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[bookmark: _Toc240074011]Task 1: Problem Definition 
Independent direct-to-consumer (DTC) fashion businesses in Malaysia are under immense pressure in terms of both operation and business, and are at risk of their long-term existence due to the fashion retail environment in the country. But to get a better perspective on the problem in a typical UK retail scenario, think about small independent fashion brands selling on Instagram, Depop or setting up a little stall at Camden Market in London. The young entrepreneurs present their designs at widely held local artisans' pop-up markets in Kuala Lumpur, including Pasar Seloka and RexKL, and make extensive use of social media channels like Instagram and TikTok Shop to connect with consumers. In this context, one of the most important systemic challenges is increasing in digital customer acquisition costs (CAC) and decreasing in customer retention rates. Although launching a local apparel brand is easy with digital platforms, maintaining profitability is very tough because of saturation in the market and the substantial expenses on advertising. Although local people often find Malaysian indie brands online, they have to browse through the promotional content, but often leave the shopping carts at the last moment. The reasons for this hesitation include consumer concerns about custom fabric quality, the accuracy of the sizing process in the local market, and price sensitivity, as the fast fashion options, which are so cheaply imported from overseas, are commonly found on cross-border websites such as Shopee, Shein or Temu. A single transaction of customers is not a viable model for a small Malaysian clothing brand to base their business on as paid advertisements are costly and is a practice that the brand cannot afford to keep up with, especially compared to mass market competitors. This makes it difficult for these local business owners to convert the occasional users of their site into frequent, repeat customers, which adds a major impediment to them becoming more profitable and stable in their business.
Evidence of a Local Clothing brand I pick in Malaysia, which is the called SPE.Z
[image: ]                      [image: ]
Diagram 1: The products of SPE.Z that sells on the market (Long sleeves) 
[image: ]
Diagram 2: Showing the product by having models 
[bookmark: _Toc240074012]Task 2: AI Literature & Problem Refinement
I used Generative AI provider ChatGPT (GPT-4o) to gain insight from recent academic literature, terminology, and theory about this problem. The query I used was: "Assume the role of an academic marketing researcher focusing on Southeast Asian e-commerce and retail management, and look at academic terms, theory, and research published in the last seven years (2020-2026) related to customer retention, perceived value, and digital brand loyalty of independent fashion and apparel companies that operate directly with consumers (DTC)."
The Generative AI tool offered a number of useful concepts and formulated a streamlined problem definition from existing marketing literature. Specifically, the AI emphasized that, in emerging markets in Southeast Asia, consumer purchase decisions in the fashion industry are clearly influenced by perceived value and price sensitivity, making there always a perceived value trade-off between product quality and monetary cost. Beyond that, in social commerce platforms, such as TikTok Shop and Instagram Shopping, conversions are dependent on the relational signals, like brand authenticity, transparent sourcing, and founder story, as there is a lack of trust initially. Lastly, the Customer Acquisition vs. Retention Dilemma (CACR) was highlighted as a result of the saturated digital advertising landscape, where repeat purchases and Customer Lifetime Value (CLV) are fundamental when it comes to long-term venture viability. Drawing from these ideas, the problem definition formulated by the AI is as follows: In today's business landscape, especially in Malaysia, it is difficult for independent local apparel companies to operate and compete with low price sensitive customers due to high costs for acquiring customers in the digital space with high competition from low cost cross border e-commerce platforms. 
The problem definition was chosen because it relates directly to the operational context of the local Malaysian retail industry, and was justified as meeting this requirement. Creating a clothing brand online is not too expensive but for an indie fashion brand to make money when it's competing with cheap mass-imported clothes on marketplaces such as Shopee or TikTok Shop, the main challenge is their operations. In order to provide academic rigor and to prevent potential AI creations or simplistic outputs, I examined the material carefully and checked every underlying theoretical basis with existing academic research. I found that constructs like Perceived Value (Godey et al., 2016), Brand Authenticity (Schivinski & Dabrowski, 2016; Cheung et al., 2020), and the dynamics of CAC/CLV are known and have been published in peer-reviewed marketing journals.
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[bookmark: _Toc240074014]Task 3: Research Question & AI Methodology
I used Generative AI (ChatGPT-4o) to help draft a viable Research Question and consider which methods to use when conducting my research. The prompt given to the AI tool was: "Draw two realistic Research Questions (RQs) for the problem of high digital customer acquisition cost (CAC) and low retention rate for local Malaysian apparel brands, and propose a possible empirical research design (philosophy, data collection methods, sampling strategy) for each of the RQs for a Level 5 Undergraduate project in Malaysia.
The Generative AI provider came up with 2 Research Questions and 2 methodological approaches. In option A, the AI generated a quantitative research question on the level of brand authenticity and social proof that affects consumers' intention to repurchase in urban Malaysia. In Option B, the AI-generated applied qualitative question was: “How can local independent apparel brands in Malaysia use social commerce engagement strategies to help reduce customer acquisition friction and create repeat purchase loyalty?” The qualitative option was suggested by the AI and involved the use of semi-structured qualitative interviews and visual content analysis of social media messages on TikTok Shop and Instagram, as per the interpretivist research philosophy. A sampling method was recommended, which is purposive sampling for 8-10 active consumers of local Malaysian fashion brands in Klang Valley. 
I then analysed the AI's output and chose and edited Option B as the final Research Question. The original AI-generated content was somewhat generic, so I narrowed it down to specific social commerce engagement techniques, like TikTok live streams, Instagram direct messaging, and user-generated “try on” videos. This refinement means the research is targeted towards the right kind of digital channels that local shoppers in Malaysia interact with indie brands. Moreover, this question does not involve gathering sensitive data such as budget for ads, but rather something that can be measured based on consumer behaviours, making it feasible and attainable in my academic timeline.
I also accepted and rationalized the qualitative, interpretivist approach of the AI research methodology. An interpretivist philosophy is well suited since the factors of brand trust, social commerce interactions and fashion decisions are culturally subjective and not quantitative metrics (Saunders et al., 2019). In practice, the number of young urban consumers interviewed in the Klang Valley is 8-10 a reasonable number, cost-effective and feasible for a single student researcher to conduct a semi structured interview (Adu & Miles, 2024). Using a purposive sampling strategy guarantees that all participants have first-hand, recent experience of shopping from local Malaysian apparel, hence rich and relevant data is collected to directly answer the research question.
[bookmark: _Toc240074015]Task 4: Summary Research Proposal
I also accepted and rationalized the qualitative, interpretivist approach of the AI research methodology. An interpretivist philosophy is well suited since the factors of brand trust, social commerce interactions and fashion decisions are culturally subjective and not quantitative metrics (Lou & Yuan, 2019). In practice, the number of young urban consumers interviewed in the Klang Valley is 8-10 a reasonable number, cost-effective and feasible for a single student researcher to conduct a semi structured interview (Cheung et al., 2020). Using a purposive sampling strategy guarantees that all participants have first-hand, recent experience of shopping from local Malaysian apparel, hence rich and relevant data is collected to directly answer the research question.
The final research proposal directly aligns with the selected research question: How can local independent apparel brands in Malaysia can use engagement strategies on social commerce to reduce friction in customer acquisition and encourage repeat purchase loyalty? For clarity and precision some important terms in this question need to be academically defined in the context of the question ((Saunders et al., 2019). Social commerce engagement strategies are those that involve interactions and building relationships with customers through digital platforms, like TikTok livestream, Instagram polls, direct messaging or user-generated try-on hauls, that go beyond sales. Customer acquisition friction is the operational and market challenges faced by small businesses that prevent them from acquiring new paying customers, such as rising digital advertising expenses, consumer doubts about garment fit or fabric quality, and price-driven competition from mass imports of fast fashion. Repeat purchase loyalty refers to the repeated purchase behaviour that is the repeated outcome of a consumer's choices to purchase from a local Malaysian brand as opposed to non-local brands. The specific wording is warranted as small Malaysian apparel brands can't afford to spend as much as mass-market brands on advertising; the framework of investigating relational engagement is realistic to ensure sustainable retention and growth.
The research design used is interpretivist research with qualitative approach inductive. Choosing interpretivism is important because Malaysian consumers' perception of brand authenticity, sense of fashion identity and digital engagement are subjective social constructs which cannot be accurately measured with fixed quantitative tools. By using an inductive qualitative approach, rich and nuanced insights will be gained directly from the lived experiences of local shoppers enabling an understanding of how and why certain engagement tactics build trust.
Data collection will use the primary semi-structured qualitative interviews and secondary visual content analysis. Qualitative data will be collected through semi-structured interviews with 8-10 young urban consumers aged 18-30 in the Klang Valley that are regular buyers of local Malaysian fashion brands. The interview format will be open-ended, allowing them to share their experiences of using platforms such as TikTok and Instagram, the kind of interactions that help them trust in an indie label, and what makes them continue to buy from an indie label. Furthermore, secondary visual content analysis for two well-known Malaysian independent clothing brands with their public social media interactions (or live stream comments and user reviews) will be performed to understand the real-time fashion interaction.
Issues of reliability and validity, along with access to the data and ethics have been carefully addressed to ensure the quality of the research. Qualitative validity or trustworthiness will be gained through data triangulation, comparing the results of the participant interviews with actual behaviours of users in their social media channels (Adu & Miles, 2024).  Qualitative reliability (dependability) will be ensured by detailed research log and systematic audio taping and transcribing all interviews. The participation of the people is very feasible as local university networks and community pop-up events in Kuala Lumpur like Pasar Seloka and RexKL will be utilized as the medium for the recruitment. Ethical requirements will be observed strictly by giving the participant information sheets in a formal manner and obtaining informed consent prior to data collection, participant anonymity and self-determination throughout the study.  
[bookmark: _Toc240074016]Task 5: Video Presentation 
Link: https://youtu.be/FB7qMBqyH9Q

[bookmark: _Toc240074017]Task 6: Reflective Piece using Gibbs Reflective Cycle
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Diagram 3: Gibbs Reflective Cycle 

Description
During the completion of the Tasks 1 - 5 in this module I worked through a structured process to identify, investigate and propose a solution to a real-world commercial problem based on research. For my project, I have chosen to study Malaysian-based independent apparel companies and how their high direct to customer (DTC) customer acquisition cost and low customer retention is affecting their operations. Building from my own experiences with indie fashion pop-up markets in cities such as Kuala Lumpur, I used Generative AI tools to research academic studies and to discover the most important marketing concepts. These outputs were then distilled into a focused Research Question, and a qualitative, interpretivist research design consisting of semi-structured consumer interviews was developed. Last but not least, I created a video five-slides presentation which summarized all my work and focused on the practicality and local relevance of the study.
Feelings
Initially, I did feel a little daunted as I came up with ideas of writing a research project from scratch, and the methods used in business research appeared to be abstract at first. My initial approach to Generative AI for Task 2 was met with some frustration as the initial responses were too general and didn't reflect the specific nuances of the Malaysian retail market. Then, I began to develop prompts, to be more precise, more critical, and my anxiety bubbled up into curiosity and confidence. It was hard for me to feel comfortable pitching my idea in the Task 5 video, but I felt it was more rewarding once the details of my written proposal were conveyed to an audience in a more conversational and direct format.
Evaluation
In retrospect, there are a number of elements that worked well with the project. By basing my problem definition on my first-hand observation of local retail environment in Malaysia, my piece of work was given context and the ensuing research design was a lot more meaningful. In addition, I found that incorporating AI as an interactive research assistant enabled me to quickly find key theoretical elements like perceived risk and social commerce engagement. A major hurdle, however, was the need to keep academic rigor and using AI tools. To avoid possible hallucinations by AI, it required a lot of time to cross-reference and verify academic references, ensuring the materials provided were authentic, accurate, and traceable.
Analysis
This activity was helpful as it gave insights into what it feels like to have a research mindset. I learned that research is a process that is ongoing and iterative, not linear. AI has been helpful to my brainstorming and literature searches, but it cannot take the place of human critical thinking. The lesson I learned was that the AI provider is just a tool to support research; it is the responsibility of the researcher to analyse the verity of the data, determine the boundaries of the research and ensure that the context is appropriate. I managed to fine-tune technological support with traditional source verification for a level 5 student, and create a project that was both academically viable and feasible.  

Conclusion
Looking back, I was able to effectively resolve practical commercial issues with formal research method. I would repeat this process and begin talking informally to local business owners and consumers at the beginning to obtain qualitative information prior to finalizing my Research Question. This would have enabled me to narrow my research variables even quicker. In total, I have learned to break down a complex, non-specific challenge of a business and to make it an achievable piece of research based on evidence.  
Action Plan
In the future, I will implement this approach to learning throughout my academic studies as well as my final year business projects and future plans within the retail industry. I will clearly identify the problem or issue that lies beneath the surface in situations when I encounter an organizational or market problem. Personally, I will continue to use Generative AI in an ethical and responsible way, making sure to adhere to sound practices in data collection, ethical considerations, and critical analysis throughout my projects.
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