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Abstract
In the context of digital transformation, social media has become the primary marketing channel for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), especially in the sportswear and fitness industries. Although existing research focuses on large multinational brands, there is still a significant research gap for SMEs with limited resources regarding how the characteristics of Instagram content affect user engagement. This study adopts a quantitative research design and conducts content analysis on 150 official Instagram posts from the representative sportswear SME brand Gymshark. Based on the Use and Gratifications Theory, Social Exchange Theory, and Theory of Planned Behavior, this study examines the influence of four key content features - post format (image vs. video), content theme (community-oriented vs. product-oriented), description length, and emoji usage - on user engagement measured by total likes, comments, and shares. The results show that post format, community-oriented content, and emoji usage have no significant impact on user engagement. However, there is a significant positive correlation between caption length and user engagement, which contradicts the common belief that shorter captions are more effective. These findings indicate that for SMEs in the sportswear industry, authentic storytelling, value communication, and narrative depth are more important than high-cost visual production or superficial emotional symbols. This study fills the literature gap for SMEs' social media marketing and provides practical and cost-effective strategies for SMEs to optimize Instagram content and build sustainable user relationships.

1. Introduction
In the context of the worldwide digital shifts and the huge use of mobile internet technologies, social media has rapidly evolved from an easy way of interaction on the internet to a key place for spreading information, of guiding the Behavior of the consumers, of making contemporary business activities. Therefore, social media marketing (SMM) became a key and irreplaceable element in the marketing frameworks of the modern companies and changed the core ways through which the business is connected and communicates to its public. This is also changing the dimensions of the competition in many sectors (Filo et al., 2015). Historically, the small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have faced continuing problems in the common commercial places, due to the lack of financial resources, the weak visibility of the brand in the public and the limited ways of marketing. The rapid growth and the widespread in the world of social media networks have brought unprecedented growth prospects and new ways of expanding for enterprises that were in the past at a competitive disadvantage. For example, Gymshark started as a small, low-resourced operation, done on a home setting. But due to the constant application of social media tactics which are typical of small and medium-sized enterprises, it is now an internationally known athletic apparel label. This is a good example to see how the small business can effectively fight on the international level together with well-established industry leaders on a platform that is visually oriented and very engaging such as Instagram. Instead of large multinationals firms which are based on big capital reserves, mature brand architecture and wide promotional channels, SMEs in general are based on economies of means, flexible and participatory ways of marketing to increase their market reach and their competitive advantage. Marketing through social media on an image centered network like Instagram has the following benefits,
The low cost of operation, the wide reach to a wide variety of audiences, and the powerful interactive features make the social media an important strategic way for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to get out of the growth constraint and to diminish the competitive gap with the bigger firms in the sector (Nobre & Silva, 2014). At the same time, the digital era has changed and deeply in a way how the consumers get information and make the decisions. Today’s consumer does not accept the one direction advertising of the company. He is searching for and interacting in social platforms the content, that is, the brand communications, the user made material, the product evaluations, and the recommendations made by the users. This given variety and the complete information shape the purchasing attitude of the consumer, and it supports the more informed buying choice (Constantinides et al., 2010). For the one who buys athletic apparel, Instagram is increasingly a principal and reliable way to find workout motivation and to get the details of the product.
The information, and the search for peer recommendations, in turn, depend on the large amount of content and of real time interaction data that are available, that are also especially important and reliable sources to look at the trends of the user Behavior in companies like Gymshark. Moreover, the research based on the empirical evidence also shows that the social media content that is well designed (and in particular if it contains trustworthy signals of credibility) can reduce the perceived risks of the consumer, increase his intention to buy, increase the emotion with the brand, and have a significant impact on the final result of the consumer actions (Bhattacherjee, 2001;
Kim and Ko (2012) have highlighted this area of study. Therefore, thoroughly examining how social media marketing by small and medium-sized enterprises affects various aspects of user behavior, clarifying the underlying psychological and behavioral mechanisms, and identifying key practical dimensions is of great significance for both theory and practice. Accordingly, this study focuses on small and medium-sized enterprises and centers on three core user behaviors: purchase decision-making, brand identification, and word-of-mouth diffusion. Using Instagram post data from Gymshark, a typical example of SME-oriented marketing practices, this research aims to explore in depth the complex relationships and causal pathways between SME social media marketing activities and user behavioral outcomes. The main objective is to enrich and extend existing theoretical models in SME marketing and consumer behavior, while providing actionable guidance for SMEs to implement more effective social media marketing, optimize their strategic approaches, and build long-term core competitiveness in the digital marketplace.
2. Significance of Research
The field of social media marketing (SMM) and its impact on consumer behavior has expanded rapidly in recent years. However, most previous studies have focused on large multinational corporations or general marketing outcomes, leaving a significant research gap regarding the impact of SMM on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), especially in niche industries such as sportswear (Nobre & Silva, 2014). SMEs are key drivers of global economic growth, innovation, and employment. Nevertheless, they face various challenges, including limited financial resources, low brand awareness, and restricted access to traditional advertising channels (Mangold & Faulds, 2009).
Previous studies have confirmed that social media marketing can enhance customer engagement, brand visibility, and sales performance, yet these investigations often fail to account for the unique characteristics of SMEs. These characteristics include a strong reliance on authentic online communities and heavy use of specific social platforms such as Instagram (Gill, 2023). Moreover, few scholarly works examine the impact of social media marketing—particularly on Instagram—on key consumer behaviors, namely purchase intention, brand attitude, and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), for sportswear companies adopting SME-style marketing strategies (Cheung et al., 2021).
The theoretical contribution of this study lies in addressing this research gap by applying established behavioral frameworks to the specific context of small and medium-sized sportswear enterprises and the Instagram platform. Existing research has applied marketing theories to large corporations or general consumer samples, while empirical evidence on how Instagram-focused social media strategies influence consumer behaviors of digitally native, community-driven brands such as Gymshark remains limited (Farzin et al., 2022). Through an analysis of Gymshark’s real Instagram content, this study provides context-specific empirical evidence. It explores how visual content, community engagement, and user participation drive purchase intention, brand identification, and electronic word-of-mouth. The findings both validate and extend existing theoretical models, offering new insights into fast-growing SMEs and specific digital platform contexts. This study highlights the critical role of authenticity and visual storytelling in fostering emotional connections with audiences (Kumar et al., 2025).
From a practical perspective, this research provides cost-effective, actionable guidance for Gymshark and other small-to-medium sportswear brands to optimize their Instagram marketing. Although Gymshark has grown into a global brand, its core and ongoing marketing practices remain highly consistent with those of a typical SME, which relies heavily on Instagram. As Nobre and Silva (2014) note, a common challenge faced by similar brands is converting social media likes and followers into tangible consumer behaviors. This study analyzes real interaction data from Gymshark’s Instagram account to identify which content formats and engagement strategies most effectively drive desired user responses. The findings enable SMEs to allocate their limited marketing resources efficiently, create content that resonates strongly with audiences, and strengthen customer loyalty (Gill, 2023).
This study addresses three core research questions:

    What are the key dimensions and measurable indicators of social media marketing (SMM) implemented by SMEs?
    How does SMM influence consumers’ purchase decisions, brand identification, and word-of-mouth diffusion?
    What evidence-based recommendations can be provided for SMEs to optimize their social media marketing strategies?
3. Literature Review
3.1 Research on Social Media Content Marketing and User Engagement
With the development of the mobile internet and social platforms, social media marketing has evolved from traditional unidirectional communication toward sophisticated, content-driven interactive strategies (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011). Scholars have highlighted the critical role of social media platforms in contemporary marketing practices. Instagram is a visually focused social platform characterized by its emphasis on visual content, a predominantly young user base, and a well-established community ecosystem. It has become a core marketing channel for fashion and sportswear brands, particularly for sports fan engagement strategies (Hussain et al., 2021).
Unlike text-based social networks, Instagram centers on photographs, short video clips, and concise captions, making visual elements pivotal in social media promotion (Maehle et al., 2022). In academic research, user engagement metrics—including likes, comments, and shares—are widely recognized as fundamental indicators for evaluating social media campaign effectiveness. These behaviors directly reflect audience attention, emotional connection, brand affinity, and behavioral intention toward brand communications (Brodie et al., 2013; Hollebeek et al., 2014).
In recent years, scholarly focus has gradually shifted from macro-level brand positioning and general marketing strategies to micro-level post content attributes. Researchers have begun examining how specific micro-level features (e.g., visual format, thematic focus, caption length, and emotional cues) shape user engagement behaviors. This line of inquiry provides robust theoretical and empirical support for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to design targeted, effective social media content.H1
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3.2 Theoretical Foundation of User Engagement Behavior
The Uses and Gratifications Theory, Social Exchange Theory, and Theory of Planned Behavior are three dominant core theoretical frameworks adopted to interpret social media user Behaviors (Zadeh et al., 2023; Curras-Perez et al., 2014). Breaking away from the traditional view that audiences passively receive brand information, Uses and Gratifications Theory (Katz et al., 1974) argues that modern social media users are active information seekers who engage with online content voluntarily to satisfy multiple psychological needs (Whiting & Williams, 2013). These needs include entertainment enjoyment, information acquisition, social belonging, self‑identity expression, and emotional release (Raggatt et al., 2018). In the youth‑centred fitness and sportswear consumption market, target consumers are no longer satisfied with rigid product‑oriented promotional information (Hussain et al., 2021). Instead, they pursue immersive visual experiences, shared lifestyle values, and relaxed peer‑to‑peer communication atmosphere within online fitness communities (Maehle et al., 2022). Accordingly, user‑centered, and diversified content design becomes essential for brands to maintain long‑term user interest and continuous interaction (Hollebeek et al., 2014).
Complementing this perspective, Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964) explains user‑brand engagement from a cost‑benefit perspective (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Users participate in likes, comments and shares only when they perceive emotional rewards from content to outweigh the time cost and cognitive burden of information processing (Chen et al., 2020). For resource‑constrained SMEs, producing concise, emotionally resonant, and community‑focused content is an effective strategy to lower user‑perceived interaction barriers and build organic fan loyalty (Odoom & Mensah, 2019). Furthermore, the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) elaborates the internal psychological pathway of user engagement (Zadeh et al., 2023). It proposes that post characteristics shape users’ personal attitudes toward the brand, subjective norms formed by fitness peer groups, and perceived Behavioral control over simple interactions such as liking and commenting (Curras‑Perez et al., 2014). These psychological factors collectively translate into actual user engagement Behaviors (Hollebeek et al., 2014). The integration of the three theories provides a comprehensive theoretical lens for analyzing how different Instagram post features influence user‑brand interactions within the sportswear SME context (Hussain et al., 2021; Salhab & Al‑Amarneh, 2023).
3.3 Empirical Research on Instagram Post Characteristics and User Engagement
The existing empirical literature has reached largely consistent findings regarding how social media content features influence user engagement (Mujica et al., 2021). On image-focused social platforms such as Instagram, visual presentation is widely regarded as the primary factor in capturing user attention (Li & Xie, 2020). Video-based content, particularly dynamic clips, offers unique advantages, including multisensory stimulation, realistic scenario depiction, and coherent narrative flow—all of which align with contemporary users’ fast, mobile-driven browsing habits (Shahbaznezhad et al., 2021). Unlike static images, short videos can vividly highlight sportswear fitness and appearance, demonstrate real fitness routines, and convey brand lifestyle narratives, significantly enhancing user immersion and participation intention (De Vries et al., 2017). Zhang and Benyoucef (2016) note that this effect is especially prominent in the fitness industry, where consumers prioritize authentic, real-life visual product demonstrations over simple textual descriptions (Alalwan, 2018).
In terms of content themes, purely commercial or product-focused content often triggers user resistance and information fatigue, as audiences perceive excessive promotion and reduced emotional connection (Ramadan, 2017). In contrast, community lifestyle content—such as daily fitness sharing, group value discussions, and lifestyle communication—narrows the psychological distance between brands and consumers, strengthens emotional bonds, and fosters spontaneous user engagement (Cheung et al., 2021; Dessart & Duclou, 2019). For community-driven sportswear brands with SME characteristics, lifestyle-oriented content plays a more vital role in user retention than direct product advertising (Park et al., 2011).
Regarding textual features and emotional symbols, research has examined the effects of caption length and emoji usage in fragmented mobile reading environments. Overly long and repetitive captions increase users’ cognitive burden and reading fatigue, discouraging quick, spontaneous interactions such as likes or short comments. Conversely, concise, focused captions align with modern users’ time-efficient browsing habits, reduce information processing effort, and boost overall user engagement (Gill, 2023). Additionally, emojis serve as nonverbal emotional cues that compensate for the limited emotional expressiveness of written text. A study by Ballester et al. (2023) on Instagram brand posts confirms that strategic emoji use softens brand tone, enhances content warmth and creativity, and creates a relaxed, engaging atmosphere. These emotional cues effectively drive organic engagement (likes, comments, shares) among young fitness audiences, further strengthening brand-user emotional bonds on visual social platforms.
3.4 Research Gaps and Research Limitations of Existing Literature
In conclusion, existing academic research has extensively validated and empirically confirmed that post format, content themes, caption length, and emoji usage represent significant and reliable predictors of user engagement Behaviors across mainstream social media platforms. Nevertheless, despite these well‑established findings, several notable research gaps remain largely underexplored and insufficiently addressed within current academic literature. First, the vast majority of empirical evidence is derived primarily from large multinational corporations and general consumer markets, while small and medium‑sized enterprises (SMEs)—characterized by limited marketing budgets, resource constraints, and strong dependence on community‑based interactions—continue to receive inadequate scholarly attention. Second, few studies specifically target the sportswear and fitness industry, thereby failing to fully account for the unique consumption preferences, motivational drivers, and distinct community characteristics of fitness‑focused consumer groups. Third, prior literature rarely integrates multiple Behavioral theories simultaneously to systematically analyze the combined and interactive effects of visual, thematic, textual and emotional content features on user engagement within the closed ecosystem of a single brand’s Instagram account. Against this clear research backdrop and identified gaps, this study selects Gymshark as a representative and highly relevant case of a brand that exhibits typical SME marketing characteristics, with the aim of exploring in depth how four key post‑level content characteristics collectively shape and influence user engagement Behaviors. The empirical findings generated by this research aim to enrich and expand the existing body of SME‑focused social media marketing literature, while also providing practical, actionable content optimization suggestions and strategic guidance for sportswear SMEs operating on visually oriented social media platforms.
3.5 Research Hypothesis Development
This study is grounded in three core behavioral theories: the Uses and Gratifications Theory, the Social Exchange Theory, and the Theory of Planned Behavior. Collectively, they explain how different Instagram post characteristics shape user–brand interactions. Gymshark is selected as a representative example of typical SME social media practices, namely, low-cost operations with a strong community focus.
De Vries et al. (2017) note that Instagram posts featuring dynamic visuals and emotional content are more effective than static images at capturing audience attention and evoking emotional responses, leading to increased comments and shares. Within the sportswear industry, drawing on Zhang & Benyoucef (2016) and the Uses and Gratifications Theory, video posts deliver richer visual stimulation and deeper information immersion than static images. They better satisfy users’ entertainment and experiential needs, lower perceived interaction barriers, and drive more active user engagement. Accordingly, this study hypothesizes that video content will generate higher user engagement, leading to the following proposition:
H1: Posts that are video-based will attain a greater degree of user engagement than those that are image-based.
In research on social commerce consumer behavior, Zhang and Benyoucef (2016) find that content related to daily life, with emotional resonance and community focus, narrows the psychological distance between brands and audiences. Unlike purely product-focused posts, community-oriented content emphasizes emotional connection and shared values, encouraging users to express opinions and feelings and increasing comments and shares. This study therefore proposes that community life-related content drives higher user engagement, leading to the following proposition:
H2: User engagement is more pronounced for content associated with community life than for other content categories.
Building on Shen (2023) and the Social Exchange Theory, longer captions impose greater cognitive load and reading fatigue in fragmented mobile consumption environments. Conversely, concise captions reduce information processing effort and align with modern users’ fast-paced browsing habits. This study thus hypothesizes a negative relationship between caption length and user engagement, leading to the following proposition:
H3: Caption length is negatively related to user engagement. Longer captions correlate with lower engagement, while shorter captions yield higher engagement rates.
Drawing on Ballester et al. (2023) and the Theory of Planned Behavior, emojis enhance emotional expression, foster positive user attitudes, and lower perceived interaction barriers by creating a friendly tone, encouraging spontaneous likes and comments especially among young fitness-focused audiences. This study therefore assumes that emoji-inclusive content achieves higher engagement, leading to the following proposition:
H4: In contrast to content lacking emojis, posts incorporating emojis tend to generate greater levels of user interaction.
Post format, thematic focus, caption length, and emoji usage are widely recognized in existing literature as key determinants of user engagement on social media. Nevertheless, notable gaps remain. First, most empirical evidence derives from large multinational corporations or general consumer markets, overlooking the operational realities of SMEs, which face resource constraints and rely heavily on community support. Second, research specific to the sportswear and fitness industry is limited, failing to address the unique needs of dedicated fitness audiences. Third, few studies adopt a multi-theoretical framework to examine the combined effects of these four content attributes on a single brand’s Instagram presence. For these reasons, this study selects Gymshark as a representative case of SME social media characteristics to address these research gaps.
4.Methodology
4.1 Research Design
This study adopts quantitative research design. Taking 150 valid Instagram posts of Gymshark (a brand with typical SME-oriented social media characteristics) as the research sample, a systematic manual content analysis was conducted to explore the influence of four core content characteristics of the posts - visual form, content theme, caption length, and emoji usage - on users' brand interaction behaviors. Different from questionnaire survey research that relies on respondents' subjective feelings, this study is based on the objective and real data of the platform, analyzing the statistical correlation between the attributes of the post content and users' interaction behaviors, and conducting empirical tests on the four research hypotheses. This study is a cross-sectional study. It collects real and un-intervened social media data within a fixed time range, which can objectively reflect the real content marketing effect under an SME-style social media strategy. This study selects the quantitative content analysis method because this method has high applicability and cost-effectiveness in social media empirical research. It can systematically organize, statistically analyze, and evaluate many real platform samples, effectively avoiding the subjective biases and filling errors of traditional questionnaire surveys. It can objectively, repeatedly, and scientifically verify the driving effect of visual and textual content features on users' interaction behaviors on social platforms.
4.2 Data Collection and Sample Screening
This study uses only secondary observational data, all sourced from Gymshark’s official Instagram profile (gymshark). Data collection was conducted from November 26, 2025, to May 1, 2026, covering all posts published by the brand during this period, along with corresponding platform operational data and real-time user activity metrics at the time of each post. To ensure a reliable, representative, and comprehensive sample, strict and detailed exclusion criteria were applied. Specifically, the following posts were excluded: reposts from external accounts, sponsored or paid partnership promotional content, and contest or giveaway posts. Additionally, posts with missing data for key metrics—such as likes, comments, or shares—and ephemeral story posts with non-standard or inconsistent formatting were excluded from the final analysis.
Following a rigorous manual screening and verification process, a final sample of 150 valid, high-quality posts was selected for analysis. For each valid post, detailed information was systematically and manually recorded, including the exact posting date, media type (image or video), content theme category, caption word count, emoji usage status, daily follower growth of the official account, and comprehensive user interaction metrics. All collected data were entered into IBM SPSS Statistics software, forming a well-structured, standardized, and clean dataset that provides robust and reliable data support for subsequent quantitative statistical analysis and hypothesis testing.
4.3 Variable Measurement
This study does not rely on subjective scale-based assessment methods. Instead, it adopts a combined approach using both objective platform metrics and binary coding to measure all study variables. This methodological choice significantly enhances the accuracy and objectivity of variable measurement. Drawing on existing literature and the formulated research hypotheses, this study defines four independent variables and one dependent variable. Detailed measurement criteria are outlined below.
Independent Variables
Post type is a binary variable, where 1 = image post and 2 = video post, used to distinguish the visual format of Instagram content. Content theme is also a categorical variable, classifying posts into four groups based on their primary focus: 1 = product-focused, 2 = lifestyle-focused, 3 = community/social-focused, and 4 = promotional. Caption length is a continuous variable, measured by the total number of meaningful words in the main body of each post. Emoji usage is a binary variable, where 1 = post contains emojis and 2 = post contains no emojis, designed to assess the use of emotional symbols in brand communication.
Dependent Variable
The core dependent variable is user engagement, measured using three objective, real-time metrics from Instagram: likes, comments, and shares. For each post, these three metrics are aggregated to calculate a total engagement score. This composite indicator comprehensively evaluates a post’s performance in driving user engagement and behavioral responses.
5. Data Analysis
The four hypotheses proposed in this study were tested using quantitative statistical methods. These hypotheses examine the effects of Instagram content characteristics of the fitness apparel brand Gymshark on user engagement. All statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics 28. Consistent with mainstream social media marketing research (Kotler & Keller, 2022), total engagement—defined as the sum of likes, shares, and comments—was selected as the dependent variable to measure the intensity of user interaction. For categorical independent variables (media format, community-oriented content, and emoji usage), independent samples t-tests were employed. Pearson correlation analysis was used to explore linear relationships between continuous variables. Prior to inferential testing, descriptive statistics and frequency distributions were calculated to examine data distribution, identify potential outliers, and confirm the suitability of subsequent statistical procedures (Field, 2020).
5.1 Descriptive Statistics and Frequency Analysis
Descriptive statistics and frequency analysis are foundational procedures in any quantitative study. They provide a clear overview of the sample’s general characteristics and help ensure the data are suitable for subsequent hypothesis testing (Pallant, 2020). In this study, statistical analyses were conducted for two continuous variables and three categorical variables.
5.1.1 Descriptive Statistics of Continuous Variables
Table 5-1 presents the descriptive statistics for caption word count and total engagement. The analysis is based on 150 valid Instagram posts. Caption word count ranges from 1 to 216, with a mean of 17.87 and a standard deviation of 25.65. This wide variation reflects substantial differences in post content, including short promotional captions and longer narrative-style texts—consistent with common social media practices in the fitness industry today (Gill, 2023). Total engagement ranges from a minimum of 7,458 to a maximum of 433,027, with a mean of 52,047.73 and a standard deviation of 56,573.74. This broad distribution of engagement levels is typical for global fitness brands, highlighting a clear performance gap between highly popular posts and average content (Kim, 2022). No extreme outliers were identified in the sample, and the dataset meets the necessary assumptions for subsequent inferential statistical analysis.
Table 5-1: Descriptive Statistics of Continuous Variables
[image: ]5.1.2 Frequency Analysis of Categorical Variables
Table 5-2 presents the frequency distributions for the three categorical independent variables. In terms of content format, image posts account for 73.3% (110 posts), while video posts represent only 26.7% (40 posts). This indicates that Gymshark’s Instagram strategy relies predominantly on static imagery. This finding aligns with industry trends, where established sportswear brands tend to prioritize low-cost static content over resource-intensive video production (Caerols et al., 2023). Regarding content themes, community-focused posts make up 33.3% (50 posts), while product and fitness-related content constitute 66.7% (100 posts). This distribution reflects a continued emphasis on product promotion, with community-oriented content playing a secondary role in the overall marketing strategy (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). For emoji usage, 53.3% (80 posts) include emojis, and 46.7% (70 posts) do not. This pattern demonstrates the brand’s moderate and strategic use of visual emotional cues, consistent with mainstream Instagram marketing practices (Kim, 2022).
Table 5-2 Frequency Distribution of Categorical Variables
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5.2 Hypothesis 1: The total engagement of video posts is higher than that of image posts.
Hypothesis 1 states that video posts will achieve significantly higher total user engagement than static image posts. This hypothesis has been widely discussed in social media marketing research, with some scholars arguing that dynamic video content is more effective at capturing audience attention and driving participation (M. Saravanakumar, 2012). To test this prediction, an independent samples t‑test was conducted to compare the mean total engagement scores of image‑based and video‑based posts.
First, Levene’s test was performed to assess the homogeneity of variances between the two groups, a prerequisite for ensuring the reliability of the subsequent independent samples t‑test (Field, 2020). The results indicated that the equal variance assumption was satisfied (F = 0.168, p = 0.683 > 0.05). Contrary to the directional prediction of Hypothesis 1, descriptive statistics showed that image posts had a slightly higher mean engagement than video posts (M = 53,713.83, SD = 59,072.378 vs. M = 47,465.98, SD = 49,453.956). Inferential analysis revealed that this observed mean difference was not statistically significant at the conventional 0.05 alpha level, t (148) = 0.597, p = 0.552. Therefore, the empirical evidence does not support Hypothesis 1.
Figure 5.3 Independent‑samples t‑test for media type comparison
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5.3 Hypothesis 2: Community‑focused posts have higher total engagement than non‑community posts.
Hypothesis 2 proposed that community‑lifestyle‑focused content would achieve higher total user engagement than purely product or fitness‑related content without a community emphasis. Building a brand community is a fundamental social media strategy for fitness brands, as community‑themed content fosters a sense of belonging and deepens audience emotional attachment (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). For analysis, the original four‑category content classification was recoded into a binary variable: community‑focused versus non‑community‑focused posts. This allowed a straightforward, directional test aligned with the hypothesis.
An independent‑samples t‑test was conducted, and Levene’s test confirmed the equal variance assumption (F = 2.174, p = 0.142). Consistent with the hypothesis, community‑oriented posts had a higher mean engagement (M = 58,934.36, SD = 74,422.283) than non‑community posts (M = 48,604.42, SD = 45,163.624). However, the observed mean difference was not statistically significant, t (148) = 1.055, p = 0.293. The small effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.183) indicates a weak trend toward higher engagement for community content, but the difference is not statistically meaningful. This finding supports Kotler & Keller’s (2022) argument that merely labeling content as community‑focused is insufficient to drive substantial engagement; genuine interactive community activities are required to increase audience participation. Accordingly, Hypothesis 2 is rejected.
Figure 5.4 Independent‑samples t‑test for community vs. non‑community posts
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5.4 Hypothesis 3: Caption length is negatively associated with total engagement.
Hypothesis 3 predicted a negative linear correlation between caption word count and total user engagement, proposing that short, concise captions would generate higher interaction on Gymshark’s Instagram account. This view aligns with a traditional social media strategy perspective, which holds that shorter text is better suited to users’ fast‑scrolling online behavior (Ashley & Tuten, 2015). Since both caption length and total engagement are continuous variables, a Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to examine their linear relationship—a standard method for assessing associations between continuous predictor and outcome variables (Pallant, 2020).
The correlation analysis revealed a statistically significant positive relationship at the 1% significance level (r = 0.226, p = 0.005 < 0.01). This indicates that longer captions were associated with higher total engagement, directly contradicting the negative relationship predicted in Hypothesis 3. This positive association is consistent with Gill (2023), who argued that detailed, narrative‑driven captions foster stronger audience emotional connection and deeper user engagement, rather than limiting interaction. Although the relationship was statistically significant, its direction was opposite to expectations. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is rejected.
Figure 5.5 Pearson correlation between caption length and total engagement
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5.5 Hypothesis 4: Posts with emojis achieve higher total engagement than posts without emojis.
Hypothesis 4 proposed that Instagram posts containing emojis would yield significantly higher total engagement than those without emojis. Emojis are widely adopted by social media practitioners as visual emotional cues that enhance content appeal and boost audience participation (Kim, 2022). In this study, emoji usage was treated as a dichotomous categorical variable. An independent‑samples t‑test was conducted to compare mean engagement levels between emoji‑containing and emoji‑free posts.
Levene’s test confirmed the homogeneity of variances (F = 0.515, p = 0.474 > 0.05), validating the use of the standard independent‑samples t‑test. Consistent with the hypothesized direction, posts with emojis had a higher mean engagement score than those without emojis (M = 55,246.79, SD = 62,096.393 vs. M = 48,391.67, SD = 49,711.078). Nevertheless, this mean difference was not statistically significant, t (148) = −0.739, p = 0.461. The negligible effect size (Cohen’s d = −0.121) indicates that emoji inclusion exerts only a minor influence on user engagement for Gymshark content. These findings align with Kim (2022), who argues that emoji usage provides limited engagement benefits for well‑established global brands, where follower interaction is driven primarily by brand loyalty rather than superficial visual elements. Accordingly, Hypothesis 4 is not supported.
Figure 5.6 Independent‑samples t‑test for emoji presence comparison
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5.6 Summary of Hypothesis Testing
In summary, among the four research hypotheses tested in this study, only Hypothesis 3 yielded a statistically significant correlation, yet in the opposite direction to theoretical expectations. The remaining three hypotheses were non‑significant, indicating that within the examined sample, media format, community‑oriented content, and emoji usage do not generate meaningful differences in user engagement across Gymshark’s Instagram posts. These findings are consistent with recent research on social media marketing for well‑established fitness brands, which suggests that for large, mature brands, superficial adjustments to stylistic presentation or content format do not produce incremental gains in user interaction (Caerols et al., 2023; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001).
6.1 Key Findings
This study focuses on Gymshark, a growing brand representative of small‑ and medium‑sized enterprises (SMEs) with typical SME marketing characteristics. Based on an analysis of 150 real‑world Instagram posts, it examines how four core content attributes—post format, community focus, caption length, and emoji usage—influence user engagement. As an emerging brand, Gymshark operates in line with common SME profiles: limited financial resources and assets, reliance on low‑cost digital platforms, and a community‑driven growth strategy (Nobre & Silva, 2014; Mothapo et al., 2024; Mwaanga & Hapompwe, 2024). The robust quantitative findings offer valuable practical implications for managing SMEs social media operations.
First, content format (images versus videos) showed no significant effect on user engagement (p > 0.05). Conventional industry perspectives suggest dynamic video content is more effective at capturing attention and boosting interaction (M. Saravanakumar, 2012). However, this study found no statistically significant difference in average engagement between Gymshark’s image‑based and video‑based posts. This is highly relevant for SMEs constrained by production capacity, time, and financial resources. Investing heavily in video production yields no proportional engagement returns for such businesses. Instead, SMEs may prioritize high‑quality static imagery with consistent visual quality, strong composition, and unified styling. This strategy maintains stable engagement while minimizing operational costs (Ibrahim, 2021). Gymshark’s long‑standing reliance on visual imagery reinforces the core SME principle of prioritizing cost‑efficiency over high‑expenditure content production.
Second, community‑focused content yielded a positive yet non‑significant effect (p > 0.05). Community‑oriented posts center on user experiences, shared values, and peer‑community interactions. Although community posts had slightly higher average engagement than purely product‑focused content, this positive trend was statistically insignificant. This highlights a key challenge for SMEs managing online communities: superficial community content, such as repurposed user‑generated material, fails to foster deep user involvement (Paruthi et al., 2022). Genuine community development requires sustained interaction, long‑term cultivation of shared values, and deepened relational bonds—difficult to achieve for resource‑limited SMEs. Even well‑produced community content from Gymshark is largely showcase‑based rather than user‑driven, limiting substantial improvements in engagement metrics.
Third, a significant positive relationship was identified between caption length and audience engagement (r = 0.226, p < 0.01), countering the mainstream industry assumption that shorter advertising captions perform better (Ashley & Tuten, 2015). SMEs commonly struggle with low brand recognition and limited consumer trust. Written content serves as a primary tool for communicating brand philosophy, sharing authentic experiences, and building emotional connections. Appropriately lengthy captions allow SMEs to articulate core brand values, tell brand stories, and narrow the psychological distance with audiences—critical factors for smaller brands seeking visibility in saturated markets (Romney & Johnson, 2018). Gymshark’s longer captions, which blend motivational fitness messaging, core brand ethos, and real‑life storytelling, effectively resonate with its target consumers. This demonstrates that for SME communication, content substance outweighs mere brevity.
Fourth, emoji usage had no significant impact on user engagement (p > 0.05). While emojis are widely viewed as low‑effort interaction tools (Ko et al., 2022), this study found no statistically meaningful engagement differences between emoji‑containing and emoji‑free posts. Excessive emoji use can appear unprofessional and create visual clutter for SMEs, with no measurable engagement benefits. This research confirms that fundamental content qualities—including authentic tone, sincerity, and clear communication—are far more impactful than superficial decorative elements.
6.2 Theoretical Implications
This study applies a social‑media‑content impact framework tailored to small‑ and medium‑sized enterprises (SMEs), thereby addressing a notable research gap. To the authors’ knowledge, prior scholarship has predominantly focused on large corporations while overlooking the critical resource constraints faced by smaller firms (Nobre & Silva, 2014; Mothapo et al., 2024; Mwaanga & Hapompwe, 2024). Most existing literature assumes an environment of abundant resources and well‑established brand equity. This study demonstrates that brand assets, firm size, and business development stage play important moderating roles in content performance. For SMEs, content authenticity, cost‑effectiveness, and narrative substance are far more effective in driving user engagement than high‑cost production or superficial visual gimmicks.
Furthermore, this research extends the application of the Uses and Gratifications Theory and Social Exchange Theory to resource‑scarce SME contexts (M. Saravanakumar, 2012; Blau, 1964). For audiences engaging with SME brands, interaction is driven by emotional connection, a sense of identity, and shared values rather than passive information consumption. In addition, this study advances brand community theory by showing that SME‑centered communities develop gradually through value‑driven exchange, rather than relying on heavy promotional activities (Paruthi et al., 2022).
6.3 Practical Implications for SMEs
For sportswear and lifestyle‑oriented SMEs operating within highly competitive social media environments, this study offers integrated, actionable guidance that prioritises cost‑efficiency and authentic audience connection: firms are advised to adopt an image‑first content strategy by prioritizing high‑quality, visually consistent static imagery over resource‑intensive video production to maintain steady user engagement within limited budgets (Ibrahim, 2021), deepen genuine community engagement by moving beyond superficial user‑generated content reposting to design interactive features such as user challenges, polls and Q&A sessions that foster two‑way audience participation (Paruthi et al., 2022), develop moderate‑length, narrative‑driven captions of 50–100 words that integrate brand values and authentic storytelling to build emotional bonds with consumers (Romney & Johnson, 2018), use emojis sparingly and only for targeted emotional or promotional purposes to avoid unprofessional presentation (Ko et al., 2022), and leverage core SME strengths including authenticity, organizational agility and audience‑centricity rather than replicating high‑cost marketing tactics adopted by large‑scale competitors (Nobre & Silva, 2014).

7.1 Conclusion
This study comprehensively examines how Instagram content characteristics influence user engagement from the perspective of small‑ and medium‑sized enterprises (SMEs). Using Gymshark as a case study, it illustrates core SME marketing traits: budget‑conscious management, community‑driven growth, and reliance on authentic online interactions (Nobre & Silva, 2014; Mothapo et al., 2024; Mwaanga & Hapompwe, 2024). Through detailed quantitative analysis of 150 valid Instagram posts, this research systematically evaluates content factors including media format, community‑themed content, caption length, and emoji usage, yielding empirically grounded findings specific to the SME context.
Key consistent conclusions are as follows: media format and emoji usage exert no meaningful impact on user interaction; community‑focused content shows a positive albeit non‑significant trend; and engagement is significantly positively associated with caption length. Collectively, these results indicate that SME social media success does not depend on high production costs or polished visual aesthetics, but rather on authentic storytelling, value‑driven communication, and genuine community connections. Gymshark’s remarkable growth trajectory—from a small family‑run business to an internationally renowned sportswear brand—exemplifies how innovative SMEs can achieve scalable, sustainable expansion through low‑cost, community‑focused digital strategies (Mwaanga & Hapompwe, 2024; Ibrahim, 2021).
This study makes two main contributions. Theoretically, it addresses a notable literature gap by centering SMEs within social media marketing frameworks, demonstrating that content effectiveness is shaped by brand resource availability, operational scale, and developmental stage (Mothapo et al., 2024). Practically, it provides simple, actionable strategies for SME managers to optimize Instagram performance, boost audience engagement, and build long‑term customer relationships (Nobre & Silva, 2014).
7.2 Research Reflection
7.2.1Research Limitations
Despite the robust methodological design and extensive empirical analysis of this study, several inherent limitations should be noted. First, this is a single‑case and single‑industry investigation focusing on the UK‑based sportswear brand Gymshark. This specificity may limit the generalizability of the findings to other sectors (e.g., cosmetics, food, general fashion) or SMEs operating in other global regions. Second, the range of examined variables is relatively narrow: the study only analyses four post‑level content attributes and overlooks other potentially important factors, such as posting time, hashtag usage, key opinion leader (KOL) collaborations, and user‑generated content. Third, user engagement is measured simplistically. The analysis relies solely on aggregated metrics of likes, comments, and shares, without distinguishing engagement qualities such as comment depth, emotional sentiment, or audience loyalty. Fourth, the study uses a cross‑sectional design. The fixed data collection period fails to account for seasonal variations, platform algorithm changes, and shifts in brand growth over time. Additionally, although 150 posts were sampled, this number is small relative to Gymshark’s total Instagram output, potentially weakening the statistical power of the results.
7.2.2 Future research
To mitigate these limitations and advance scholarly understanding of social media marketing among SMEs, future research directions are proposed. Subsequent studies could adopt a multi‑case, cross‑sector comparative design, covering diverse industries and geographical markets to test the broader applicability of the current findings. Additional variables including posting timing, hashtag strategies, and KOL partnerships can be integrated into a more comprehensive analytical model. Mixed‑methods research combining quantitative and qualitative approaches is recommended to assess engagement quality through sentiment analysis and detailed thematic coding. Longitudinal studies spanning one to two years are also suggested to examine evolving content performance and its long‑term strategic impacts for sustainable SMEs.
7.2.3 Practical Reflection for SMEs
Beyond its theoretical contributions, this study offers valuable practical implications. SMEs need not compete with large corporations in terms of financial investment or high‑budget content production. Instead, their competitive advantages lie in authenticity, flexibility, and genuine community orientation. Large enterprises often struggle to establish personalized, emotionally resonant relationships with target audiences. In contrast, SMEs benefit from their compact organizational structure, operational agility, and close customer proximity, enabling them to cultivate strong consumer loyalty. Gymshark’s success is not driven by excessive promotional spending or superficial attention‑grabbing tactics; rather, it stems from its consistent delivery of sincere, emotion‑rich, and value‑driven content that deeply resonates with core fitness communities (Mwaanga & Hapompwe, 2024).
For SMEs, social media serves not merely as an advertising channel but as an immediate, transparent dialogue platform with target audiences. In this context, authenticity outweighs exaggeration, meaningful engagement matters more than superficial clicks, and genuine content acts as the primary driver of social media success (Nobre & Silva, 2014). SMEs should fully embrace their unique organizational strengths, prioritise sustained user relationship building, and achieve long‑term growth by consistently implementing value‑oriented social media strategies.
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