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1. Introduction
1.1 Topic overview and background
A well-known marketing strategy is endorsement, which allows a company to take on the prominence, significance, and perceived attributes of a popular figure. Conventional celebrity endorsements typically depend on actors, artists, athletes, or other well-known figures whose notoriety was primarily built outside of social media. Influencer endorsement, on the other hand, is integrated into platform-based content and frequently relies on an influencer's perceived accessibility, specific knowledge, and ongoing interaction with followers. Both strategies can raise brand exposure and attention, but they don't always have a beneficial impact on customer trust. When an endorser seems trustworthy, genuine, and well-suited to a brand, trust may increase; yet, when the relationship seems solely commercial, poorly revealed, or at odds with the endorser's established identity, trust may decrease. (Ohanian, 1990; Lou and Yuan, 2019; Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget, 2020).
Using Zara and H&M as comparative organisational cases, the proposed dissertation will investigate these problems in fast-fashion retail. While H&M is the biggest brand in the H&M Group and Zara is the main brand under Inditex, both companies have global operations and release a wealth of corporate and sustainability data that may be used to support a desk-based comparison (Inditex, 2026; H&M Group, 2026). Fast fashion is a particularly pertinent context since consumer choices are heavily influenced by visuals, trends, and social media, and the industry is frequently criticised for its negative effects on the environment and society (Bick, Halsey, and Ekenga, 2018). In this context, an endorser may affect consumers' perceptions of a brand's broader promises and ideals as well as the desirability of the product.
1.2 Rationale and significance
Three factors make the study noteworthy. First, rather than being a temporary communication result, customer trust is a strategic marketing asset. According to Delgado-Ballester and Munuera-Alemán (2001), brand trust is directly linked to loyalty and the readiness to take on risk in a purchasing relationship because it involves consumers' confident expectations that a brand would be dependable and act in their best interests. Second, the climate surrounding endorsements is evolving. While influencers can offer identity, conversational intimacy, and perceived product competence, celebrities can offer widespread recognition and symbolic value. Therefore, managers have to determine whether these options foster different kinds of trust and whether one strategy is more suited for certain audiences or messages.

Third, there may be a conflict between compelling visibility and trustworthiness in the fast-fashion setting. Alongside public discussions about excessive consumption, working conditions, and environmental effects, consumers could come across endorsements. This makes it crucial to look at whether confidence is strengthened by an endorser's perceived authenticity and fit or if it is undermined by consumerism and cynicism. While still being feasible through secondary research, a targeted comparison of Zara and H&M can convert generic endorsement theory into sector-specific managerial implications. The study will not try to demonstrate that a certain business is more trusted by all. Rather, it will critically synthesise what is known regarding endorsement type, credibility, and brand trust.
1.3 Research aim, objectives and questions
Research aim
To critically examine, utilising secondary data and current academic research, the effects of traditional celebrity endorsements and social media influencer endorsements on customer trust in fast-fashion retail firms, using Zara and H&M as comparative business examples.
Main research question
How do traditional celebrity endorsements and social media influencer endorsements affect consumer trust in Zara and H&M within the fast-fashion retail sector?
Supporting questions
· Which endorser attributes are most consistently associated with consumer trust?
· How do identification, parasocial interaction, endorser-brand fit and advertising disclosure shape the relationship between endorsement type and trust?
· What similarities and differences emerge from the available secondary evidence concerning Zara and H&M?
· What practical implications follow for endorsement strategy in fast-fashion retail?




















Objectives:

· To critically review academic literature on celebrity endorsement and social media influencer marketing, focusing on their effects on consumer trust.

· To examine H&M’s use of celebrity and influencer collaborations and compare it with Zara’s more limited use of paid endorsement.

· To compare the effectiveness of celebrity endorsement, influencer endorsement and an endorsement-light strategy in building or undermining consumer trust in H&M and Zara.

· To identify the contextual factors that influence the relationship between endorsement strategy and consumer trust, including brand reputation, endorser credibility, authenticity, disclosure practices and social media platform..

· To develop evidence-based recommendations for fast-fashion brands concerning the strategic and ethical use of celebrity and influencer endorsements.





Research Questions:

· How do celebrity and social media influencer endorsements affect consumer trust, according to existing academic literature?

· How does H&M’s use of celebrity and influencer collaborations influence consumer trust compared with Zara’s more endorsement-light approach?

· What similarities and differences exist between celebrity endorsement, influencer endorsement and endorsement-light marketing in their effects on consumer trust?

· What factors moderate or mediate the relationship between endorsement strategy and consumer trust in the cases of H&M and Zara?












2. Literature Review
2.1 Definitions and Key Concepts
Celebrity endorsement is commonly understood to be the employment of a well-known public figure to promote a product or brand message, using the endorser's status and recognition to give the brand positive meaning (McCracken, 1989). Ohanian (1990) formalised this through the source credibility model, contending that the persuasiveness and credibility of the related message are determined by the endorser's attractiveness, reliability, and skill.
According to Freberg et al. (2011), social media influencer marketing is a type of advertising that makes use of people who have built a social media following and who are seen by their audience as reliable, independent endorsers rather than compensated brand representatives. According to De Veirman, Cauberghe, and Hudders (2017), followers' sense of intimacy and perceived genuineness are more important factors in determining an influencer's trustworthiness than formal competence. The comparative analysis of Zara and H&M in this dissertation will be anchored by the concept of consumer trust, which is typically understood as a consumer's desire to rely on a brand based on assumptions about its reliability and integrity.
2.2 Theoretical Models and Application to Zara and H&M
H&M's long-standing designer and celebrity partnerships are directly related to the Source Credibility Model (Ohanian, 1990) and the Meaning Transfer Model (McCracken, 1989), which continue to be the most popular frameworks for celebrity endorsement and explain how symbolic meaning moves from celebrity to product to consumer. In terms of influencer marketing, the development of relatability-based, community-driven relationships between influencers and their followers helps explain why followers form trust-like relationships with influencers (Lou and Yuan, 2019). This is pertinent to the more recent social media activity of both brands, though Zara's relatively small use of paid endorsement falls outside of these traditional models and will be considered a theoretical point of interest in and of itself.
The Source Credibility and Meaning Transfer models may not adequately represent influencer-specific dynamics like follower community identification because they were created before social media became participatory and algorithm-driven. In order to provide a comparison framework appropriate for both companies, given the situation of relatively low endorsement spend, this dissertation will build upon these traditional models and incorporate influencer-specific material.
2.3 Celebrity versus Influencer Endorsement: Comparing Zara and H&M
Through partnerships with celebrities and high-end designers, H&M has established decades of brand awareness, providing a broad audience and an association with aspirational, high-end status at affordable prices (Erdogan, 1999; H&M Group, 2024). Although celebrity endorsements can seem commercially remote and endorser scandals can erode brand confidence by association, this approach gives significant recognisability. 
 
Zara takes a very different approach, prioritising store experience, product turnover speed, and organic word-of-mouth over paid celebrity or heavy influencer marketing. The company's parent company, Inditex, reports that its marketing expenditures are consistently low in relation to its size (Inditex, 2024). Where Zara has engaged influencers, this has tended toward smaller-scale, more understated partnerships than the more highly publicised campaigns typical elsewhere in fast fashion, and than H&M’s own celebrity collaborations. This raises an interesting question: whether an endorsement-light strategy can build comparable, or even stronger, consumer trust than a more heavily promoted approach, since perceived authenticity has been linked to reduced reliance on visible paid promotion (Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget, 2020). For both brands, growing consumer awareness of paid partnerships has raised scepticism, and non-disclosure has been shown to reduce trust once discovered (De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders, 2017).
2.4 Challenges Specific to Zara and H&M
The obstacles that both companies must overcome make it more difficult for their tactics to foster trust. Regardless of endorsement strategy, both have been under constant examination about labour abuses, supply chain transparency, and the veracity of sustainability promises, all of which can erode consumer trust (McKinsey & Company, 2024). While Zara's minimal-endorsement strategy may be perceived as more genuine, it provides less direct academic literature to draw from because most endorsement research assumes at least some visible endorsement activity, whereas H&M's greater reliance on celebrity and influencer marketing exposes it to more scepticism regarding commercial motive and disclosure. Instead of being viewed as a gap to be disregarded, this asymmetry itself will be considered as a restriction and subject of interest in the analysis.


3. Research methods and methodology
3.1 Research design, philosophy and approach
The dissertation will be structured as a comparative desk-based case study of Zara and H&M using a qualitative, secondary research design. There won't be any trials, polls, or interviews. The primary body of evidence will come from a structured literature review, which will be augmented by documented analysis of business reports, official campaign or press materials, reliable industry reports, and regulatory guidelines. When the search, selection, and synthesis process is visible and methodical instead of being carried out as an informal summary, literature reviews can serve as a research methodology (Snyder, 2019).
Because trust, authenticity, and identification are socially understood notions whose meaning relies on context, an interpretivist attitude is acceptable. In order to address the research issues, the study will also incorporate a pragmatic component by taking into account quantitative results from previous surveys and trials. The reasoning process will be abductive: first coding will be guided by established concepts like source credibility, meaning transfer, parasocial interaction, and brand trust; further themes will be developed when the documents show recurring explanations that the initial framework did not fully capture.
3.2 Data sources and search strategy
Academic literature will be recognised using the UWTSD online library and databases such as Business Source Complete, ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight and Taylor & Francis Online, subject to institutional access. Google Scholar will assist citation monitoring, while GlobalData and comparable industry datasets will be used for market and corporate context. Company material will comprise Inditex and H&M Group annual and sustainability reports, investor communications and related official campaign materials. The most current 2025 corporate reports will be evaluated alongside earlier records when applicable to trace advancements (Inditex, 2026; H&M Group, 2026). ASA/CAP guidelines on identified influencer advertising will be included in regulatory materials.
Indicative search strings will mix endorsement phrases with trust and sector terms, for example: (“celebrity endorsement” OR “social media influencer” OR “influencer marketing”) AND (“consumer trust” OR credibility OR authenticity) AND (“fast fashion” OR clothes OR Zara OR H&M). In order to capture platform-based influencer marketing, the primary time frame will be 2010–2026. However, important prior research that established important hypotheses or metrics will be kept. Reference-list searching and forward citation monitoring will be utilised to find influential studies missed by database keywords.
3.3 Selection and quality assessment
Sources will be included when they are written in English, directly relevant to endorsement credibility or consumer trust, and published as peer-reviewed research or by an identified and respectable organisation. Sector-specific data will be emphasised, but research from other consumer industries may be kept where it tests a relevant premise. Sources will be excluded when their techniques are unclear, their claims cannot be attributed to proof, they duplicate another record, or they are promotional opinion articles with no analytical value. A screening log will record search date, database, search string, inclusion decision and reason for exclusion.
Each included source will be reviewed for authority, methodological transparency, sample and context, assessment of trust, currency, relevance and potential bias. Peer review will not be considered as a guarantee of quality, and corporate reports will be recognised as self-representations that may accentuate beneficial information. Company statements will therefore be triangulated with independent academic, industrial or regulatory sources where possible. This technique will limit the risk of presenting marketing material as objective evidence.
3.4 Data extraction and analysis
A data-extraction matrix will record the source, study environment, endorser type, platform, method, sample, theoretical framework, trust-related variables, key findings and constraints. The materials will next be evaluated through a transparent thematic approach influenced by Braun and Clarke (2006): familiarisation, first coding, topic development, theme review, definition and reporting. Initial deductive codes will comprise expertise, trustworthiness, attractiveness, identity, parasocial interaction, fit, disclosure, authenticity and brand trust. Inductive codes will be added when recurring contextual elements emerge, such as perceived overcommercialisation, sustainability inconsistency or audience variances.
The analysis will compare evidence in three steps. First, it will synthesise findings for celebrity endorsement and influencer endorsement separately. Second, it will compare the mechanisms via which each shape appears to increase or weaken confidence. Third, it will map the themes against the existing Zara and H&M documents to detect similarities, differences and gaps. Contradictory studies will not be averaged away; instead, variances in platform, sample, product type and measurement will be addressed as possible explanations.
3.5 Credibility, ethics and limitations
Credibility will be provided through a defined search protocol, a recorded audit trail, consistent extraction categories and repeated comparison between coded themes and original sources. Reflexive notes will document how the researcher’s preconceptions may influence interpretation. The final dissertation will distinguish clearly between evidence, business assertions and the researcher’s judgements. These practices align with Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill's (2019) emphasis on transparent study design and methodological coherence.
Because the study uses existing public or institutionally licensed documents and does not recruit human participants, the major ethical risk is low. Nevertheless, copyright and database conditions will be observed; quotations will be limited and accurately referenced; findings will not be misrepresented; and public social-media content will be utilised exclusively as campaign documentation rather than to profile private individuals. All data and notes will be retained securely and used strictly for academic purposes.
The design also has drawbacks. Secondary evidence cannot indicate how present Zara or H&M customers would respond to a given future campaign. Studies may operationalise trust differently, social-media platforms evolve frequently, and relevant GlobalData or journal data may be blocked by subscription. Corporate reports may omit failing efforts, while the two firms may disclose varying levels of detail. These constraints will be disclosed publicly and used to qualify conclusions rather than concealed.
4. Expected contribution and provisional chapter structure
In a field where trust is both commercially significant and morally debatable, the study is anticipated to offer a theoretically structured comparison of celebrity and influencer endorsement. It should assist managers distinguish between reach and credibility, identify scenarios under which each endorsement type is suitable, and detect when disclosure, poor fit or reputation risk may undercut the desired effect. Academically, it will link source-credibility, meaning-transfer, parasocial-interaction and brand-trust viewpoints inside one comparative framework.  
Provisional dissertation chapters
· Chapter 1 – Introduction: background, rationale, aim, objectives and research questions.
· Chapter 2 – Literature review: trust, source credibility, celebrity endorsement, influencer marketing and fast-fashion context.
· Chapter 3 – Methodology: research design, search protocol, quality assessment, ethics and analytical process.
· Chapter 4 – Findings and comparative analysis: thematic synthesis and Zara-H&M comparison.
· Chapter 5 – Discussion, conclusions and recommendations: interpretation, limitations and implications for practice and research. 








5. Resources and project plan
In a field where trust is both commercially significant and morally debatable, the study is anticipated to offer a theoretically structured comparison of celebrity and influencer endorsement. The ten-week schedule that follows is an example and can be modified to fit the dissertation schedule.
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Figure 1. Indicative ten-week project plan.






6. Conclusion
This proposal lays out a workable secondary study of how consumer trust in fast fashion is impacted by celebrity and social media influencer endorsements. By integrating established endorsement theory with a methodical examination and comparative documentary analysis of Zara and H&M, the dissertation will transcend beyond simple claims that one endorser type is superior. It will highlight the conditions under which credibility, identity, fit and disclosure promote or weaken trust, while acknowledging the limitations of the available evidence. The final analysis should give a credible scholarly contribution and practical direction for acceptable endorsement strategy.
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