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This assignment will seek to evaluate and explain the roles and activities of the marketing department within ASOS. ASOS is an online only apparel retailer that was started in the United Kingdom (UK) in 2000. The goal of ASOS is to be the No. 1 online apparel retailer for those aged between 20-29. Today ASOS delivers to over 200 countries but its main markets are the UK, EU (European Union) and the US (United States). Its total annual sales revenue by 2018 was £2.4 billion with a pre-tax profit of £82 million (ASOS, 2018). What this assignment will highlight is that the marketing department is seen by ASOS as key to its continued growth. However, it seems that recently the board is placing too much emphasis on the marketing performance rather than identifying other areas of concern as well.

ASOS’ marketing department is a key function within the organisation. ASOS underperformed in the 2018/19 financial year when compared to its initial sales growth predictions. Pre-tax profits fell by 90% when compared to the previous year (Armstrong, 2019). ASOS predicts annual sales growth for the UK, EU and US of 8%, 13% and 11% respectively for the period 2018-2023 (ASOS, 2018). The success of the marketing department will be gauged against these targets because ASOS’ number one strategic goal is annual sales growth rather than increasing profits. When explaining its unexpected poor performance in 2018/19 “Asos said marketing changes meant a fall in visits to its websites and a drop in its search engine rankings” (BBC, 2019). Marketing, therefore, is seen as being so vital to ASOS’ financial performance because it is an online only retailer, they cannot rely on passing trade like a physical store, therefore, their marketing must keep their target market engaged. Kotler (2017) states that although a marketing department plays a leading role in developing customer engagement, it can only be a partner in attracting customers by working closely with other business units. It seems that ASOS’ board view their marketing department as the business unit that has the greatest effect on its financial performance. However, based on what Kotler describes the marketing department is more likely in reality to be one of several key business units. As will be discussed later the prices of its own brand apparel is also a factor as to why ASOS is struggling to meet its sales growth targets. 

As previously mentioned ASOS’ target market is 20-29 year olds based in the UK, EU and US. 20-29 year olds straddle Generation Y (millennials) & Z. Generation Y were born in the 1980’s to mid 1990’s and Generation Z have been born since the mid 1990’s (Barr, 2019). Kotler et al (2017) explain that in the US millennials are the single largest segment by age in the consumer marketplace but they have higher amounts of debt and also higher levels of unemployment. They go on to state that millennials and Generation Z fully embrace digital technology more so than any previous generation because they have grown up using devices such as laptops. For example, 85% of millennials in the United States use social media and 92% own a smartphone (Jiang, 2018). This is true throughout the western world and explains why ASOS, being an online retailer, targets these technological savvy consumers. 

Due to the fact that their target consumers are so comfortable using digital technology ASOS almost exclusively use social media as the main communication channel to their target market. In 2018 ASOS’ own in house online content team created 1,600 videos and 500 articles for social media (Marketing Week, 2018). They have 6 million followers on Facebook and 9.4 millions followers on Instagram. This high level of followers confirms that social media has been a successful marketing channel for ASOS to utilise in order to engage with its target market. However, ASOS is coming under pressure from its competitors to improve its social media marketing. ASOS’s CEO Nick Brighton announced in April 2019 that there will be a significant uplift in spending on digital marketing and influencer marketing (Vizard and Hammett, 2019). Influencer marketing’s budget will be doubled and this is recognition that ASOS’ main rival Boohoo has been particularly successful with such marketing and is reaping the financial rewards. Zoe Wood in The Guardian explains;

With a marketing spend of around £80m last year, the company (Boohoo) was quick to spot the impact influencers could have on the shopping habits of British teenagers and twenty somethings via Instagram and other social media. To drive shoppers to its website it has worked on collaborations with high-profile celebrities, ranging from the actress and singer Jennifer Lopez to the model Ashley Graham and footballer Dele Alli (Wood, 2019).

ASOS social media posts on the other hand have been labelled generic and lacked the input of influencers which meant their followers did not engage with their social media posts when compared to celebrity influencer posts. This had a negative impact upon sales. Their hope is that by increasing the budget spent on both digital and influencer marketing leads to a return to the sales growth figures they target. However, some believe that social media marketing is overrated. Mark Ritson (former in-house professor for LVMH) is one such prominent commentator that holds this belief. He argues that if social media marketing spend was based on ROI (return on investment) then marketing teams would not increase spending in this area. This is because, according to Ritson, social media users are not actively engaged with brands via social media and so it is hard for organisations to influence them to purchase their products/services via these platforms (Ritson, 2015). This thereby makes for a poor ROI. Ritson’s argument is a generalisation as he does not give specific examples of particular brands where social media marketing does not work.

For ASOS social media marketing clearly has contributed to its dramatic growth in revenue in recent years, however, the point Ritson makes still has some validity when looking at ASOS. ASOS’ target market of twenty-somethings (20-29 year olds) includes Generation Z (those born since the millennium). This generation ideally prefer to shop in store but mostly shop online out of convenience (Sweeney, 2018). This is important to ASOS’ future marketing strategy, Generation Z will be susceptible to being poached by a competitor if they have a strong physical store presence. If their target market prefer to touch and feel clothing first in store before ordering online then will social media posts engage them as much as they have with Generation Y? If they are not viewing a post and then going quickly to ASOS to make a purchase (instead going to physical stores) then the likelihood is that the ROI for social media marketing will be lower. ASOS may need to diversify its marketing communication channels to keep their target market engaged. For example, billboard advertising in town centres and retail parks could benefit ASOS as a tool to remind its consumers ASOS is still an option for their purchases. Their Generation Z consumers may go to a physical store to see/try on different clothes but they could then order these clothes or similar via ASOS, which could partly be facilitated by billboard adverts. Generation Z will in the near future be ASOS’ target market as more move into their 20’s. Therefore, ASOS’s marketing strategy will have to evolve unless the argument Ritson makes will have more validity for them. ASOS also needs to be aware that “the technological environment changes rapidly, creating new markets and opportunities. However, every new technology replaces an older technology” (Kotler et al, 2017, p. 108). If a new technology replaces social media than ASOS will need to quickly change its form of marketing communication. 

Although ASOS’ marketing performance has come in for criticism recently, it has had many successful campaigns. ASOS’ #AsSeenOnMe social media marketing campaign is an example of how ASOS effectively used social media marketing to engage with its target market. As ASOS explains;

Instagram is our most important social network for engaging with our customers – it has 400m users, and 90% of them are under 35. It’s where our customers live. Equally, we know peer-to-peer styling advice and street style are a huge source of fashion inspiration for our customer. We decided to bring those two things together under the hashtag #AsSeenOnMe (ASOS, 2019).

This campaign saw 124,000 looks posted on Instagram between January and July 2016, as well as the @AsSeenOnMe being followed on Instagram by 46,300 people (ASOS, 2019). This was obviously a very successful marketing campaign for ASOS and does counter the argument made by Ritson that consumers don’t engage with brands on social media. 

ASOS are also not afraid to try different experimental techniques to engage with their target market. In the summer of 2017 ASOS launched its first Instagram Story video advert. It was purposefully filmed at a horizontal angle and with the look of being filmed on a mobile phone, to reflect the videos that ASOS’ consumers would upload to Instagram. The video also never focused on one product but showcased a range of products and styles, whilst highlighting ASOS’ brand message of celebrating individual style. The video advert reached 3 million people in the UK and increased brand awareness by 7 points in the US (Marketing Week, 2018).

What is interesting about both of the above examples of effective social media marketing by ASOS is that although both examples were ground-breaking at the time (2016 and 2017 respectively) by late 2018 to early 2019 ASOS was partly blaming poor financial results on its marketing. A lack of influencer marketing was identified as one weak area, however, ASOS has ran ASOS Insiders since 2016. ASOS Insiders are twenty somethings from around the world who provide style advice and fashion tips via Instagram. They use their own personal social media account to showcase products that can be purchased on ASOS (ASOS, 2019). This has been a successful marketing campaign, however, it seems that young consumers are now more engaged with celebrity influencers and this is what ASOS’ marketing strategy has lacked when compared with rivals such as Boohoo. 

Boohoo saw its revenues increase by 48% in 2018 when compared to the previous year. Its total revenue in 2018 was £856 million (Beioley, 2018). As previously mentioned, this success was partly attributed to Boohoo’s social media presence, particularly its collaborations with celebrity  influencers. Beioley in The Financial Times explains;

Revenues more than doubled at PrettyLittleThing and increased 96 per cent at Nasty Gal, as Boohoo succeeded in signing up more celebrities to its social-media based marketing campaigns and added new ranges (Beioley, 2019).

However, this marketing strategy is not new for Boohoo and its subsidiaries. Neate in The Guardian reported that revenue had increased by 51% in 2016 when compared to 2015 and that this was attributed to its influencer marketing on social media;

Neil Catto, Boohoo’s chief financial officer, said the company’s success with mostly millennial customers had been driven by its focus on encouraging celebrities and bloggers to post about the retailer’s clothes on Instagram. “We work with a whole spectrum of influencers, celebrities and wannabe bloggers – all people with a presence online – and we work with them so they can spread the word about Boohoo. It goes likes wildfire on Instagram,” he said (Neate, 2017). 

If Boohoo have been having such success with influencer marketing, particularly celebrity influencers, since 2015 then why has it taken ASOS until 2019 to realise it needs to improve its influencer marketing? It suggests a poor performance from its marketing department and a lack of analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of its rivals. Using a benchmarking process such as the Dibb/Simkin competitive positions pro forma would have been beneficial to ASOS and its marketing department. The pro forma lists all organisations in the market place in rank order from market leader at the top down to new market entrants. It lists their market share, weaknesses, KCV’s (key customer values) and their differential advantage over competitors (Dibb et al, 2016). It would have highlighted ASOS’s weakness in celebrity influencers on social media and Boohoo’s strength in this area. Then the marketing department could have taken appropriate steps sooner to address this weakness. Organisations “must constantly compare marketing strategies, products, prices, channels and promotions with those of close competitors. In this way, organisations can find areas of competitive advantage and disadvantage” (Kotler et al, 2017, p. 542). The fact that ASOS’ marketing department have taken so long to identity a lack celebrity influencers as a weakness in their marketing strategy suggests competitor analysis did not take place or the analysis was ignored. The purpose of competitor analysis is to identify best practices that can be used or adapted to improve your own performance (Hooley et al, 2008). 

What also should have been identified when performing competitor analysis is that Boohoo’s own brand items are cheaper than ASOS’. “11% of ASOS products are in the £5 to £9.99 category, this rises to 23% for Boohoo” (Purpose Media, 2019). As mentioned previously the target market have higher levels of debt and lower levels of employment, therefore, millennials and Generation Z do not have a lot of disposable income meaning that price will be a big influencer on what/where they purchase their clothing. Therefore, if during competitor analysis of Boohoo celebrity influencers and lower prices were seen as advantages for them then the marketing department at ASOS should have enlisted celebrity influencers to focus on the quality and sustainability of their own products.


Although in the short to medium term ASOS’ marketing strategy requires more effective social media marketing in terms of celebrity influencer marketing and a focus on quality not price, in the long term ASOS needs to beware of following too closely Boohoo’s strategy. It also needs to be wary of using the marketing performance as a scapegoat for other problem areas such as price. The marketing department has been slow to recognise the need for celebrity influencers on social media, however, it still has overall been performing to a good level as has been recognised by the marketing industry. In October 2018 ASOS won Brand of the Year at the Marketing Week Masters, beating the likes of Ikea, Heineken and Quorn to win the award. Data taken from You Gov shows that from 2013 until 2018 ASOS’ purchase consideration (who would consider ASOS when making their next purchase) percentage has continued to rise amongst its target market (18-34 year old females 25% to 35% and 18-34 year old males 8% to 20%). When You Gov looked at the average score for heavy Instagram users (those who use it four times or more a week) compared to those who use it less the purchase score was 26% for heavy users compared to 11% for light users (Brophy, 2018). This highlights that although ASOS’ marketing team could improve their performance in some areas, that overall they are still performing well and that its slower sales growth is not all due to poor marketing. The price of its clothing is also another significant factor. 

Boohoo focus more on low priced items and so their business model is more focused on fast fashion. Fast fashion is defined by the Collins Dictionary (2019) as “the reproduction of highly fashionable clothes at high speed and low cost”.  It is also characterised by discarding these cheap items as soon as fashions change. The House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee estimates that by 2050 25% of all the climate impact created by the UK will come from clothing (Harrabin, 2018). There is then also a serious ethical consideration for ASOS and its marketing department to make regarding what business model it follows in the long term. “Sustainable marketing calls for socially and environmentally responsible actions that meets the present needs of consumers and businesses while also preserving or enhancing the ability of future generations to meet their needs (Kotler et al, 2018, p. 598). However, this view is not universally held as Parsons (2009) states that technological advances will change the way products are made and disposed of, which will make the need for sustainability unnecessary.  However, such advances are at present dreams and if ASOS wants to take its share of responsibility for the wellbeing of future generations then it should avoid encouraging its customers to buy cheap clothing that they quickly discard. The general population, especially younger people, are becoming more consensus about climate change and expecting the brands they use to be socially responsible in this area. “46% of Gen Z said they would spend more on a sustainable product, and 31% have boycotted a brand for unsustainable practices” (ASOS, 2018, p. 3). ASOS is already moving towards more sustainable production for some products such as its own brand jeans. They are “on track to make all ASOS Design jeans from sustainable cotton denim by January 2019” (ASOS, 2018, p. 12). 


With the likelihood that government legislation will be introduced at some point that would tax clothing to encourage more reuse and recycling (Harrabin, 2019), then focusing on consumers looking for cheap fast fashion would be short sighted. The average own brand item ASOS sells is already higher in price than competitors like Boohoo. This suggests ASOS’ customers value quality items and are willing to pay a higher cost for them. If cheap fast fashion clothing becomes more expensive (due to taxes) then ASOS is well placed, with its existing customer base, to stock and sell more sustainable high quality items that would tend to be more expensive. Therefore, lowering the price of its own brand clothing to match Boohoo would be a mistake in the long term. The key for the marketing department is recognising when sustainability becomes more important than price. The marketing department need to have strategic agility to be able to quickly recognise changes in the market place, Chaffey (2012) states this process allows for the review of marketplace opportunities and threats and the selection of appropriate strategy options. More simply strategic agility is a structured way for a marketing department to react quickly and effectively to any changes in the market. 

This assignment has sort to evaluate and explain the activities and role of ASOS’ marketing department. The department is one of if not the most important function within the organisation as it is seen as being the main driver for achieving high yearly sales increases. Previously the marketing department has helped to achieve this through innovative social media marketing campaigns such as As Seen On Me. However, during the 2018/2019 financial year ASOS’ sales growth did not meet its predictions and the main reason the organisation identified was a lack of investment in social media marketing, particularly celebrity influencers. It is difficult to state if a lack of celebrity influencers is due to a poor performance by the marketing department or a lack of investment in this area by the board. Also it seems that ASOS is placing too much significance upon its investment in celebrity influencers and expecting this alone to lead to a return to high sales growth. Higher prices than competitors such as Boohoo has been cited as another reason for ASOS’ poorer performance. Therefore, it will be difficult for the marketing department alone to turnaround ASOS’ fortunes. 
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