the less frequently encountered touchpoints
are influential in driving purchase behaviour. Moreover, the type and the
importance of touchpoints might vary according to the context or sector.
For instance, loyalty programmes and promotional flyers might be espe-
cially important for supermarket retail, while special events and influencers
might be more important in luxury retailing.

To handle this growing variety of touchpoints, academics and experts
have attempted to classify touchpoints according to different features.
Lemon & Verhoef (2016) classify touchpoints according to the entity
managing them: brand-owned, partner-owned, customer-owned and
social/external. Brand-owned touchpoints are those under the control
of the company, and include, for example, a loyalty programme or the
staff of a store owned and managed directly by the company. Partner-
owned touchpoints are touchpoints whose management is shared between
the company and a partner, such as a different company, for example in
coalition loyalty programmes, or a service provider, for example a digital
agency running social media communications of the company. In this
case, coordination between partners is very important in designing and
managing touchpoints consistently with the brand image and in line with
all the other touchpoints of the company. Customer-owned touchpoints
are those points of contact that are not under the control of the company
but which are entirely owned by the customers. This category includes the
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mode of payment, chosen freely by customers among different options,
and user-generated content, which can enhance the awareness of certain
products or services, or even challenge company reputation. Finally, there
are the social/external touchpoints, for instance customer reviews of
products or services. This type of touchpoint has expanded since the rise
of online infomediaries such as Booking.com or TripAdvisor and review
platforms such as TrustPilot. This category also includes experts or influ-
encers who independently review a given product or service and, as noted
above, peer observation.

A novel approach to touchpoints is proposed by De Keyser et al.
(2020) in a framework called TCQ (Touchpoints, Context, Qualities).
The TCQ framework considers three aspects:

– control, i.e. whether the touchpoint is under or outside the control
of the company

– nature, i.e. whether the touchpoint is human, digital or physical
– stage, i.e. the phase of the customer journey (pre-purchase, purchase,
or post-purchase) when consumers encounter a given touchpoint.

This classification in fact summarises the different aspects reviewed above.
Companies are thus advised to develop a touchpoint overview by listing
all the different touchpoints, and for each one identifying the level of
control, nature and stage(s) of the customer journey (De Keyser et al.,
2020).

Review of Studies on Touchpoint Importance

In order to understand the importance of touchpoints in business-to-
consumer (B2C) settings, academics and practitioners have attempted to
measure how consumers interact with touchpoints along three dimen-
sions, i.e. reach, frequency and positivity. Reach has to do with the
relevance of the touchpoint in the customer journey. High reach means
that a high number of consumers encounter the touchpoint on their
journey, and that it has the potential to positively (or negatively) influence
a high number of consumers.

In a study which reveals the ongoing complexity of the customer
journey, Herhausen et al. (2019) develop a segmentation across different
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product categories, with different segments of consumers encountering
touchpoints. The five segments are consumers who:

– encounter few online touchpoints (“pragmatic online shoppers”)
– encounter a high number of online touchpoints (“extensive online
shoppers”)

– encounter a high number of online and offline touchpoints (“mul-
tiple touchpoint shoppers”).

– use online touchpoints for information research and the store for
purchasing (“online-to-offline”)

– focus only on the physical store (“store-focused shoppers”).

Frequency of exposure is similar to reach, but provides additional infor-
mation: it measures how many times consumers encounter a given
touchpoint. There can be touchpoints with high reach, as well as touch-
points with low reach, that are encountered by consumers with varying
frequency in a given time period.

Frequency of exposure to touchpoints is positively related to loyalty
intentions: studies have found that consumers who encounter a firm
across many touchpoints more frequently over time display higher loyalty
intentions, specifically, higher relationship commitment and positive word
of mouth (Ieva & Ziliani, 2018a, 2018b).

Finally, positivity of touchpoints is also considered in evaluating their
importance. Touchpoint positivity represents the valence of the affec-
tive response to a given touchpoint. The previous section explained the
importance of affect for Customer Experience in online and offline envi-
ronments. Academics have also studied the role of affective response to a
given touchpoint and have found that the consumer’s affective response
has the potential to influence brand consideration and loyalty inten-
tions (Baxendale et al., 2015; Ieva & Ziliani, 2018b; Ou & Verhoef,
2017). Findings on touchpoint reach, frequency and positivity in the B2C
setting support the view that touchpoints differ in their relationship with
consumer attitudes, such as loyalty intentions. The strength of these rela-
tionships appears to vary according to the context and the touchpoints
encountered in that given setting.
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Focus on Online Touchpoints

As described in previous sections, the TCM framework focuses on the
nature of touchpoints. As far as this nature is concerned, it is clear
that online touchpoints have dramatically increased their presence in the
customer journey compared with human and physical touchpoints. It
is probably impossible to list all the different types of online touch-
points, as there are frequent innovations, but a provisional list includes
websites, mobile apps, email marketing, online advertising, search results,
pages/profiles on social networks, online influencers, blogs, live chats,
price comparison websites, online intermediaries, and virtual assistants.
The list gives a preliminary indication of differences in terms of reach,
positivity and frequency between online touchpoints in different sectors.
Attitude towards digital touchpoints has also been found to differ
(Hallikainen et al., 2019). Specifically, Hallikainen et al. (2019) identify
anti-digital consumers, or people who are averse to digital touchpoints, as
opposed to digital enthusiasts, or consumers who want to try new online
touchpoints as soon as they are available.

This growing variety of online touchpoints has been classified by
Straker et al. (2015), who divide them into four types: functional
touchpoints, social touchpoints, corporate touchpoints and community
touchpoints. This classification is based on the goal of each touchpoint.
Functional touchpoints have the goal of providing diversion, functionality
and interaction. Social touchpoints aim to allow interaction among users.
Corporate touchpoints aim to obtain customer feedback and include FAQ
pages, customer feedback forms, and the like. Community touchpoints
aim to build a sense of belonging among the users and are focused on
developing a social identity for the brand. This category includes, for
instance, brand communities and blogs.

In short, studies on online touchpoints across different settings provide
the following insights:

– social media and word of mouth have been found to reach heavy
brand users (Romaniuk et al., 2013);

– mobile apps have been found to have a positive relationship with
loyalty intentions in terms of reach, frequency and positivity. They
in fact appear to reach more loyal than “average” customers, more
frequently, and to elicit a more positive response in affective terms
(Ieva & Ziliani, 2018b);
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– the importance of online touchpoints tends to vary significantly
depending on the sector and degree of consumer adoption of online
services. For instance, the role of online touchpoints, such as the
website and the mobile app, appears to be more important in
banking than in grocery retailing (Ziliani & Ieva, 2018).

The Role of Online Touchpoints in Delivering

an Effective in-Store Customer Experience:

Cases from Fashion and Luxury Brands

Omnichannel Customer Experience and the Luxury Sector: The
Strategic Importance of the Store

Managing Customer Experience, both offline and online, has become an
imperative for companies in many sectors, given the influence it exerts
on brand perception, consumer engagement and customer loyalty, in
the short and long run alike. For each purchase process, consumers are
increasingly relying on multiple touchpoints throughout their customer
journey, and online touchpoints appear to be the most widespread. This
section and the following section describe a range of online touchpoints
with specific reference to their practical usefulness in guiding consumer
choices and enriching Customer Experience, in-store and in marketspaces.

Today, in fact, customers expect consistent, integrated service and
experience, regardless of the channel used (Piotrowicz & Cuthbertson,
2014). In this respect, Channel Integration is a key requirement for
offering a seamless Customer Experience, and appears to be the main
challenge in the shift from multichannel to omnichannel retailing.
Channel Integration, defined as “the degree to which a firm coordinates
the objectives, design, and deployment of its channels to create synergies
for the firm and offer particular benefits to its consumers” (Cao & Li,
2015, p. 200), can provide customers with more choice in their shop-
ping process, and can empower customers by reducing uncertainty and
confusion, allowing them to take better shopping decisions (Zhang et al.,
2018). Channel Integration requires companies to deal with the digital
transformation challenges and issues, and may bring the need to redesign
traditional assets and strategies.

This is even more significant for companies in the fashion and luxury
sector, since luxury itself embodies the “Experience” concept (Atwal &
Williams, 2017). It is paramount in fact for luxury brands to be perceived
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as “exclusive” by their customers, and critically this entails the design of
new and satisfying experiences (Kapferer, 2015).These experiences should
be fully coherent with the brand’s distinguished values – such as its signa-
ture, its story and its heritage (Ricca & Robins, 2012). The role of the
store as a critical place to shape experience is clear (Dion & Borraz, 2015).

Flagship stores have always been perceived as one of the strongest
assets of fashion and luxury brands, as a “manifestation of the brand’s
identity” (Manlow & Nobbs, 2013, p. 50). As these authors point out,
every design element of the store should recall or embody the brand: the
architecture, the décor, the merchandise display, as well as the cues that
constitutes the store atmospherics, such as music, perfumes and smells,
etc. (Turley & Milliman, 2000). Stores function as mediators, connecting
customers with luxury brands on an emotional level through the differ-
entiating experiences offered, all evoking the elegance and quality of the
product and the uniqueness of the brand (Hagtvedt & Patrick, 2009).

The focus on flagship stores as the brand’s physical representation and
embodiment (Berthon et al., 2009) is in fact believed to be one of the
main reasons why luxury companies have been relatively slow in adopting
e-commerce websites. As described in previous sections, the In-Store
Experience is multidimensional and complex, and has been perceived by
companies as too difficult to be translated and transferred into an online
environment. Clothing, the main product category in fashion and luxury,
has moreover traditionally been regarded as high involvement, needing
to be seen, felt, touched and tried on before purchase. These perceptions
have in fact been even stronger in the fast-fashion segment, where busi-
ness is built on the customer’s repeated visits to the store in a short period
of time (Blázquez, 2014).

But despite this initial reluctance, and despite initial uncertainty stem-
ming from companies’ limited experience with digital touchpoints, as
reported by Heine and Berghaus (2014), many brands have reacted
successfully. They have quickly adapted their businesses to integrate digital
technologies in a distinctive manner as well as competitively. Omnichannel
has been defined as “one of the most significant innovations in the fashion
industry” (Lynch & Barnes, 2020, p. 4), since consumers are highly
involved in each stage of the purchase and rely on multiple channels
for their various needs emerging during the shopping journey. Nowa-
days, technologies have allowed luxury companies to deliver enhanced
Customer Experiences, and effectively integrate the online and offline
dimensions, thus qualifying themselves as part of the in-store experience
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itself, and contributing to updating and developing the role of the store
(Blázquez, 2014).

In a retail environment moving towards Omnichannel and constantly
subject to innovation, the store has however remained the cornerstone of
company strategies for many firms. Firstly, from a logistics perspective, it
is a primary node for online-to-offline and offline-to-online interactions,
allowing companies to offer new services nudging customers towards the
seamless use of multiple channels (e.g. click-and-collect; cross-channel
promotions). From an experiential perspective, the store can enhance
the customers’ emotional involvement through the integration of tech-
nologies in the store atmosphere, thus contributing to their experience
by entertaining them and at the same time meeting their expectations
(Savastano et al., 2016).

The aim of both academics and practitioners is, thus, to explore and
identify the best design configurations that allow stores to integrate story-
telling and brand identity, fluidity and experimentation, and to identify
social sharing spaces and micro-spaces for digital technologies, and thus
define the “store of the future” (Alexander & Cano, 2020).

Channel Integration: Services and Technologies to Deliver
Omnichannel Experience

Channel Integration, as we noted above, can help in following and
guiding the consumer through the various channels, while at the same
time increasing levels of consumer satisfaction through the creation of
distinctive and fluid experiences (Cao & Li, 2015). Sound Channel
Integration practices repay retailer commitment by reducing the risk
of cannibalization between physical store, website and mobile channel
(Herhausen et al., 2015; Ozuem et al., 2008). It is true that Channel
Integration entails a substantial investment in technology, both on the
consumer side and on the management side, as it is based on reading,
analyzing and matching the thousands of data generated by each customer
in each channel used. The technical and operational requirements have
impacted significantly on the management of the traditional Channel
integration practices, such as BOPS (Buy-Online-Pickup-in-Store) and
returns. Both require an efficient data management system, able to
match customer-related information with the company’s internal data on
warehousing and logistics. These services directly address practical and
empirical needs expressed by omnichannel customers, but they actually
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contribute to the shopping experience as a whole, by simplifying certain
phases of the wider process and allowing consumers to be more easily
entertained and retained (Schramm-Klein et al., 2011).

Rosenblum & Kilcourse (2013) identify the in-store technology most
widely implemented in an omnichannel strategy as follows: interactive
kiosks and interactive totems, interactive screens and showcases, virtual
fitting rooms, digital signage, location-based services and beacon tech-
nologies, RFID technology, NFC and QR-code, tablet and personal
digital assistant, mobile POS, augmented reality and Google Glass.

The implementation of interactive kiosks and totems allows customers
to be autonomous in looking for product information: interaction with
these tools is usually simple and immediate. The assistance provided
includes sharing the selected product’s datasheet to compare alternatives,
completing a purchase order and verifying product availability through
stock visibility (Vakulenko et al., 2018). Alongside this virtual assistance,
technology can be used to strengthen the effectiveness of the sales force:
store managers and shop assistants can be equipped with tablets and
portable devices that support them in instantly recalling all information
required by customers, at the same time improving internal data and
inventory management (Bodhani, 2012).

Digital signage, interactive screens and showcases, and QR Codes are
used to deliver additional information in the form of dynamic content
to enrich the customer’s knowledge of the product and the brand, thus
enhancing their awareness (El Azhari & Bennett, 2015). A similar role is
played by beacon technologies , which interact with the customers’ mobile
devices during their in-store visit through a Wi-Fi connection and Blue-
tooth systems. Beacons can enrich the experience by sending profiled and
personalized messages, such as a welcome to customers, or offering special
promotions to create interest in certain products and incentivize impulse
purchases. (Savastano et al., 2016).

Finally, smart mirrors and virtual fitting rooms deserve a mention
as the most recent cues being tried out by fashion and luxury compa-
nies. Augmented reality (AR) and RFID technologies make it possible
to scan the customer’s body or face to make product try-on easier and
more entertaining. These devices moreover usually incorporate connec-
tion with social media, providing an additional service that satisfies fashion
customers’ need for social approval (Bodhani, 2012).
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Case Studies: Shaping Technologies for the Brand’s Purposes

Companies operating in the fashion and luxury industry have by
now embraced technological change and applied in-store technologies
to pursue the creation of unique experiences, while simultaneously
enhancing the brand’s distinctive features. Each of the companies we
discuss below has been successful in tailoring and combining technolo-
gies adopted to reflect their own image and meet their most important
aims.

For Burberry, bringing digital into its retail outlets meant enhancing
the In-Store Customer Experience with unique and engaging content.
The brand invested in this technological improvement of its stores while
simultaneously proceeding to completely redesign its online channels.
Each Burberry store is equipped with digital signage and screens, showing
exclusive video content about the brand, its symbols and attributes, and
live streaming events, to stimulate customers’ awareness and positive
associations of the products with exciting vibes.

The content is created in the London headquarters and is broadcast
from there to Burberry stores all over the world. The house has also
strengthened its link with its English heritage, by paying special atten-
tion to its Regent Street flagship store. This was the first to test the
“Burberry Retail Theater”; an innovative live show concept that allows
in-store customers to live the catwalk experience and atmosphere, while
benefiting from early access to the new collections.

The latest Burberry project for 2020 is intended to bring store design
to a higher level: in July 2020, the company launched a new envi-
ronment called the “social store”, in Shenzen, China. The store was
custom-designed for the Chinese tech-savvy customers in partnership with
Tencent. It allows visitors to unlock exclusive content from the WeChat
app while visiting the store, and share each step with their social commu-
nities. Every room, including the cafeteria, is designed as a separate
environment for customers to explore and to experience, and is domi-
nated by a distinctive element representative of the brand (e.g. colours,
patterns, monograms, products). Customers can thus experience an inno-
vative narrative, which rather than simply providing information about
the brand pushes them towards discovery and interpretation.

Luxury brand strength is built not only on quality and trust, but also
on relevance and differentiation (Keller, 2009). Storytelling is a powerful
tool to relate to customers through an emotional connection, and can
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either be developed from the brand’s history, successes and activities or
specifically tailored to appeal to the brand’s target (Kapferer & Bastien,
2017). Virtual reality is acknowledged to be particularly effective in digital
storytelling (Van Laer et al., 2019).

The shoe brand TOMS uses virtual reality to increase awareness of
the social giving campaigns that represent the heart of its business. Since
2006, this inclusive and sustainable brand has been noted for its “One for
One” business model, based on the idea that every purchase is beneficial
not only to the purchaser but also to the world. For each pair of shoes
purchased, a new pair is given to a child in need during Giving Trips to
more than 70 countries organized by TOMS.

In 2015, TOMS opted to further stress the significance of the dona-
tions powered by consumers’ purchase decisions, and to give customers a
stronger perception of their impact. VR headsets were installed in a dedi-
cated corner of TOMS flagship stores. Customers are invited to sit in a
VR-powered chair to live in first-person the experience of a giving trip,
in which they are able to personally hand over a pair of new shoes to a
young child living in a remote village in Peru. The VR experience lasts
around 4 min, but is tailored to be immersive and thus emotional and
emphatic, strengthening the affective dimension of the In-Store Customer
Experience. The VR feature was first tried out in the California store,
and then replicated in 30 TOMS retail stores and other department store
corners around the globe. A year later, to celebrate the first 10 years of
the company, another new virtual giving experience was released through
a partnership with AT&T, generating as much publicity as customer
satisfaction.

Other companies are interpreting the in-store digital experience as a
way to manage and ensure the fluidity of the customers’ purchase process,
which generates additional value by anticipating their needs. Sometimes,
this process requires retailers to rethink their products, and offer new
processes integrating additional or different touchpoints.

In 2018, fashion retailer Nordstrom redesigned its Buy-Online-
Pickup-In-Store (BOPS) service in order to diminish waiting times for
customers along each phase of the process, keeping in constant touch with
them through smartphone. Customers can access the service through the
mobile app and are presented with different possibilities. BOPS has been
integrated with the “curbside pickup” option, which is new in fashion
retail but appeals to many US consumers. When the order is confirmed,
the customer receives an email showing the service phone number. The
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customer calls or texts the service 10 min before arriving at the store to
collect the order, which is thus presented straight on arrival. It is also
possible to request a complimentary gift wrap kit.

Nordstrom has also introduced the “Reserve Online, Try-On In Store”
service, allowing customers to select and reserve items via the app.
This requires complete transparency concerning product availability data.
Customers are notified via text message when their order is ready, which
reduces waiting times. When arriving at the store, they are directed to
a dedicated dressing room containing their items to be tried on. This
process is designed to reduce every possible source of customer discom-
fort, particularly waiting times and queues, and was perfected after a
long-term pilot test in six Washington stores. Customers proved immedi-
ately favorable to the initiative, and the company reports that more than
80% used the service multiple times after the first trial.

Product availability is in fact a key consideration for many retailers,
and is represented with different technologies reflecting brands’ style
and customers’ preferred channels. Adidas presents its products through
an in-store 3D catalogue that can be accessed through the virtual wall
displays. The device is interactive, so that customers can examine products
just as they can in real life. The actual purchase is carried out with the help
of sales assistants through their tablets, which avoids queues at cash coun-
ters. Customers can pay immediately, or request the product to be home
delivered (Aubrey & Judge, 2012). Since 2017, Target has powered its
stores with beacon systems which use Bluetooth technology to connect
with the customers’ mobile app. Target is known for its Target Run news-
feed service, which uses the two most popular features in the brand app,
namely lists and maps. Target Run guides and supports users throughout
their visit to the store, making it easier for them to find the items they
want to purchase, check the in-store inventory and store-exclusive promo-
tions in real time, and find interesting content based on their location
(e.g. trending items on social media like Pinterest).

The latest trend in retail, however, is augmented reality (AR) , tech-
nology that enhances real world objects, such as products or in-store
furniture, with computer-generated, multisensory information. AR allows
companies to deliver more powerful and engaging experiences, appealing
to those customers who desire personalization and social interactions in
their shopping routines.

Farfetch boutiques in London are an example of modern and digi-
tally enhanced stores. In 2017, the company implemented a sign-in
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station that allows the customer to check into the store and use new
devices such as RFID-enabled clothing racks, which detect the products
browsed by the customer, and digital mirrors that can recall wishlists and
put together items of different sizes and colours. Dior, Balenciaga and
Tommy Hilfiger have developed VR/AR headsets in the line of Google
glasses, which give customers immersive access to exclusive content from
their catwalk shows, such as backstage footage, which would not other-
wise be shared. Fast fashion too has trid out these technologies: Zara had
applied Augmented Reality to 120 of its worldwide stores by April 2018,
creating dedicated spaces for customers to explore using their smart-
phones. The Zara campaign focused mainly on integrating AR with outfit
displays and window displays, which would appear as empty to the naked
eye and reveal their content when framed via the Zara app in a smart-
phone camera. Mannequins were replaced with AR replicas of fashion
models, showing off to customers, posing and moving for 7–12 s, in 12
different environments. AR thus improved and enhanced the cognitive
and physical dimensions of the In-Store Customer Experience for users
of the Zara app.

Delivering Customer Experience

in the Digital Environment: Best

Practices in Luxury and Fashion Retailing

Digital Technologies as Drivers of Change in Luxury Markets:
Emerging Trends and Challenges

The in-store move towards digital integration described above is making
necessary the evolution of online channels and marketspaces. According
to the 2019 Luxury Goods Market Study by Bain & Company, retail
online channels account for 12% of the whole market, having grown 22%
in one year. Moreover, 75% of purchases were influenced by the online
channel, and more than 20% of purchases were digitally enabled. The
personal luxury goods market reported a big increase in online purchases,
especially in the accessory, beauty and “hard luxury” categories.

Amongst online channels, brand-owned website performance has risen
faster than e-tailer website performance. The secondhand market for
luxury goods has also grown, due to an increase in the number of special-
ized online platforms (D’Arpizio et al., 2019), which often partner with
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the fashion houses themselves. Examples are Burberry and The RealReal
and Urban Outfitters and the rental service Nuuly.

These impressive results reward the commitment of many companies
to developing online channels, but “going digital” has brought many
challenges which continue to impact on the evolution of the sector.

The study by Chandon et al. (2016) noted that digital has disrupted
the tight control which luxury companies once held over their brands
and products. Moreover, the openness and the accessibility ensured by
online marketspaces appear in some way to conflict with the “dream
value” of luxury goods (Dubois & Paternault, 1995). Although IT allow
companies to share their brand values and information about heritage
and quality, they make it more difficult to ensure the traditional one-to-
one, confidential relationships with customers they were used to. Luxury
companies perceive a loss of control over their image, and an alteration
in the power balance, due to the intervention of new influential actors in
their interactions with customers (Lee & Watkins, 2016).

Wider access to luxury also raises new issues affecting the exclusivity
usually surrounding a brand because of its rarity. Digital channels are
open-access, so companies now need to learn how to manage content
in order to segment their customers and deliver dedicated and exclu-
sive services to their top clients, allowing them to maintain their superior
status. This issue is intertwined with “cultural” aspects of fashion and
luxury, and closely linked to its codes and symbols. Leading compa-
nies are finding themselves facing the task of educating new segments of
consumers which have emerged from the expansion of the sector in new
countries and towards the younger generations (Chandon et al., 2016). It
seems that Millennials, the current generation of digital natives, are one
of the biggest challenges for luxury companies, as their vision and percep-
tion of the brands and products, and the way they approach the purchase
process itself, differ enormously from those of other customer segments
(Taplin, 2019).

The challenge for companies today is thus to communicate the brand
experience to different target groups simultaneously. On one hand, they
must reach new targets, trying not to be perceived as outdated; on the
other hand, they must avoid alienating existing target groups (Klein et al.,
2016). Online engagement needs to be redefined in order to appeal to
new customers as well as traditional segments.
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Designing an Exclusive Digital Marketspace: Online Communication
Through IT Technologies

Nowadays, companies have at their disposal a wide range of digital
technologies and touchpoints they can exploit to manage their online
presence. Each has a different impact on the audience and appeals to
certain targets (Heine, 2010).

Heine and Berghaus (2014) list the most important digital touchpoints
that fashion and luxury companies should manage, or at least monitor:
brand website, direct mailing, online advertising, brand communities,
social campaigns, phone and tablet apps, and e-commerce.

The luxury brand website is a priority to invest in, since it is
usually the first source customers use when looking for brand infor-
mation. Customers consult brand websites for insight into brand vision
and history, and expect to be quickly immersed in the brand’s atmo-
sphere through both content and aesthetics (Riley & Lacroix, 2003).
The website should therefore offer as many interesting contributions as
possible. Smaller sites may include only a few sections to present products,
distinctive features and values, and awards or press articles, while larger
ones may be structured as a digital hub, including sub-brands, dedicated
pages for iconic products, and may even incorporate brand communities
and blogs (Díaz et al., 2016).

User Experience is of extreme importance in luxury retailing, and
digital native customers require an immediate comprehension of the
platform they interact with, linear and smooth processes, and engaging
layouts. It has been shown that the design of the brand website can signif-
icantly affect customer perceptions by evoking a strong sense of luxury
(Mu et al., 2020).

These considerations also hold for the design of e-commerce websites
and digital apps.

In fashion and luxury, e-commerce was considered a threat for many
years: and concerns have often been voiced over channel cannibaliza-
tion with the brand’s own stores, the spread of counterfeit goods, loss
of control over third party retailers, and grey markets, due to the opening
of consumer-to-consumer platforms. However, many companies have
succeeded in keeping control over their products and brands online.
Firstly, in developing their own branded e-commerce websites, most
fashion houses have given customers the same feeling of exclusivity they
would perceive in-store, paired with appropriate services and terms of sale.
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For example, the luxury jewellery brand Astley Clarke has connected
its e-commerce with an extensive personal shopper service to assist its
customers (Heine & Berghaus, 2014). As for independent retailers,
the marketspace is dominated by a few specialized companies that
have been able to develop their own recognizable brands, very distinct
from mass-market online retail. Examples include Farfetch, MyTheresa,
and LuisaViaRoma. These retailers operate worldwide, and compete on
product range and access to exclusive fashion collections, as well as
delivery and return services. They run differentiated loyalty programs, and
follow a highly technological experiential approach (Balasyan & Casais,
2018).

Phone and tablet apps are used by fashion houses for a dual purpose.
On one hand, they facilitate customer purchases by granting quick and
direct access to products and carts. On the other hand, they help to create
customer engagement by offering complementary information to enrich
customer experience. The challenge for marketing is thus to acquire
detailed knowledge of customer profiles, identify what is important to
customers, and present relevant content that is also consistent with brand
identity. Hermès’ app “Silk Knots” has become a case study: the brand
is teaching its customers how to wear tie and scarf accessories, starting
from the basics and going up to presenting fashionable styles that change
every season, and thus leveraging the cognitive dimension of the OCE. By
sharing interesting content, Hermès is also enhancing its customers’ trust
and presenting itself to the market as a recognized and reliable source
(Heine & Berghaus, 2014).

So in an omnichannel perspective, apps can be used to integrate and
connect online touchpoints, and sometimes online and offline channels,
while embracing all the features of the brand, in order to enrich the
customer’s experience. Increasing app usage matches the constant increase
in the use of mobile devices in customers’ daily routines, and customers
are constantly connected both with the brand and other customers.

Direct mailing is still used by fashion and luxury companies, mainly to
deliver exclusive promotions or access to limited content, or to drawing
customers in-store or to the brand website. Online advertising and social
campaigns, on the other hand are useful for building brand awareness
(Godey et al., 2016) Regarding social campaigns, given the importance
of social recognition in fashion and luxury, companies need to monitor
their reference brand communities, whether private and brand-initiated or
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public and customer-initiated. Brand communities are a unique opportu-
nity for companies to observe authentic consumer behavior, gain specific
insight into preferences and perceptions, and capture critical cues or
anticipate dissatisfaction (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). In-house brand
communities can be an even more valuable asset, as in these companies
have the strongest hold over their members and can initiate co-creation
processes through activities and contests.

Last but not least, other new technologies, such as VR and AR, are
enriching digital channels and touchpoints and rapidly expanding their
range.

Many fashion companies today use AR to make their apps and social
campaigns more attractive, or to create interactions between their online
channels and stores. In 2019, it was found that certain luxury brands also
use AR in their physical products and in digital-only collections that exist
only virtually. The historic Scandinavian brand Carlings, for example,
released a digitally enhanced t-shirt, “Last Statement” that appears as a
white shirt in “real life” but whose design can be changed using Instagram
AR filters.

In short, “digital luxury marketing is one act of balance between
technological innovation and gadgets, and substantial authenticity and
usefulness” (Heine & Berghaus, 2014, p. 231), and today companies are
competing by carefully incorporating digital assets into their brands.

Best Practice for Online Experience Management

Effective OCE requires companies to manage all dimensions that influ-
ence purchase decisions. Companies need to work on verbal and visual
design elements to capture consumers’ interest, to connect with them,
and to develop a long-term relationship built on trust (Bleier et al., 2019).
The fashion and luxury sector offers interesting case studies, since many
companies have invested considerable cognitive and financial resources
in creating unique experiences (Corbellini & Saviolo, 2014), including
through collaborations with top hi-tech specialists. The key to success
is to communicate the brand’s values in an innovative way, anticipating
trends or transforming mass fads into distinctive experiences through a
proper integration of digital touchpoints.

The Chanel website is a good example of a digital hub in the luxury
sector. The website structure is linear, user-friendly and covers the main
areas of interest, linking micro-pages for the various product categories.
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The design elements are consistent with Chanel style, simple and elegant,
of significant impact and enriched with visual elements, and the struc-
ture thus contributes to enhancing the cognitive dimension of the OCE.
Chanel also provides interesting insights into its heritage in a dedicated
blog, accessible from the section “Chanel Inside”. Here the customer
is presented with a series of short videos that narrate the company’s
history in various fields in a lively manner. A wide range of insights are
offered; episodes in the life of Gabrielle Chanel, the atmosphere of the
early years of the firm, and contemporary celebrities, as well as the history
of the most iconic products, and the brand’s symbols and colours. This
sophisticated blog can be considered an online brand museum.

Customers can often become part of iconic and historic luxury
brands. While Chanel links its history to celebrities like Marilyn Monroe,
Burberry in fact involves their current customers as part of the brand
itself. The social campaign Burberry Love, which contributed to the
creation of the brand’s in-house community, aimed to increase engage-
ment in its leading product, the classic trench coat. The campaign was
built around an emotional approach; it invited consumers “to be part of
Burberry’s story” (Straker & Wrigley, 2016), thus enhancing the affec-
tive dimension of the OCE. The approach is also reflected in the brand’s
website, which hosts on its first page customers pictured wearing their
own trench coats. These photographs are submitted through the brand
community forum and periodically selected by the company.

Other retailers reinforce the e-commerce website by introducing new
features and services. In 2019, Sephora launched an updated version of
their e-commerce and informed customers of additional services. When
they start the purchase process, a progress bar appears, which allows them
to select or request free shipping, free gifts, samples, etc. Nyx connects
its e-commerce with social media, delivering “social proof” information
and messaging while customers are shopping. While selecting a product
or a product category, users are informed in real time of other customers’
reviews and opinions, and of best-selling products or products trending
on social media.

Moreover, both Sephora and Nyx incorporate augmented reality into
their ecommerce websites, with the aim of reproducing the try-on and
consultancy services that usually take place in-store. Many other beauty
and personal care companies do this too. L’Oreal’s investment in the AR
company Modiface allows it to offer both virtual makeup and hair colour
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try-ons, as well as a digital skin diagnostic service. Like a real-life beau-
tician, the software detects signs of ageing from customers’ pictures of
their faces, and suggests specific product routines for their skin. Clearly,
such services can strengthen consumer loyalty, as the company suggests
products that can become part of the customer’s daily routine, and a
relationship of trust can be built up over time. Sometimes, these try-
on programs also let customers take pictures of themselves, so as to
share their choices on social media and contribute to creating social buzz
around the brand or the product.

This type of innovation necessitates creative and effective communica-
tion strategies as well as efficient management strategies. Communication
is critical when companies are focusing on actively promoting core prod-
ucts or exclusive collections. YOOX’s 2017 cooperation with Google
is an excellent example of a pop-modern and engaging social media
campaign. YOOX in fact reinterprets the idea of “luxury desirability” with
its new “Now or Never!” format. The campaign is conducted through
a series of short YouTube video commercials: each video shows a 3D
cartoon-like scenario and features a product from a selection of prestige
clothing and accessories, integrated in real time by a rendering platform.
The call-to-action invites the user to “save” the product by buying it in
the next 15 s; otherwise, after the deadline, the item will be destroyed.
The innovation of this campaign is that the “threat” is real: every product
is a unique piece, so the customer will really be unable to find it, and
see the video, ever again, and the opportunity will be lost forever. The
campaign is notable for its originality, and particularly for the company’s
expertise in using big data and profiling metrics. Each individual user can
in fact visualize the products he or she has searched for online and/or
kept on a wishlist. Making full use of technology for marketing in fact
includes exploiting its full potential to gain more complete knowledge of
what the customer wants, which, as the case of YOOX shows, is vital for
creating engaging OCEs.

Future Challenges in Managing

Customer Experience For Luxury Brands

Investing in the design of effective Customer Experience should be a
priority for every company on the market today, as it is acknowledged
that a meaningful customer journey is a precondition for future loyalty.
This is somewhat revolutionary in marketing management, as companies
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are required to rethink the experience they offer their customers as well as
the internal processes that support and contribute to its success. Customer
Experience Management (CEM) is thus the framework of reference to
designing and managing effective customer experiences in a proactive
rather than a reactive approach (Homburg et al., 2017). The final goal of
CEM is achieving long-term customer loyalty by designing and continu-
ally renewing touchpoint journeys (Homburg et al., 2017). CEM involves
three main dimensions: cultural mindset, strategic direction and capa-
bilities. These three elements entail cultural orientation of the company
towards customer experience, the development of a strategy to design
the experience, and the firm’s capabilities to continuously adjust and re-
design Customer Experience by managing the different touchpoints along
the customer journey. Kuehnl et al. (2019) find that companies should
focus on the aspects of the customer journey that consumers value the
most, namely thematic cohesion, consistency, and context sensitivity of
touchpoints. Moreover, the experience must always make reference to the
brand and embody its values. Although enriched with many attributes, the
customer journey must convey a consistent and coherent brand image,
keeping its brand personality and meaning.

The pressing need to be present at multiple touchpoints while main-
taining brand consistency through different marketspaces is comple-
mentary to communicating the important features and attributes that
characterize the customer experience, and, consequently, the brand. This
challenge is coupled with the issue of identifying the most important
touchpoints to communicate the identity of the brand and to drive
customer loyalty. The mobile app for example has been found to have a
positive relationship with customer loyalty (Ieva & Ziliani 2018a, 2018b;
Ozuem et al., 2008) as it is likely that using a mobile app increases interac-
tion and engagement with the brand, thus driving loyalty in the long run.
However, the reach of the mobile app, or the number of active users, is
currently very low compared to other digital touchpoints, such as websites
or online advertising. The presence of brands on social media and the
activities of influencers might also play a key role in driving engagement
in order to build a base of loyal fans of the brand and in shifting online
traffic towards the company website. It is also reasonable to expect that
new digital touchpoints, such as chatbots, will be aligned to the identity of
the brand in how they communicate with customers and in their appear-
ance. Assigning a specific role to each digital touchpoint along the online
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customer journey is the key to designing customer experience consistent
with brand identity and which drives customer loyalty and sales.

The issue of brand consistency is of concern for companies operating
in many sectors, but is particularly important in the luxury sector, because
it calls into question the very concept of “luxury” itself. In academic
circles, this challenge is known as “the Internet Dilemma” (Baker et al.,
2018). Luxury brands are in fact torn between maintaining their brand
image, associated with exclusivity and rarity, and being exposed on the
open online marketspace (Mu et al., 2020). The difficulties in embracing
this new digital environment weigh differently according to whether the
luxury brand is already perceived by customers as accessible, intermediate
or inaccessible (De Barnier et al., 2012).

The challenge of the democratization of luxury has led some
Ultra-High-Net-Worth luxury companies to support consumer counter-
movements, such as “silent luxury”, which emphasizes extrinsic product
qualities, like authenticity, sustainability and craftsmanship, as “true”
quality (McKinsey, 2020).

Finally, note that new and digital native brands have started to emerge
alongside top and iconic brands. Such brands operate only in the online
marketspace, and compete by offering their own interpretation of luxury
in the modern world and by following a direct-to-consumer model. Eager
to build relationships with their customers, they start connecting with
potential customers on social media sometimes even before the launch
of the product. These companies focus strongly on the online customer
journey, as this is their market, and tend to target generations Y and Z.
Other luxury brands have noticed this new business model, and attracted
by their vision and technological skills are trying to connect or coop-
erate with the new brands. This trend would be interesting to monitor, as
integrating different interpretations of the “luxury” concept and business
models has today become a serious challenge even for traditional market
leaders.
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CHAPTER 16

Leveraging EWOMon Service Failure
Recovery Strategy: An Insight into the Brand

Perspective

Silvia Ranfagni and Wilson Ozuem

Introduction

The fashion industry is changing, with new markets, new ways to reach
them, and new power for fashion consumers. Fashion consumers are no
longer passive actors in the market since they interact with companies
and tell other consumers about their brand experiences through social
media, co-creating brand value (Athwal et al., 2018). By producing user-
generated content (UGC), they can share information, opinions, and
feelings, fostering electronic word of mouth (eWOM) as a key source
of information about products and services (Cantallops & Salvi, 2014;
Ozuem et al., 2008). Thanks to its persuasive influence, eWOM can have

S. Ranfagni (B)
Department of Economics and Business, University of Florence, Florence, Italy

W. Ozuem
Institute of Business, Industry and Leadership,
University of Cumbria, Lancaster, UK

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature
Switzerland AG 2021
W. Ozuem and S. Ranfagni (eds.), The Art of Digital Marketing for
Fashion and Luxury Brands,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_16

397

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_16&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70324-0_16


398 S. RANFAGNI AND W. OZUEM

an impact on consumer behaviour. Its influence depends on different
factors, such as the valence, framing, and credibility of online messages,
amongst which, negative valence mediates consumers’ choices the most.
EWOM frequently occurs after a consumer has experienced service failure.
Regardless of the reasons for negative eWOM, providers must manage
adequate recovery strategies, which will only be effective if the recovery
actions are perceived by the complaining consumers. Providers, there-
fore, have to produce a perceived justice. Consumers can be co-creators
of this perceived justice. In this chapter we investigate the relationships
between UGC, negative eWOM, and service failure and recovery strate-
gies. Understanding them is increasingly more important in the fashion
industry, where recent events (e.g., COVID-19) have intensified online
sales and increased the likelihood that companies will have to resolve
online service failure issues (de Kerviler & Rodriguez, 2019). The value
they produce for the customer is also increasingly dependent on how
they handle these situations. The analysis we make in this chapter is
interpreted through the filter of the brand. The brand is an entity that
moves on the market, and it is not just any sort of entity. It is some-
thing that consumers know about, and it is something they relate to.
Brands populate the fashion industry (Park et al., 2018). In drafting a
chapter on useful issues for fashion companies, after a first section in
which we investigate the relationship between UGC, negative eWOM,
and service failure and recovery strategies, we then explore how this rela-
tionship develops around the brand (i.e., when service failure gives rise to
negative brand experiences). The brand is therefore at the centre of our
discussion. The analysis, although carried out from a theoretical point of
view, offers insights into the fashion industry. These insights are explained
in the conclusion section.

EWOM Fostered by UGC, and Service

Failure and Recovery Strategies

Consumers receive communication but also send communication. They
talk about products or services, which fuels eWOM and can lead compa-
nies to review their communication strategies. EWOM after a service
failure requires the implementation of a recovery strategy. We are going to
illustrate the effect that eWOM fostered by UGC can have on consumers
and on the company in terms of recovery activities after a service failure.
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UGC and EWOM

Today, social media encourage internet users to produce UGC, which is
material created and uploaded to the internet by non-professionals (Presi
et al., 2014). UGC contains information, opinions, and consumption
experiences that can be shared without limits of space and time: UGC can
be created and explored anywhere and at any time. Playing a role in gener-
ating marketing information, consumers as internet users are no longer
passive users of marketer-provided information (Berthon et al., 2008). By
means of UGC, they drive eWOM, which is “informal communications
directed at consumers though Internet-based technology related to the
usage or characteristics of particular goods and services, or their sellers”
(Litvin et al., 2008, p. 461). Since eWOM is characterized by rapid inter-
action and has an extensive reach, it is a key source of information about
products and services (Cantallops & Salvi, 2014) that has the potential
to influence consumers’ information searches and their buying decisions
(Zheng et al., 2009). Consumers believe in the informational value of
eWOM: they think that the information that other consumers circulate
has greater credibility than marketer-generated information (Bickart &
Schindler, 2001). Since eWOM comes from a source that is perceived to
be similar to the receiver, it exerts persuasive influence on the receiver and
creates empathy, which facilitates the sharing of issues related to personal
experiences (Deighton et al. 1989).

EWOM and Consumers’ Intention to Purchase

For businesses, an intriguing issue to explore is how eWOM can have an
impact on consumers’ intention to purchase, in other words, how some
online reviews are perceived as useful in orienting decisions on whether
or not to buy or use the reviewed product or service (Babić Rosario
et al., 2016; Cheung et al., 2008). Some studies investigated the factors
that influence the perceived usefulness of eWOM. Sparks and Browning
(2011) identified valence, framing, and easy-to-process information as
factors that influence the perceived usefulness of reviews. Valence can be
predominantly positive or negative, that is, it can be an expression of
descriptions that are pleasant and novel or unpleasant and denigrating,
respectively (Hajli, 2019). Framing is the manner in which information
is presented: researches demonstrated that information received first has
a greater impact on the impression formed than information coming
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later (Pennington, 2000), and positive and negative framing can result
from information that is positively or negatively valenced (Levin, 1987).
Easy-to-process information, such as numerical and star ratings, acts as a
shortcut in making evaluations and developing judgements (Van Schaik
& Ling, 2009). All these factors can contribute to reducing the uncer-
tainty associated with potential consumers’ purchasing decisions, thereby
influencing trust in products and services; they serve as a means to
verify whether expectations stemming from a company’s promises find
confirmation in consumers’ online reviews (Akman & Mishra, 2017).

However, trust in products and services can also be mediated by infor-
mation quantity (Babić-Rosario et al., 2020) and information quality.
Like product ranking, information quantity acts as a peripheral cue in
evaluating products or services (Gupta & Harris, 2010), by virtue of
the fact that the more conversations there are about them, the more
they are perceived as popular and thus, the more sales people expect
they can achieve on the market (Godes & Mayzlin, 2004). Informa-
tion quality is conceptualized as a composite construct (Filieri & McLeay,
2014), it includes information completeness, timeliness, accuracy, rele-
vancy, understandability and value addition; these are all recognized as
central cues in a consumer’s information processing and become predic-
tors of a consumer’s purchase intention, particularly in high-involvement
situations (Hsu et al., 2017; Park et al., 2007).

Other predictors of purchase intentions include credibility and confor-
mity of the eWOM: both lead to online reviews being seen as useful.
Credibility is generated by the extent to which the reviewer is perceived
as expert in the area of concern, and by the extent to which the reviewer
is trusted by the individuals receiving the information (Freedman et al.,
1981). A source’s credibility can have an impact on product evaluations
regardless of the content of the message (Buda & Zhang, 2000) and the
impact is stronger on uninvolved recipients than on involved recipients.
According to Forman et al. (2008), in online communities, a review-
er’s disclosure of identity information that can be used by consumers to
supplement or replace product information in making purchase decisions
has a similar impact to credibility of source. These decisions may result
from a striving for conformity (Tsao et al., 2015). Conformity is under-
stood as the tendency in thought and behaviour to gain group approval
and meet group expectations (Bearden et al., 1989). Conformity leads
consumers to make choices that align with eWOM messages that have
higher consensus, that is those that express a high degree of agreement
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between two or more users regarding a product and its performance (Doh
& Hwang, 2009; Ozuem et al., 2017).

EWOM and Service Failure

Among the different factors that influence the perceived usefulness of
eWOM messages, the valence of reviews is the one which consumers use
more than others in heuristic information processing as the basis of their
purchase decisions. Used as a proxy for underlying product quality (Allard
et al., 2020; Liu, 2006), the valence, if it is negative, has more of an
impact than positive valence on consumers’ intentions (Chatterjee, 2001;
Kordrostami et al., 2020). Moreover, as some studies demonstrated,
consumers are more attracted by negative reviews than by positive ones,
and negative reviews are also more easily generated, which shows that
customers are much more interested in sharing negative experiences than
satisfied consumers are motivated to write and talk about their positive
experiences (Cantallops & Salvi, 2014). Negative online reviews produce
negative eWOM that includes among its main sources the experiences of
service failure.

Service failure occurs when the delivered service does not meet
customers’ expectations (Oliver, 1980). It is often related to slow services
and bad packaging or failure to respond to the customer (Kelley et al.,
1993). Generally speaking, a technical service failure refers to the tangible
aspects of what the consumer receives, whereas a functional service failure
is a process failure that emerges from the customer’s perception of the
various interactions during the service encounter. Understanding what
leads consumers to trigger a negative eWOM after a service failure is an
issue of crucial importance for providers (Zheng et al., 2009). Consumers
may use negative eWOM for themselves to make their dissatisfaction
known and obtain a possible solution (Thøgersen et al., 2009). However,
consumers may also give voice to negative experiences to prevent others
from enduring similar bad experiences (Litvin et al., 2008); they are
driven, then, by altruistic motivations that enrich the wealth of knowl-
edge that the internet makes available to its users. When the service failure
that they have experienced is extremely negative, consumers may react by
posting negative reviews to do some harm to the firm or just to reduce
tension, frustration and anger (Presi et al., 2014).
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Whereas negative emotions feed negative eWOM, positive emotions
reduce the chance that consumers will disclose their negative experi-
ences (Nyer, 1997). Individuals who disclose their negative experiences
and who have a positive and flattering view of themselves, may have, as
Presi et al. (2014) highlighted, self-enhancement motivations that induce
active participation in social networks to increase their capacity to attract
attention. Put simply, individuals rate a product negatively in expecta-
tion of a reward they may receive from the company. The company
engages them, then, to manipulate online information concerning their
products and services (Dellarocas, 2006; Yusuf et al., 2018). The motiva-
tion behind negative eWOM is in this case purely economic. According
to Shin et al. (2014), prevention-focused consumers who communicate
about a negative experience online are focused on obligations and develop
behaviours based on vigilance to stay away from a negative state. In
contrast, promotion-focused consumers are focused on their aspirations
and adopt behaviours aimed at moving towards a positive end status. Shin
et al. (2014) also demonstrated that consumers who have experienced a
service failure and find only positive online reviews of the provider, react
by giving voice to negative eWOM.

The Effects of Negative EWOM

Negative eWOM resulting from experience of service failure has to be
managed by providers with specific recovery strategies, given the effects
which may otherwise ensue. Negative eWOM can lead to a failure to
attract customers, thereby resulting in a loss of revenue (Campbell, 2014;
Kim et al., 2018). As Verhagen et al. (2013) demonstrated, negative
eWOM has a twofold effect: it reduces the consumer’s repatronage inten-
tion, that is the intention to buy from the same provider in the future,
and, at the same time, it increases the intention to switch to a competitor.
Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) reported a negative correlation between
negative eWOM and sales, with evidence that “an incremental negative
review is more powerful in decreasing book sales than an incremental
positive review is in increasing sales” (p. 346). The more negative the
review, the more it can contribute to a decrease in sales; however, Liu
(2006) combined analysis of negative reviews of movies with that of the
volume of movies and found that the volume more than the valence
explained the variation in box office revenues. Sen and Lerman (2007)
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demonstrated that negative valence impacts differently on different prod-
ucts: it is higher in utilitarian products than in hedonistic ones. In the
former, reviews reflected product-related motivations and were the result
of cognitive-driven, instrumental, and goal-oriented judgements, whereas
in the latter, they reflected personal emotions that emerged from affec-
tive and sensory experiences of aesthetic or sensorial pleasure. As some
scholars (Doh & Hwang, 2009) highlighted, what influences consumers
are not single reviews but rather patterns of multiple reviews and, in
particular, sets of clearly negative or positive balanced reviews. Although
consumers believe that compared to negative reviews, positive reviews
decrease the possibility of purchase failure (Cheung, Lee, et al., 2009),
sets of positive reviews disorient users and arouse suspicion that infor-
mation has been manipulated. A firm can, in fact, post online reviews
anonymously praising its own product, offer rewards to consumers who
start favourable conversations about them or, once influential community
members have been identified, persuade them to write positive reviews
(Dellarocas, 2006). It follows that consumers can be more positively influ-
enced by a set of clearly positive balanced reviews, if the set of positive
reviews is wrapped in negative reviews, just as consumers can be nega-
tively influenced by a set of clearly negative balanced reviews, if the set of
negative reviews is wrapped in positive ones (Purnawirawan et al., 2012).

Service Failure and Recovery Strategies

Negative eWOM after a service failure requires a service recovery strategy ;
this includes all the efforts made by the service provider to turn
customer dissatisfaction into satisfaction and thereby retain them. Imple-
menting successful service recovery produces positive consequences.
Studies demonstrate that consumers who have their service failure satis-
factorily corrected, show intention to spread positive information about
their experience (Choi & Choi, 2014; Lee et al., 2009). Others illustrate
that effective complaint handling favours a customer’s repurchase inten-
tions (Spreng et al., 1995) as well as trust and a loyal relationship (Barakat
et al., 2015; Harris et al., 2006). In addition to generating customer satis-
faction that is higher than it was prior to the failure, it avoids increasing
dissatisfaction during and after the recovery process (Ozuem & Azemi,
2018). In order for such consequences to materialize, it is crucial that
the recovery actions that the company undertakes should be perceived by
complaining consumers (Azemi et al., 2019). These actions must generate
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a perceived justice, which is considered the basis of the effectiveness of
service recovery strategies.

Perceived justice has been used as a multidimensional construct
that includes distributive justice, procedural justice, interactional justice
(Homburg & Fürst, 2005), and informational justice (Liao, 2007).
Distributive justice concerns the perceived fairness of complaint outcome
(i.e., service provider’s apology and compensation) as a reward that can
redistribute esteem in exchange relationships. Procedural justice reflects
the perceived fairness of the complaint handling process. A speedy answer
given to consumers’ complaints can be seen as a recovery effort that
satisfies a need for procedural justice. Interactional justice refers to
the perceived fairness of the behaviour that employees exhibit towards
complainants. When service personnel are empathic, show interest in the
problem, and are honest when interacting with customers, interactional
justice can be satisfied. Lastly, informational justice concerns the adequacy
of information and communication provided. It is satisfied, when, for
example, the service providers are well informed and candid in communi-
cation. The better the company is able to generate perceived justice, the
more likely a state of equity is restored to the relationship.

Consumers evaluate their experiences by assessing the balance between
what they have received and what they expected to receive (Folkes,
1984; Ozuem et al., 2017). High service failure severity and, thus,
high perceived intensity of a service problem (Weun et al., 2004) can
reduce the force of recovery actions in aligning customers’ perceptions
with expectations. This can be justified by the fact that as service failure
increases, customers perceive that there is a greater discrepancy between
the loss from failure and the gain from the recovery. As a consequence,
the value of the recovery strategy declines. However, if a consumer’s satis-
faction falls, despite recovery actions, when the service severity is high,
at the same time, it can increase when the consumer is involved in the
recovery strategies. Consumers can co-create a service recovery: through
joint collaboration with the company (service provider), customers not
only participate in the recovery actions designed to answer the service
failure (Dong et al., 2008), but also create value that helps reduce
their negative experience (Roggeveen et al., 2012). Co-creation occurs
when customers believe they have the ability to shape outcomes; that is,
when they believe they are able to contribute to the perceived justice
and thus restore an equity in the customer–company relationship. Wei
et al. (2019) demonstrated that co-created recovery efforts can yield
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favourable customer perceptions of the firm’s competence and ethical-
ness, which increases customer willingness to co-create in the future; they
also pointed out, however, that when co-creation tasks are perceived as
intense (e.g., effortful, time-consuming, demanding), they lead to nega-
tive customer perceptions of the firm’s competence and ethicalness, which
can directly undermine customer willingness to co-create in the future.
Arsenovic et al. (2019) stressed that service recovery strategies can be
interpreted not only as a co-creation experience, but also as a collabo-
rative experience where multiple actors (e.g., friends, family, the service
provider’s employees) interact across multiple encounters in finding a
solution to service failure. They argued that when actors collaborate and
integrate their resources (knowledge), they not only understand more
easily whether the service experience is favourable, but also manage to
maintain a certain level of control over the service process.

Brand-Related EWOM, Service

Failure, and Recovery Strategies

The relationships between eWOM, service failure, and recovery strate-
gies can be read through the entity of brand. We focus on negative
brand-related eWOM after a service failure, highlighting how the relation-
ship between brand and consumer can have an impact on the reactions
consumers have after a service failure and on the recovery strategies a
provider can adopt.

Brand-Related EWOM and UGC

Today, brands are becoming a part of the eWOM exchange of infor-
mation. In fact, UGC includes brand-related subject matter (Smith
et al., 2012; Swaminathan et al., 2020) and, thus, facts, opinions, and
experiences shared among consumers about brands or products. As
brand-related UGC assumes the form of online reviews and appears in
social networking sites, it functions as eWOM messages driving product
awareness and influencing consumers’ purchase decisions. Brand-related
eWOM can easily and quickly reach a global audience that shares similar
interests in the brand (Christodoulides et al., 2012). In addition, brand-
related eWOM can have the power to influence this audience: generated
by sources embedded in personal networks, it is considered to be a
trustworthy information source (Corrigan, 2013). The influence it exerts
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derives from positive and negative online reviews. Both affect consumers’
attitudes to a brand: positive online reviews encourage purchase inten-
tions (Kudeshia & Kumar, 2017; Ozuem et al., 2016), whereas negative
online reviews can discourage them (Lee et al., 2009).

Brand-Related EWOM and Consumers’ Intention to Purchase

The valence of an online review is a factor that many scholars identify
as a precursor of brand purchasing decisions. Research shows, however,
that there are other factors that play a role in the evaluation of online
reviews of a brand. After all, a brand is something more than a simple
product or service. Defined as “a name, term, sign, symbol or design
or combination that is intended to identify the goods and services of
one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of
competitors” (Kotler, 1991, p. 442), a brand triggers sensations, feelings,
and cognitive and behavioural responses in consumers. The perceived
valence of brand-related eWOM can be filtered by factors relating to the
relation between the brand and the consumer. One of these factors is
an existing brand attitude. The impact of online reviews on consumer
behaviour can depend on individual cognitive processes that are biased by
prior dispositions towards the brand, a process known as “biased assim-
ilation” (Lord et al., 1979). This impact diminishes for strong brands.
As Ho-Dac et al. (2013) showed, brand strength moderates the influ-
ence of online reviews on purchase behaviour: while online reviews can
have a strong impact on weak brands, they do not significantly impact the
performance of a strong brand. Mafael et al. (2016) pointed out that, due
to brand dispersion (Luo et al., 2013), the brand polarization of strong
brands can be investigated and, thus, their relationships with consumers
who have a positive attitude towards the brand and consumers who have
a negative attitude towards the brand. Furthermore, they showed that
consumers who perceive positive (negative) arguments in online reviews
to be more (less) persuasive have a positive (negative) attitude towards
the brand. Perceived persuasiveness, in turn, influences behavioural inten-
tions and acts as a mediator on the relationship between attitude and
behavioural intentions. The impact eWOM has on consumers depends
on a predefined consumer brand evaluation (Low & Lamb, 2000), on
emotions that emerge from words used in online messages (Berger &
Milkman, 2012; Heath et al., 2001), and on the relationships between
senders and receivers (Mittal et al., 2008). The emotions that the eWOM
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evokes play an important role (Herhausen et al., 2019). Indeed, it is
not so much the valence of the message itself as its emotional valence
that can influence consumers. Positive or negative emotions expressed in
the content of brand-related online reviews (Nabi, 2003) trigger different
levels of psychological arousal and inner activation in consumers (Smith
& Ellsworth, 1985). Anger, anxiety, and sadness are possible negative
emotions that can be felt in processing eWOM messages, but while anger
and anxiety are characterized by states of heightened activation, sadness is
characterized by deactivation (Barrett & Russell 1999). The combination
of emotional valence (positive and negative) and arousal (high and low)
produce different reactions in consumers in terms of brand attitude and
in behaviours. These reactions also reflect the bond that connects those
who post and write online messages and those who read them. A message
from a close friend or a family member is less likely to be perceived as
having a persuasive intention (Buda & Zhang, 2000) and a high level of
uncertainty and risk (Cheung, Luo, et al., 2009) than a message from a
stranger. Because of the related credibility and trustworthiness, strong ties
favour the sharing of sensitive information (Rapp et al., 2013) and are
more influential than weak ties in a consumer’s decision making. Weak
ties are more likely to facilitate information flow in distinct networks.
Strong ties also involve more frequent interactions (Burt, 1987) and, for
this reason, in addition to generating reciprocal influence, they increase
imitative behaviour within networks (McFarland et al., 2008).

Brand-Related EWOM and Service Failure

Negative eWOM messages reduce purchase intentions more than posi-
tive eWOM messages increase them. Negative eWOM is a central issue
in brand-related eWOM studies (Hansen et al., 2018; Li et al., 2019).
One of its main causes is service failure, that is a service performance
which is perceived by consumers as being below their expectations (Bell
& Zemke, 1987). Services, together with product and performance, are
brand-related stimuli that companies adopt in producing brand experi-
ence (Brakus et al., 2009); when they disappoint expectations, negative
attributions are likely to be directed towards a brand as an effect of a
negatively perceived brand experience (Wakefield & Wakefield, 2018).
Negative brand experiences, can cause a variety of customer reactions,
including dissatisfaction and defection, which have detrimental effects on
a brand’s profitability (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004). Consumers vent
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their feelings and adopt complaining behaviours that range from private
complaining via traditional complaint channels to online complaints.
Today, an increasing number of consumers, in addition to voicing their
discontent via their social networking sites, express dissatisfaction publicly
on platforms like Facebook brand pages (Harrigan et al., 2018).

The motivations that lead consumers to generate negative eWOM after
a brand-related service failure may be varied. According to McGraw et al.
(2015), some consumers use negative eWOM simply to warn and enter-
tain others by means of humorous complaints. Humour is powerful: on
the one hand, it can make praise seem more negative (by making an
expression of satisfaction seem wrong in a certain way), on the other
hand, it can make complaints seem more positive (by making an expres-
sion of dissatisfaction seem acceptable). Blodgett et al. (1995) showed
that consumers describe negative experiences to try to find out how to ask
for a refund, exchange, or repair. They might seek comfort from others
(Yi & Baumgartner, 2004) or ask for advice from friends or acquain-
tances who have had similar experiences (Georgiou & Stavrinides, 2008).
Social support together with venting feelings (Ward & Ostrom, 2006),
revenge aimed at damaging the brand, and the need to boost self-worth,
act as forces that motivate consumers to spread online negative reviews
after a brand-related service failure. As Wakefield and Wakefield (2018)
demonstrated, creating negative eWOM messages generates tension and
anxiety in consumers when the creation of negative messages conflicts
with their online impression management goals, which are based on
self-enhancement and rendering a positive portrait of themselves online.

However, consumers may also decide not to create eWOM messages,
to not share opinions and feelings following a brand-related service
failure: they restrict themselves to thinking without acting. In doing so,
they may focus on the causes (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987) by exam-
ining the problem systematically (rational thinking) or they may focus
on the opportunities to learn from the negative experience (Johnson &
Rapp, 2010) by perceiving the reasons for service failure as uncontrol-
lable and unpredictable (positive thinking). It can also not be excluded
that consumers decide to adopt passive behaviour (avoidance) distancing
themselves from the problem (Strizhakova et al., 2012) to restore their
emotional balance. The reaction that consumers have after a service failure
experience depends on their brand commitment, that is on their mental
and affective bonding with the brand (De Wulf et al., 2001; Mattila,
2004).

Consumers may feel the desire for revenge: the need to punish and
cause harm to the brand for damages suffered (Grégoire & Fisher, 2006).
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This desire, as shown by Weitzl and Hutzinger (2019), is higher in
committed online complainants than in uncommitted ones. The same
is true, according to Weitzl and Hutzinger (2019), of the desire for
reparation. Complainants’ willingness to rebalance their relationships
with the brand by seeking redress and problem resolution is higher
in committed online complainants than in uncommitted complainants
(Grégoire & Fisher, 2008). Negative eWOM messages, posted because
of the various feelings (desires) experienced by users, can receive support
from customers in a short time and ignite an online firestorm (Pfeffer
et al., 2014). The extent to which other customers approve of and share
negative eWOM determines its virality and firestorm potential (Tellis
et al., 2020). This implies that brand-related eWOM evaluations are
shared through a social transmission process, like an emotional conta-
gion (Berger, 2014). Within a brand community, the virality of negative
eWOM is higher when the intensity of high-arousal emotion words in
negative eWOM is high, and when the social ties and the perceived simi-
larity between the sender and the receiver are strong (Herhausen et al.,
2019).

Brand-Related Service Failure: Its Effects and Recovery Strategies

A crucial goal for companies is to develop appropriate service failure
recovery strategies with the aim of reducing the consequences that
negative eWOM (or a contagion) can cause. Negative eWOM impacts
negatively on brand attitude, reducing, as Beneke et al. (2015) demon-
strated, brand trust, brand affect, and purchase intentions. A lower
purchase intention for a brand following negative eWOM may be due to
brand equity dilution. In fact, as Bambauer-Sachse and Mangold (2011)
highlighted, a constructive processing of information can result in a revi-
sion of brand evaluation (Loken & Roedder John, 1993) through the
weakening of. consumers’ perceptions of a brand’s additional value at the
base of a consumer-based brand equity (Keller, 1993).

A recovery strategy must guide the company in the productive
handling of consumers’ complaints by identifying actions that can be
implemented to resolve the problems they have with brand-related
services (Gronroos, 1990). According to Bhandari and Rodgers (2018), a
“brand feedback”, that is a company-written response to consumer feed-
back in an eWOM setting, represents a brand’s attempt to reinforce
the validity of a brand promise and reinstate potential lost trust with
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customers as a precondition for purchase intention. If, however, as Bhan-
dari and Rodgers (2018) argued, brand feedback creates post-purchase
complications for consumers dealing with customer service and suspi-
cions that the brand’s responses might be an attempt on the part of the
brand to hold on to them, it may heuristically reduce purchase intentions
independently of the positive effect of brand trust.

Despite this, Bougoure et al. (2016) showed that a service failure
recovery strategy impacts on brand credibility , that is on the believability
of an organization’s intention at a particular time (Erdem & Swait, 2004).
Brand credibility comprises two components: trustworthiness and exper-
tise. Bougoure et al. (2016) claimed that customer satisfaction arising
from effective complaints handling by a brand is likely to result in an
increased perception of the trustworthiness of the brand. If satisfied with
the outcome of a complaint, consumers believe that a brand is willing to
deliver its brand promise at that time and in the future. They develop a
perceived justice after the service failure (Homburg & Fürst, 2005; Liao,
2007) and a state of equity is restored in their relationship with the brand.
Complaint handling, when properly carried out, also leads consumers to
cultivate repeated transactions with the company (Gummesson, 1995).

As Buttle (2001) and other researchers (MacInnis & Folkes, 2017;
Sabermajidi et al., 2019) argued, a recovery strategy offers an opportu-
nity for developing customer loyalty. Buttle (2001) built on the results
of the research of Zeithaml et al. (1996), that is, that customers whose
problems have been resolved satisfactorily express greater loyalty inten-
tions and a willingness to pay more than those with unsolved problems,
but also that these intentions are not as great as those of customers who
have not experienced service problems. Buttle claimed that they remain
loyal if the perceived value they receive from the brand is relatively greater
than that of competitors. In developing a service failure recovery strategy,
brand reputation is an element to be considered.

Understood as the consumer’s perception of service quality associ-
ated with the brand name, brand reputation moderates the relationship
between failure severity and reactions in terms of consumer behaviour
(Balaji et al., 2018): when consumers experience high service failure in
a highly reputed brand, they evaluate the negative experience as a novel
and extraordinary event that would not happen again in the future and
continue to exhibit behavioural intentions. A similar effect can result from
customer-based brand equity, understood as the strength of a brand in
customers’ minds, which is based on perceived quality, brand awareness,
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brand associations, and other brand assets (Aaker, 1991). In this connec-
tion, Brady et al. (2008) demonstrated that customers who experience
service failures are more likely to forgive them if they were caused by high
equity brands rather than by low equity brands. Similar to brand reputa-
tion and consumer-based brand equity, brand attachment can minimize
the effects that service failures produce in consumers. Defined as “the
strength of the bond connecting the brand with the self” (Park et al.,
2010, p. 2), brand attachment regulates customers’ negative emotions,
especially when consumers attribute service failure to a controllable cause,
increasing customer behaviour like word of mouth and loyalty intentions
(Torres et al., 2020).

A service failure recovery can be co-created with complaining
consumers and, thus, can result from a customer’s “ability to shape or
personalize the content of the recovery through joint collaboration with
the service provider” (Roggeveen et al., 2012, p. 722). Hazée et al.
(2017) highlighted that co-creating a service recovery makes customers
believe they receive the most favourable solution to the brand-related
service failure, which, in turn, influences satisfaction with service recovery
and repurchase intentions. They stressed, however, that a co-created
service recovery is recommended more for companies with a low level
of consumer-based brand equity than for companies with high levels of
consumer-based brand equity. In the former, higher risk and lower quality
perceptions associated with low brand equity arouse in consumers the fear
that a favourable outcome during a service recovery cannot be reached;
consequently, they prefer to collaborate with the service provider in order
to maintain control and to ensure that the provider finds the best solution.
In the latter, high brand equity conveys quality signals that can reduce a
customer’s uncertainty; as a result, consumers do not need to monitor
the provider’s actions, as they are more likely to believe that the service
provider is acting to find the best solution.

In handling complaints, companies can use “empathy” or “explana-
tions” to respond to consumers (Wang & Chaudhry, 2018). To express
empathy as a spontaneous response (Hoffman, 1977), a firm might
sympathize (e.g., “we realize that you are not happy with our service”)
or shift to a positive outlook (e.g., “we hope that your experience with
our brand will be better in the future”) or they may apologize (Davidson,
2003). Alternatively, companies can provide substantial explanations that
enhance the perception of response quality and efforts among consumers.
Herhausen et al. (2019) claimed that empathic responses are more prone
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to capturing the attention of consumers who have experienced low-
arousal emotions, whereas explanation is better to mitigate the failure for
consumers who have experienced high-arousal emotions. Companies can
decide to adopt disengagement by suggesting a change of communication
channel (e.g., “please contact our customer service office”), by offering
compensation (Boshoff, 1997; Mattila & Patterson, 2004) or, as a last
resort, by choosing avoidance and nonresponse (Sheppes et al., 2011).
This last option is the poorest that can be adopted to regulate negative
eWOM.

Conclusions

Several reflections which could be useful for fashion companies emerge
from what has been investigated in the chapter. Through UGC, people
talk about the brand. The brand can become the protagonist of the stories
that consumers tell on social media when they talk either well or badly
about a brand. The negative valence of the eWOM they generate does not
necessarily influence the purchasing decisions of those who read online
reviews. The influence of eWOM is low if the brand is strong and has
a high reputation and high customer-based brand equity. People who
have a positive attitude towards the brand will not change their opinion
after reading negative arguments in online reviews. This means that to
create barriers against negative eWOM, fashion brands need to invest in
becoming strong and in creating a consumer value that is distinguishable
from the one created by their competitors. Sometimes this is not enough.
In fact, it turns out that certain emotions that eWOM conveys have the
power to fuel feelings that impact the relationship between consumer and
brand, even if it has existed for some time. Similarly, the eWOM generated
by some people, such as close friends or family members, can have a posi-
tive or negative effect on this relationship. It is, above all, negative brand
experiences that generate negative eWOM. Among these experiences are
those generated by service failures. The reaction that the consumer has
after a service failure in terms of generating negative eWOM is influenced
by their brand commitment (i.e., their mental and affective bonding
with the brand). The higher this is, the greater the likelihood that the
consumer will create eWOM to express a desire for revenge against the
brand or a desire for compensation. Despite the mixed effects that brand
commitment generates, it can help reduce the tensions that certain service
failures produce. However, negative eWOM after a service failure can be



16 LEVERAGING EWOM ON SERVICE FAILURE RECOVERY STRATEGY … 413

detrimental to the company. It can have a negative impact on brand trust,
brand effect, and purchase intention. It is important that fashion compa-
nies protect themselves against all these possible consequences. It follows
that the implementation of recovery strategies is essential. They can result
in brand feedback: a company’s written answer to the consumer or actions
aimed at enhancing brand credibility in order to generate perceived justice
and restore a state of equity in the consumer’s relationship with the brand.
Acting in this way can nurture customer loyalty: if problems are solved
for consumers, they show a willingness to pay more for that brand. It is
easier to manage service failure in the case of high brand reputation and
high customer-based brand equity: in these cases, consumers who expe-
rience service failure are likely to forgive the brand. The strength of the
brand and its relationships with consumers protect against service failures.
If properly managed, service failures become a way to make the brand
even stronger. This generates a self-sustaining mechanism of brand value,
which we believe is one of the main challenges that many luxury fashion
brands need to address today.
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CHAPTER 17

Opera as Luxury in Culture: TheMarketing
Impact of Digitalization

Nicola Bellini

Introduction

This paper deals with the marketing impact of digitalization in a cultural
industry, namely in (Western) opera. We intend to provide a prelim-
inary conceptual framework to analyze the process of digitalization in
opera consumption, by exploring the analogies with digitalization in luxury
markets. The analysis is based on a critical review of the relevant litera-
ture and on a very preliminary investigation including a limited number of
informal interviews with opera managers and experts.

Two main issues are discussed. First, we consider digitalization as
a tool for market expansion and possibly “democratization” through
increased accessibility. Second, we look at the adoption of digital marketing
approaches and at the development of opera-related content and commu-
nities in social networks.
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The Assumption: Opera as a Luxury Product

Our discussion, as well as its inclusion in this book, requires an intro-
ductory explanation of the main (and, to our knowledge, innovative)
assumption behind our work, i.e. the analogy between opera attendance
and luxury consumption.

Since the beginning of this century there has been a growing amount
of published work (both research articles and handbooks) on the
marketing of cultural institutions and, within this wider category, on the
marketing of performing arts, including opera (Bernstein, 2014; Fraser
& Fraser, 2014; Kolb, 2013). This growth has reflected the push towards
greater “market orientation” in the management of opera houses (Jones,
2000), which is a consequence of the decreased ability of traditional
sources of income (public subsidies, especially in Europe, and corpo-
rate sponsorships, especially in the US) to compensate for the structural
inability of box office sales to pay for the costs of opera production.

The debate about opera marketing has been dominated by one issue:
the renewal of audiences to offset the decline of attendance by traditional
opera consumers and therefore the urgency to reach the large numbers of
non-customers that feel rejected by the “strong cultural legitimacy” of this
kind of performing art (Bourgeon-Renault, 2009; Di Fiore, 2010). Opera
marketing (possibly within the theoretical framework of social marketing)
was thus induced to focus on facilitating the access to opera, interpreting
consumers’ motivations and their (in)ability to translate them into action
(Park & Yoon, 2017). As a matter of fact, however, the opera market is
mature and declining, but far from disappearing. The quantity of operatic
performances has not decreased during the last decades and, even more
significantly, new opera houses are being built and older ones have been
renovated (Fraser & Fraser, 2014).

There has been no easy extension of standard marketing concepts and
toolboxes to the world of opera. This is due to some very problematic
features of the opera business and in particular: the serious limitations
to product development (in fact nowadays opera houses are working
almost exclusively on a relatively small repertoire of works from the
past, although more or less thoroughly reinterpreted); and the tensions
between the cultural mission of the institutions and more “customer-
driven” approaches in the planning of productions (Fraser & Fraser,
2014; Jones 2000; Sgourev 2012).
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Suggesting the analogy between opera and luxury consumption is
not totally new. The obvious link between high prices and the high
social status of opera consumers leads in that direction. However, one
can find only occasional and scattered reference to this connection in
works concerning either luxury marketing (e.g. by Kapferer & Bastien,
2009) and opera (e.g. Fraser & Fraser, 2014). Opera is alternatively
depicted either as a pricey pastime for wealthy and increasingly globalized
audiences (Snowman, 2009) or as a “spirit feeding” luxury experience
(Cristini et al., 2017).

To our knowledge, however, research has missed the opportunity
to reframe opera in the new concept of “experiential luxury” and its
emphasis on the symbolic, emotional, cultural and relational aspects of
luxury consumption (Batat, 2019). Within this revised framework, new
perspectives challenge the established knowhow about luxury, such as the
“democratization” of luxury or the role of co-creation (Choi et al., 2016;
Cristini et al., 2017). This paper suggests that new marketing insights
may come from the interpretation of opera as a luxury experience, when
these updated perspectives are considered.

Following the typology proposed by Seo and Buchanan-Oliver (2019),
opera can fit in the two broad perspectives on how luxury can be concep-
tualized. Firstly, in a product-centric perspective, opera performances are
the most complex and undoubtedly also the most expensive product of
the performing arts sector. It often involves large numbers of people
(orchestra, chorus, singers, stage directors and crew, props staff, venue
crew, managers, administrative officers etc.). A new production would
also imply costs related to the creative work and to the manufacturing
of stage and costumes (Agid & Tarondeau, 2010; Trevisan, 2017).

Adding to this, in order to build or renovate opera houses huge invest-
ments are required, that are normally much higher than for other large
ventures. This is due to the expected quality (of architectural design
and of the interiors) and to increasing technical requirements, which are
needed in order to increase the number of shows and therefore impact on
the economic viability of the opera house.

The high cost of productions justifies the high prices of tickets.
Attending an ordinary performance in one of the top opera houses may
cost no less than 200 euros and up to 500: the excluding impact of prices
is therefore unquestionable.

Secondly, in a consumer-centric perspective, opera attendance is a
complex and highly immersive hedonic experience. The cultural value
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of the artwork combines with two dimensions of the luxury experience:
the “luxury for yourself” (the excitement of participating to a memo-
rable event in a special experiential setting) and the “luxury for others (to
be seen at the opera, and to see famous personalities there)” (Kapferer
& Bastien, 2009, p. 161). This relational dimension is the result of a
centuries-long coexistence within opera houses of different social classes,
physically distributed in the different areas of the hall. Historically, opera
played a role in Western cultures and societies in representing and legit-
imating elites and power structures within the framework of a direct
dialogue with popular masses: “opera’s social performance has been never
meaningless. On the contrary, its institutions, venues and promenades
had been turned into a place for seeing and being seen, a place of taste
and emotion, but, above all, the place of great signification, creation and
enactment of imagined communities” (Kotnik, 2013).

Opera consumption fits quite well in several key streams of luxury
marketing literature. E.g. motivations of opera attendance are consistent
with self-congruency theory, i.e. as expression of the consumers’ search
for products (experiences) that they believe matching their self-image.
This may be strengthened by the multicultural, international and transna-
tional character of opera both as a product and as a production system,
by the association of opera with luxury industry sponsors (Dalakas, 2009)
and by the contextual link with other luxury consumptions (like the dress
or the after-show dinner). Opera and opera house brands have been also
integrated in luxury marketing strategies. Building on a long tradition
of reciprocal influence between theatrical costumes and fashion, many
illustrious designers have participated to opera productions by designing
costumes, which in turn reflect some distinctive features of their style.
Opera heritage may also be seen as emotional source of inspiration (like
in the 2017 opera-inspired collection by Dolce and Gabbana, presented
at La Scala theatre in Milan).

Furthermore, some specific segments of the luxury market may present
more specific similarities, that can be useful for market analysis and
segmentation. E.g. there are important analogies with luxury wine
consumption (Bellini & Resnick, 2018), as for both opera and wine big
spending must be combined with requirements of taste and knowledge.
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The Impact of Digitalization: 1) Widening

the Market for (and Democratizing?) Opera

Democratization is a major issue in contemporary luxury research. In a
normative perspective, luxury scholars are investigating ways to balance
the creation of “a sense of desirability” through widely distributed digital
means and the exclusiveness “in terms of the selective distribution of the
actual product” (Hennigs, Wiedmann, & Klarmann, 2012).

A reflection on opera democratization may contribute to this more
general debate, also because—as already mentioned—opera history has
been marked not by absolute exclusivity, but by the coexistence and co-
consumption of different social groups. In modern times, opera houses
were built as large venues with clearly separated spaces that allowed
both co-attendance of performances and mutual visibility and recognition
between elites and lower classes (Kotnik, 2013). Co-attendance was not
only compatible with but strengthening the effect of social legitimization
of the dominant social groups.

Although resilient in some countries (like in Italy or Austria with the
tradition of “loggione” and “Stehplätze”), the loss of the popular, lower-
income component had been progressive and apparently unstoppable
in recent decades, contributing to the overall trend towards shrinking
attendances. This combines with the aging of opera audiences, there-
fore introducing a generational issue: how to attract younger generations,
seemingly hostile to (or simply scared by) the rituals of opera attendance
and perceiving a growing distance between pop and classical music.

The democratization issue in opera emerged especially since the end
of the 1960s, also in the wake of the changing socio-political climate. In
order to counter the negative association of opera with dominant social
classes exhibiting their power and wealth, opera managers and artists felt
the need to “open” theatres and experiment socially inclusive (low cost
or free) performances, usually addressed to “students and workers”, but
also to other potential market segments like tourists (Guachalla, 2017).

The aim of recovering the popular audience has been pursued also
through some product innovation. E.g., rather than attending a whole
opera, the least demanding and most popular features have been packaged
in concerts including a selection of famous arias. “Classical crossover”
have also emerged with spectacular events and iconic artists as bridges
to pop music (the “Three Tenors” and “Pavarotti and Friends” events,
Andrea Bocelli, Sarah Brightman, Rebecca Newman etc.).
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Regarding the accessibility to the product, technology has played a
major role already since the 1930s thanks to radio broadcasts of classical
music, like in the hugely successful case of the NBC Symphony Orchestra
(1937–1954) under the baton of Arturo Toscanini. From 1936 to 1964,
more than 350 concerts were aired live on Monday in Italy under the label
of a famous wine and vermouth company (Martini & Rossi), involving
practically all the most relevant opera artists of the time.

A decisive contribution came from the recording industry, notwith-
standing the lack of the visual dimension. With the improvement of sound
fidelity, recordings were able to spread much more rapidly than in the past
also some major artistic innovations, as witnessed by the Maria Callas
phenomenon. Her 1953 EMI recording of Giacomo Puccini’s “Tosca”
was a huge commercial success and still today is one of the best-selling
opera recordings.

A significant step forward took place with the emergence of visual
media and of the TV (Pérez, 2012; Senici, 2009, 2010). Besides some
earlier occasional filming of opera (or concert) performances, the imple-
mentation of video magnetic recording allowed to produce operas in
studios and, increasingly, for recording live events in opera houses.
The latter made possible to “participate” also to some unique, memo-
rable events (Puccini’s “Turandot” being performed within the Beijing
Forbidden City in 1998, the 1976 boos to Carlos Kleiber conducting
“Otello” in Milan etc.). TV broadcasts have been produced and realized
mostly by public rather than commercial broadcasters, like PBS in the
USA, and more recently by specialized satellite and pay-tv channels, like
Arte, Classica, Medici TV, Mezzo etc. (Morris, 2010).

Parallel to this, opera films realized the convergence with the aesthetics
and technical potentials of the movie industry. While early operatic adap-
tations were realized already in the 1930s, opera films reached high points
especially in the 1980s and 1990s with directors such as Ingmar Bergman
or Franco Zeffirelli. Furthermore, the interest of visual media in opera
and the contamination between the two led also to some interesting,
although isolated experiments, e.g. the short series of operas produced
by Andrea Andermann and broadcasted live “in the original settings and
times” (starting with the 1992 “Tosca”) and the unique “Traviata” at the
Zurich Central Station in 2008 (Morris, 2010).

Visual recordings have been “stored” and diffused on videocas-
settes, later through DVDs and BluRay discs and now by on-demand
streaming services. Digital supports have not only improved the video
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and sound quality, but they have allowed for additional features: multi-
language subtitles, supporting documentation, behind-the-scene footage,
additional videos, interviews to artists etc. As a result, DVDs real-
ized an opportunity rarely experimented in earlier times (with the
pioneering exception of the educational features added to the 1958 Solti’s
recording of Wagner’s “Ring”), i.e. to use technology in order to provide
“enhanced” opera experiences.

Yet, notwithstanding all of this, the gap between the “real” opera
experience and all these surrogates remained unfilled, because of the unre-
solvable opposition of “the theatricality of the stage to the realism of
cinema and television”, the loss of “spontaneity and uniqueness” and the
physical absence of the “community of spectators” (Morris, 2010). In
recent years, however, different forms of opera digitalization may have
opened a radically new scenario (Radigales, 2013).

Because of the digitalization of movie theatres, an opportunity has
emerged for the digital delivery also of “non-traditional content” such
as sports and arts. Opera could profit from unprecedented quality of
HD video and special surround audio (at levels unattainable in private
settings) and from the “sense of the now” (Morris, 2010) due to simul-
taneity with the real performance. Rather than a mere packaged surrogate,
operas live in cinemas “are like an alternative opera experience”, that is
especially effective for some productions (also due to the interaction with
digital technologies increasingly used on stage). Adding to this, there is
the feeling of being nonetheless part of a collective experience shared with
the other viewers convened to the movie theatre (Tommasini, 2013).

Thus, digitalization marks a clear discontinuity and opens to new chal-
lenges. According to one author, “in the early twenty-first century, [its]
spatial and conceptual mobility allows opera to transgress, break down,
or creatively adapt the seeming divide between the live and the digital”
(Kreuzer, 2019). This new kind of mediatization “does not, a priori, free
opera from aura. It represents, however, a formidable chance to challenge
the entanglement of opera and tradition” (Cachopo, 2018).

The most important experience in this field has been realized by the
Metropolitan Opera in New York (Elberse & Perez, 2009; Heyer, 2008).
The first broadcast took place in December 2006. In the 2019–2020
season, the live broadcast of MET operas was announced to reach 2200
screens in over 70 countries around the globe. This means hundreds of
thousands additional viewers per production. In 2013 the MET lead-
ership estimated that their audience had quadrupled thanks to these
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broadcasts (Tommasini, 2013). The other opera house that has most
consistently committed to this approach is the Royal Opera House
(Covent Garden) in London. Here again figures are impressive: in the
2019–2020 season, ROH operas were being watched in 1600 movie
theatres in 53 countries.

The impact of these experiences is only partially known. Early surveys
(that are mostly focused on the New York Met case) highlighted the
significant, but overall limited impact in terms of generating new and
younger opera audiences. Most attendees are “moderate and frequent
opera goers”, resulting in an extension of “operagoing life of older
customers”. This will concern “second and third tier” customers that
may not access live performances on a more regular basis, because of
their limited income and/or because they live in places that are distant
form the opera house (Goodman, Lenihan, & Rathore, 2011; Opera
America, 2008; Tommasini, 2013; Van Eeden, 2011; Van Riet, 2011).
More recent surveys are however not available, and evidence is missing
about the possible evolution (and consolidation?) of opera live broadcasts
in cinema as a truly alternative experience.

The evolution of this “new” opera market is therefore left open to
further investigation. Considering the high barriers to entry (due to
the exceptional organizational and technological requirements), this new
market is likely to be dominated by a handful of opera houses and/or
networks of them. Notwithstanding the superiority of the real experi-
ence, we are heading to a point where “real live” performances of so
many minor opera houses (e.g. in peripheral or small cities) are directly
and locally competing with the cinema across the street, where one can
watch world-class artists play “HD live”. The choice in favor of the “real
live” performance may be not so obvious (cf. Vladica & Davis, 2013).

Strengthening the ability of a greater number of opera producers to
meet these challenges is thus a potential matter for policy consideration.
So far, public support has limited itself to internet (live and on demand)
streaming and educational activities. This is the case of the OperaVi-
sion project (2017–2021, www.operavision.eu) offering a platform with
free-view, online performances of 29 participating opera houses from 19
countries, as well as free resources for young audiences and for artistic
career development. The EU supports this project with a 2 million euros
grant by through the “Creative Europe” program. At a different scale, the

http://www.operavision.eu
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Regional government of Emilia Romagna (Italy) is financing the three-
year “OperaStreaming” program (2019–2021, https://operastreaming.
com), offering live streaming of productions by the eight opera houses
active in the region. The rationale of the project combines the objective
of providing “a service aimed at disadvantaged sections of the public in
the fruition of the theatres’ activities” and the cultural promotion of the
region in the field of opera productions. The program is a follow-up of a
previous 2012 experience (“TeatroNet”), supporting also the setting up
of the technological infrastructure.

Lastly, a number of experimentations are exploring the creative poten-
tial linked to “hypermediacy” (Morris, 2010) and enhanced experiences
(Reichl et al., 2016), as well as to the reorganization of the production
process to improve the geographical accessibility of the opera experi-
ence (e.g. the substitution of traditional touring with remote orchestra
performances supporting live signing).

In conclusion, these preliminary findings suggest a prudent approach
to the hypothesis of a technology-driven democratization. Digitaliza-
tion may certainly be instrumental to grater inclusivity, also through
more updated ways to create “curiosity” about opera (like the virtual
reality experience of the “magic Butterfly” project at Welsh National
opera in 2017–2018). However, an alternative hypothesis emerges (and
is proposed for further testing), i.e. that digitalization may originate alter-
native ways of consumption integrating traditional attendance, especially
of those market segments of operagoers that are unable to be in opera
houses more than a few times a year (because of physical distance or
limited purchasing power).

The Impact of Digitalization: 2)

the Role of Social Networks

Like in the luxury industry, digital marketing approaches have been
increasingly implemented in the world of opera, raising similar questions
about the tensions between exclusivity and the level of inclusion that is
made possible by web accessibility. In luxury online brand communities
have emerged as a web-based evolution of traditional brand communities
in all cases where consumption has a positive and strong impact on the
social identity of individual members (Brogi et al., 2013; Helal & Ozuem,
2018; Kim & Lee, 2017). In the case of opera, online communities are
also emerging around the main brands of the world of opera and they

https://operastreaming.com
https://operastreaming.com
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may be interpreted as the contemporary surrogate of more traditional and
deeply rooted forms of social sharing of operatic experiences, that were
diffused especially in the popular section of the audiences (“the fans”)
(Benzecry 2011; Fraser & Fraser 2014).

The borders of these communities are quite blurred. The hard core
of these communities is normally centered around the local theatre and
the geographical spread of members is likely to correspond to its physical
market. Nonetheless, a few “benchmark” opera houses will refer to wider
communities (either nationally or internationally). At the same time,
significant crossover may be expected between opera lovers’ communi-
ties and those related to other performing arts, such as drama or classical
music

Opera houses are now present in several social networks like Facebook,
YouTube, Twitter and Instagram. The commitment to social networks is
far from homogeneous with some opera houses emerging as more active
and with different emphasis on the options provided by individual plat-
forms. Table 17.1 compares the number of followers for selected opera
houses. Data are not strictly comparable as some houses produce also non
opera performances (concerts, ballets etc.) or, like in the case of Sidney,
they work as a more general cultural hub. Still differences are significant,
especially when these data are analyzed in relation to the ranking and
reputation (most prestigious opera houses are not necessarily the most
digitally active) and when data are compared with benchmarks provided
by major performing art institutions. E.g. we notice that in New York
the digital activity of the opera house is greater than that of the most
important orchestra, while the opposite occurs in Berlin between the
Philharmoniker and the three local opera houses.

Institutional actors use social networks systematically as alternative
channels to communicate “one-way” information about events, plans,
contingent information (like the cancellation of events, changes in the
artists’ cast) etc. However, opera houses have increasingly understood that
effective social media marketing requires facilitating interaction, collabo-
ration and content sharing (Kim & Ko, 2012). While somehow puzzled
by the “democratizing” nature of social media, luxury marketers have
experienced the positive effects in strengthening customer engagement
through quality interactions (Hennigs et al., 2012; Pentina, Guilloux, &
Micu, 2018).

A preliminary look at the presence of opera houses in social medias
apparently confirms the emergence of similar approaches. Out of the five
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Table 17.1 Social networks’ communities of selected opera houses (official
accounts, thousands of followers, August 2020)

Opera House Facebook Twitter YouTube Instagram

Royal Opera House, London 1415 205 851 736
Welsh National Opera, Cardiff 14 34 3 5
Opéra national de Paris 349 254 84 342
Opéra national de Lyon 48 4 3 12
Gran Teatre del Liceu, Barcelona 63 25 21 44
Teatro alla Scala, Milan 383 311 26 263
Teatro del Maggio Musicale Fiorentino,
Florence

58 11 1 17

Teatro La Fenice, Venice 301 67 71 55
Arena di Verona 417 27 10 37
Théatre Royal de la Monnaie, Brussels 31 9 3 10
De Nationale Opera, Amsterdam 34 16 62 54
Deutsche Oper Berlin 42 23 2 14
Staatsoper Unter den Linden, Berlin 34 24 6 64
Komische Oper Berlin 33 14 5 13
Bayerische Staatsoper, Munich 63 27 35 52
Wiener Staatsoper, Vienna 126 13 10 90
Salzburger Festspiele, Salzburg 113 29 3 30
Opernhaus Zurich 47 24 5 28
Metropolitan Opera House, New York 611 239 156 403
Lyric Opera of Chicago 66 35 5 40
San Francisco Opera 49 92 5 42
Los Angeles Opera 60 39 5 48
Teatro Colòn, Buenos Aires 419 110 46 310
Sydney Opera House 2122 143 98 148
Benchmarks
Berliner Philharmoniker 1504 150 356 311
New York Philharmonic 471 439 40 97
Royal Shakespeare Company 471 177 68 184

Source Author’s elaboration on data from social network platforms

dimensions of social media marketing identified by Kim and Ko (2012)
in luxury fashion, two seem to prevail: entertainment and trendiness.

The former is the result of the wide use (especially on Facebook,
Instagram and YouTube) of images and videos. These may be trailers
of incoming productions, commentaries and explanations by musicians,
interviews with artists or memories of related past events (including the
complete recording of past performances). Materials may go beyond the
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strict relationship with performances, in order to involve communities
in the life of music production, e.g. through additional features (e.g.
Masterclasses) or creative storytelling (e.g., the “3e scène” short movies
produced by the Paris Opéra). In some cases, the opera house brand is
consistently associated with a popular artist. A good example is provided
by the Royal Opera House systematic use of its Music Director, Antonio
Pappano, as a communicative, friendly and inspiring guide to opera fans.

Regarding trendiness, social media are instrumental to keep “global-
ized” opera fans up to date on new productions, emerging artists etc.
and to provide meanings and appropriate emphasis to outstanding events
compared to more routine repertoire (as shown by the year-long promo-
tion of the debut by star tenor Jonas Kaufmann in the title role of Verdi’s
“Otello” at Covent Garden in June 2017).

The interactivity dimension is probably not (yet?) developed to the
extent that is otherwise detectable for luxury brands. It is, of course, not
absent. Opera houses encourage the sharing of opera attendance experi-
ences and conversations between operagoers, by reposting comments to
performances or by incentives, as mentioned by Jones (2016) in the case
of Arizona Opera. According to some exploratory studies, this is linked
to the relevance of eWOM also in this field (Hausmann & Poelmann,
2016).

This phenomenon is complemented by the role played by a number of
specialized external media (opera magazines and blogs), fully or partially
operating on the web, that are also important sources of information and
shape the fans’ opinion with their reviews. However, it is also likely that,
like in luxury, passive social media practices (“lurking”: Leban et al., 2020)
are relevant: opera fans may in fact be happy to merely follow, rather than
contribute, and to realize a kind of virtual consumption, as exemplified
by the practice of YouTube “playlists”.

Social media have made possible to manage difficulties and contro-
versies that could affect the brand reputation of involved opera houses,
like those concerning inappropriate behavior by world-famous artists
in the wake of the “MeToo” movement (e.g. in the 2019 charges of
sexual harassment against Placido Domingo). Later, social networks have
given support to the gradual “rehabilitation” of the artist, by discussing
the imbalance between the allegations about his misconduct and his
unparalleled contribution to the arts.

Social networks accounts are also held by individual artists. Although
the size of their communities is definitely incomparable to that of pop
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Table 17.2 Facebook
followers of the official
accounts of selected
opera singers (August
2020)

Artist Followers (‘000)

Placido Domingo 1334
Anna Netrebko 363
Cecilia Bartoli 218
Thomas Hampson 197
Renée Fleming 159
Jonas Kaufmann 148
Elina Garanca 138
Joyce Di Donato 109
Benchmarks
Andrea Bocelli 4317
Sarah Brightman 1168

Source Author’s elaboration on data from social network platforms

singers and even of the most popular “crossover” artists, their figures can
be more relevant than the ones of several opera houses and they also
appear to have a more global character (Table 17.2).

The engagement of opera artists reflects a consolidated belief that social
network activities are a necessary promotional tool and an effective way to
maintain a constant flow of information towards the communities of their
fans (Jones, 2016; Meachem, 2018). Correspondingly singers’ official
accounts focus on self-promotion, by providing information about perfor-
mances and recordings as well as images and video clips. Some accounts
include elements of a more personal character: the artist shares backstage
and personal stories, with related images and videos. In these cases, they
create opportunities for a more personal and empathic interaction, that is
not limited to professional achievements.

Finally, an apparently minor phenomenon concerns the many (but
smaller) spontaneous communities activated by opera fans, that are espe-
cially active on Instagram or YouTube to share images and audio-video
elements of the playlists.

In conclusion, a robust analysis of opera-related online communities
is clearly missing. The comparison with luxury brand communities high-
lights significant similarities, but also some interesting differences. The
first one is related to the territorial dimension that seems still quite rele-
vant for opera houses (but less so for opera artists). Secondly, at this stage
there is not enough evidence of the transformational impact of “digital
prosumption” that has been identified in the case of luxury. This leads
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to an essential research question, that is clearly unanswered so far, i.e.
to what extent we are just witnessing a technological update of commu-
nication channels between providers and consumers or a more complex
evolution, where the dynamics of online communities impact on opera
brands in terms of loyalty, awareness and associations.

Within this framework, we will also need to understand the impact of
the COVID-19 pandemics. Like with other businesses, online commu-
nities have helped to keep the relationship with customers alive at a
time of lockdown and closed theatres. This has been undoubtedly a
time for experimentations, ranging from the attempt to establish more
empathic relations between the artists and their audience to unprece-
dented online events (e.g. the “At-Home Gala” of the Metropolitan
Opera in April 2020). It is of course too early to identify possible impli-
cations for the future of online communities, although the statements by
operas managers convey a new and diffused awareness of the importance
of online communities as a strategic asset. To what extent this will be
an integral part of future marketing strategies, in a way similar to what
happened for luxury, is yet to be seen.

Conclusions and Managerial Implications

In this paper we looked at two dimensions of digitalization in opera. Both
discussions have significant management implications that derive from the
analogy between opera and luxury.

Digitalization has been and will be instrumental to market penetra-
tion. Opera managers should probably escape the trap of the traditional
and somewhat ideological “obsession” on market expansion and consider
digitalization as a way to complement the traditional opera experience
for specific market segments that, for a variety of reasons, cannot afford
more than limited attendance to live shows, but are still eager to “con-
sume” the luxury of opera. In other words, digital opera may be effective
in increasing consumption levels and brand loyalty for consumers that
belong to middle-class, average-income social groups and/or are physi-
cally peripheral, i.e. live in “second-tier” cities with respect to major opera
houses.

Digital marketing has the potential to renew on a wider scale “opera
fans” communities around opera houses and singers. With possible
exceptions (that would deserve further specific investigation), one-way
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promotion seems to prevail, and more complex, interactive and “dia-
logic” exchanges (Mahoney & Tang, 2017) are definitely less frequent.
Although we may expect that membership impacts on social identities (as
it used to do in the past: Benzecry, 2011), participation is still mostly
passive. Managerial challenges are therefore especially high, especially in
an effort—that is visible in a few cases—to integrate the digitalization of
communications with the digitalization of products.
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