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[bookmark: _Toc235054127]Introduction and Background
The UK fashion ecommerce space is a digital battleground, one in which the customer is influenced by visibility, relevance, credibility and convenience. Now, fashion consumers are engaging with brands at websites, apps, on Instagram, TikTok, and from influencers, review sites and recommendations, and via personalised offers (Kamyabi, Özgit and Ahmed, 2025). But engagement doesn't stop at buying. Browsing, saving products, commenting, sharing, reviewing and following brands and coming back to digital platforms. In this particular study, the areas of digital marketing that are explored are influencer marketing and personalisation. Fashion interests are important because trust, lifestyle appeal, and social proof are highly influential factors when it comes to purchasing fashion (Barari et al., 2021). Personalisation is also key as online fashion shoppers are looking for product recommendations, personal offers and more seamless shopping experiences. Authenticity, relevance and trust, but not clicks or views, according to recent studies, are the foundations of digital engagement (Vinerean and Opreana, 2021). Thus, this proposal explores the implications of Influencer marketing and Personalisation on Customer engagement for fashion e-commerce in the UK through a multiple case study on select companies. This emphasis follows the demand for a more transparent digital marketing domain and a company-based approach (Barari et al., 2021). The study can compare 5 selected companies (ASOS, Boohoo, PrettyLittleThing, Gymshark and Next), viewing what strategies are used (and which ones work in which way) in different brand positioning, customer communities and online platforms.
[bookmark: _Toc235054128]Research Problem
as on expectations for privacy Despite the high investment in Instagram influencer marketing and personalised online experiences, this approach isn't always the most effective way of creating engaged customers for UK fashion e-commerce businesses (Ao et al., 2023). People can follow an influencer without believing a particular marketing message, enter a personalised offer without being loyal or just “surface browse” a campaign. A lot of current work focuses on measuring engagement in terms of likes, clicks, views and purchase intention, which is not enough to understand purchase trust and distrust and what happens if customers ignore it or resist it (Drummond, O’Toole and McGrath, 2020). The limited qualitative understanding of the role of influencing and personalisation in fashion e-commerce company customer engagement in the real world of the UK is therefore the problem. That's a weakness that's crucial, since fashion engagement is based on symbolic value and credibility, as well and social influence. But that's not necessarily quantifiable numbers.
[bookmark: _Toc235054129]Research Aim
This research aims to critically explore how influencer marketing and personalisation shape customer trust and customer engagement across selected UK fashion e-commerce companies (ASOS, Boohoo, PrettyLittleThing, Gymshark and Next).
[bookmark: _Toc235054130]Research Objectives
1. To examine how selected UK fashion e-commerce companies use influencer marketing and personalisation across their digital platforms.
2. To explore how influencer credibility and personalisation relevance shape customer trust.
3. To analyse how customer trust is reflected in cognitive, emotional and behavioural engagement.
4. To compare the engagement patterns identified across the selected companies.
[bookmark: _Toc235054131]Research Questions
Main research question
How do influencer marketing and personalisation shape customer engagement across selected UK fashion e-commerce companies?
Sub-questions
1. How do the selected companies implement influencer marketing and personalisation across their digital platforms?
2. How do influencer credibility and personalisation relevance shape customer trust?
3. How is customer trust reflected in cognitive, emotional and behavioural engagement, and how do these patterns differ across the selected companies?




[bookmark: _Toc235054132]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc235054133]2.1 Influencer Marketing in Fashion E-Commerce
Influencer marketing entails brand communication through people who are online-visible, perceived as experts, and who have authority over followers. Rasool, Shah and Islam (2020) propose that in the world of fashion e-commerce, influencers hold an even greater significance, as the products are symbolic, imagery and closely associated with identity and lifestyle. It can diminish doubts regarding style, fit, and utilisation, demonstrating items in genuine settings. The general conclusion of previous studies is that social media influencer-led content is a strategy that can help achieve greater attention, interaction, and purchase consideration (Ao et al., 2023). But don't solely rely on likes and views; they don't necessarily mean that you have initiated the building of trust, loyalty and long-term engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc235054134]2.2 Source Credibility and Influencer Effectiveness
Under the theory of Source Credibility, one refers to some influencers who can evoke more of a response than others. Knowledge and credibility enhance the credibility of recommendations, and genuineness assists followers in recognising that a recommendation holds knowledge (Hollebeek et al., 2022). A mismatch between influencer and brand could also impact the credibility of the Influencer – brand fit. For example, Nuseir et al. (2023) suggest that the value and credibility of the message can enhance people's trust in the content when it comes from a brand; likewise, Vinerean and Opreana (2021) argue that when identification is higher as well as credibility, then it will be more effective to use an influencer for endorsing the content than a celebrity. However, if the posts are sponsored or repetitive promotional posts, or if the disclosure is weak, it could cause scepticism and engagement to drop.
[bookmark: _Toc235054135]2.3 Personalisation in Fashion E-Commerce
Personalisation is the process of adjusting products, messages and even a digital experience using individual consumer data and behavioural information. This can be anything from personalised recommendations, targeted advertisements, customised emails, saved-item reminders, and tailored discounts, in the fashion sector (Sharabati et al., 2024). Personalisation is widely understood to be able to limit information overload, increase convenience and find products that meet customer preferences. These advantages can lead to increased browsing, repeat visits, and “wish-listing”, as well as help speed up decision-making amidst a crowded digital product landscape and moving consumers toward brand platforms (Wibowo and Wiangin, 2021). But personalisation can only help customers if they do not think it is being intrusive and manipulative.
[bookmark: _Toc235054136]2.4 Personalisation, Trust and Privacy
A relevance–privacy tension exists between personalisation and engagement. Appropriate recommendations can produce value by increasing the velocity and accuracy of buying, which in turn fosters users' trust for the platform (Sharabati et al., 2024). However, if targeted too aggressively or the data is used in a way which is unclear or makes the customer feel they are being tracked, that's a problem. This can lead to a sense of lack of control and result in discomfort/dislike/loss of interest. The findings from the literature would therefore indicate that personalisation does not necessarily lead to engagement. According to Hollebeek et al. (2022), it works based on transparency, control over the customer, usefulness to the consumer, and trust in the responsible use of personal data.
[bookmark: _Toc235054137]2.5 Customer Engagement Theory
Barari et al. (2021) demonstrate that Customer Engagement Theory views engagement as a multi-dimensional customer relationship, not just a behaviour. Hollebeek and scholars do make a distinction between cognitive, emotional and behavioural engagement. Cognitive engagement involves the attention, interest and involvement of the mind. Emotional Engagement deals with enjoyment, involvement, exhilaration and trust (Olson et al., 2021). Behavioural engagement involves commenting, sharing, saving products, reviewing and revisiting, and advocacy. This framework is helpful because it helps avoid mistakes of considering clicks to be the same as "engagement" and helps to better understand what it is your customers are saying.
[bookmark: _Toc235054138]2.6 Stimulus–Organism–Response Framework
The overall theoretical structure for the study is done under the Stimulus-Organism-Response framework. Influencer marketing and personalisation are external stimuli. These are the organism stage, internal assessments customers make, which they use to interpret the stimuli in the form of trust, credibility and perceived relevance (Wibowo and Wiangin, 2021). The response stage consists of the cognitive, emotional and behavioural engagement. The model then provides an understanding of the various results that a digital marketing activity could have according to the customer's perception of it.
[bookmark: _Toc235054139]2.7 Integrated Conceptual Framework
The integrated framework is composed of S-O-R, Source Credibility Theory and Customer Engagement Theory. The influence of expertise, authenticity, credibility and relevance to the brand in the context of source credibility is a key determinant of customers' trust (Wibowo and Wiangin, 2021). Personalisation is effective because it is relevant, convenient, transparent, and feels like research has control. Trust creates a bond between these inputs and engagement; scepticism and privacy concerns can sever the bond. Cognitive, emotional and behavioural measures of engagement are then evaluated across the chosen companies.
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Figure 1: Integrated Conceptual Framework
Source: Self-Made
[bookmark: _Toc235054140]2.8 Synthesis and Research Gap
Scientists concur that reliable influencers and relevant personalisation can enhance consumer reactions. But there are concerns about whether or not these strategies are actually establishing connections, or just making fleeting connections (Hollebeek et al., 2022). When it comes to measuring if consumers actually utilised these apps, the literature is largely made up of surveys, experiments, and quantitative data on purchase intention as clicks and likes. There is also a great deal of analysis of the two most popular channels, influencer marketing and personalisation. There is limited comparative qualitative evidence to explain the workings of both strategies among different pairs of contrasting UK fashion e-commerce businesses and consumers’ understandings of the strategies in natural occurrences of digital engagements (Ao et al., 2023). This study seeks to fill this gap by analysing publicly available digital content and customer responses to gauge how trust influences engagement for diverse brand positions, and through a multiple case analysis amongst the fashion and apparel brands, ASOS, Boohoo, PrettyLittleThing, Gymshark and Next.

[bookmark: _Toc235054141]Research Methodology
This section explains how this study was structured and justified according to the Research Onion model proposed by Saunders. 
[image: Blog 132-Research Onion: A Systematic Approach to Designing Research  Methodology | AESA]
Figure 2: Research Onion Model  
Source: (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc235054142]Research Philosophy: Interpretivism
In this study, it will take an interpretive paradigm. This is appropriate as research is conducted on digital marketing meanings, perceptions and interactions. Customer Engagement is not a static entity (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). This is built up as a social construct via brand messages, customer responses and platform culture. Interpretivism enables the researcher to analyse engagement as it is reported in the digital text, in the campaign narratives and as expressed in customers’ comments (Rashid et al., 2019). However, this is superior to positivism in this topic because there is no testing of statistical relationships. It strives to comprehend the simultaneous production, fashioning, or constraint of engagement facilitated by digital strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc235054143]Research Approach: Inductive
The study will be by inductive approach. This is done to ensure that the data can be used to create themes and not to force anything onto the data. Digital fashion marketing is fast evolving (Rashid et al., 2019). A study that starts with fixed assumptions could fall short as they miss important trends like matters of authenticity, engagement or trust fatigue within the micro-influencer space. Through an inductive approach, the analysis will be open to meanings that may arise unexpectedly (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). The study will, however, be guided by existing literature on engagement (and will not be random), and this will influence the analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc235054144]Research Strategy: Multiple Case Study
A multiple case study approach will be adopted. The cases will be UK fashion e-commerce brands that are currently doing some kind of digital marketing activities. This study will use a multiple case study strategy focusing on selected UK fashion e-commerce companies such as ASOS, Boohoo, PrettyLittleThing, Gymshark and Next. A multiple case study can indicate if similar engagement patterns can be seen from one brand to another (Yin, 2018). It also helps minimise the potential for overgeneralising based on single atypical observations. Some brands may be different in price level, target market and digital style among the cases. This will enrich and balance the analysis.
Case Selection and Justification
	Company
	Market Position
	Marketing Orientation
	Reason for Inclusion

	ASOS
	Mass-market online fashion
	Personalisation-focused
	Represents a large digital fashion platform

	Boohoo
	Value fast fashion
	Promotion and influencer-led
	Shows price-driven fast-fashion engagement

	PrettyLittleThing
	Value fast fashion
	Highly influencer-intensive
	Represents youth-focused social media marketing

	Gymshark
	Sportswear
	Community and influencer-led
	Provides contrast through fitness-based engagement

	Next
	Mid-market omnichannel fashion
	More traditional marketing
	Offers comparison with a less influencer-dependent retailer



[bookmark: _Toc235054145]Research Design: Qualitative Secondary Research
Qualitative secondary research will be used in the study. Sources of secondary data can be brand websites, social media statements, campaign materials, customer comments, web-based reviews, industry reports and academic publications (Snyder, 2019). These sources are appropriate since electronic interactions can be found online (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). The drawback of this is that there are no follow-up questions for the researcher to ask the customers. To minimise this vulnerability, the study will be approached with comparisons of the sources and will not attempt to make claims not supported by the evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc235054146]Data Collection Method: Digital Document Analysis
Purposive criterion sampling will be used for the collection of data. Directly relevant platforms and resources to influencer marketing strategies and customer engagement will be selected. It can contain recent social media campaign examples, customer comments (1 January 2026 to 30 June 2026), website content, review areas, influencer campaign examples and other industry reports (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). Fashion e-commerce in the UK and some engagement between customer and public reachability, influencer marketing content will be the inclusion criteria. Exclusions will include: private customer information, non-obvious brand relevance, dormant platforms and non-fashion content.
[bookmark: _Toc235054147]Data Sources and Sampling Plan
	Data Type
	Platform/Source
	Time Period
	Sample Size

	Influencer-related posts
	Official Instagram accounts
	Jan–Jun 2026
	2 per company; 10 total

	Influencer campaigns
	Official TikTok accounts
	Jan–Jun 2026
	2 per company; 10 total

	Personalisation features
	Company websites/apps
	Jan–Jun 2026
	2 per company; 10 total

	Customer comments
	Selected Instagram and TikTok campaigns
	Jan–Jun 2026
	20 per company; 100 total

	Customer reviews
	Trustpilot
	Jan–Jun 2026
	10 per company; 50 total

	Total
	—
	—
	180 data items



[bookmark: _Toc235054148]Data Analysis Method: Braun and Clarke’s Six-Step Thematic Analysis
Data will be analysed using a 6-stage thematic analysis of Braun and Clarke with a multiple case approach at two levels. After that, the researcher will be able to learn more about the dataset by reading and re-reading the social media posts, website features of user personalisation, customer comments, reviews and campaign materials (Welch et al., 2019). Two types of initial codes will then be developed – data-driven and theory-informed coding. To focus on credibility, authenticity, relevance, trust, scepticism, and cognitive, emotional and behavioural engagement, concepts from the S-O-R framework, Source Credibility Theory and Customer Engagement Theory will help guide the direction of attention, but also leave room for other themes to percolate up.
Case analysis will be employed as the first analytical level. Individual businesses will be analysed based on their approach to influencers; being personal; signalling trust or distrust; and encouraging their customers to act (Welch et al., 2019). Themes will then be revisited and further developed in relation to the evidence in the individual case.
Potential uses for a comparison matrix will be the second level of analysis. (cross-case analysis) This will determine common themes, aligned and differing themes, and the difference between influx-driven and non-influencer-driven strategies and where these trends vary across each brand positioning through the lens of fast-fashion, sportswear and mid-market (Welch et al., 2019). Final themes will be well established, linked to research questions and theoretical framework, and use of evidence from the dataset will be appropriate. A coding record will enhance transparency, consistency and credibility.
[bookmark: _Toc235054149]Expected Contributions
The study will have an impact in academia by addressing the study objective and providing an understanding of how influencer marketing strategies influence the customer engagement levels in the UK fashion e-commerce industry. It will transcend the traditional engagement metrics of 'likes', 'shares' and 'clicks' by understanding the meaning behind what customers are saying (Welch et al., 2022). That's key, since interaction is not necessarily an indicator of trust, loyalty or long-term brand commitment. The study will also identify specific tactics that appear to drive an increase in engagement, including personalisation, social proof, influencer credibility and interactive content that would benefit fashion e-commerce managers.
[bookmark: _Toc235054150]Ethical Considerations
This research will use only secondary and publicly available data. Ethical treatment will still be required since a customer's comments and reviews could include personal views. Usernames, names and identifiable information will not be disclosed (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). Public comments will be paraphrased as needed to prevent identification if desired. References for the use of all sources will be accurate, preventing plagiarism and incorrect representation of ideas (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc235054151]Limitations
The study is subject to certain limitations. Secondary data could not illustrate the intention of customers' reactions completely. The influence of platform algorithms, or fleeting trends, might also be a factor in some of the comments (Vinerean and Opreana, 2021). As such, the results will not necessarily be representative of all customers in the UK for fashion products. Rather, they will offer insight into analytic interactions that can be seen. This restriction is at no disadvantage since they want a depth of understanding, rather than a statistical generalisation (Olson et al., 2021). The research will be strengthened and made trustworthy through clear sampling, transparent coding, comparing cases, and taking a reflexive note throughout key stages of research and to the end of the reporting process.
[bookmark: _Toc235054152]Research Timeline
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Figure: Integrated Conceptual Framework
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