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[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]Introduction
The following essay has been prepared to conduct a critical evaluation and analysis of the role that marketing plays in creating value for the customers. In this regard, the case of Zara (which is a renowned fashion and clothing brand) has also been used in this essay to comprehend the marketing activities that this company has utilised for creating customer value and understand how these activities have enabled Zara to increase its sales successfully. In addition to this, the essay has also analysed the role and impact of stakeholder engagement on the marketing activities that are conducted by companies like Zara to promote their products, engage their customers, and increase their sales. Based on these analyses, a detailed conclusion has also been provided at the end of this essay.
[bookmark: _heading=h.30j0zll]Overview
Marketing can be described as a process of developing and communicating a message about a company’s product or service in an effective format to create awareness of the brand, engage customers, and encourage them to make purchases (Porral and Stanton, 2017). It can take many forms that include (but not limited to) advertisement, press releases, as well as direct communication with the customers. Today, managing marketing activities has become one of the utmost priorities of almost every organisation around the world primarily due to the increased competition that the companies are facing within their respective industries (Payne et al., 2017). In this regard, the common marketing goal for every company in most cases is based on creating value for the customers in such a way that also enables them to increase their sales and profits and create brand loyalty among their target customers (Sánchez-Gutiérrez et al., 2019). One such industry where creating customer value has become significantly important is related to the global fashion and apparel industry.
The reason why companies in the fashion industry are continuously improving their marketing strategies in order to capture the attention of their target customers is again related to the fact that today this industry has become increasingly competitive and customers have many options in terms of deciding what type of clothing products they want to purchase (Gardetti and Torres, 2017). Moreover, customers are also becoming more demanding when it comes to purchasing clothing products as they are increasingly seeking new designs, high-quality and affordable prices while making their purchases (Linden, 2016).
Thus, creating value for these customers has become a challenge for most fashion and apparel companies but one such company that has been found to become successful in terms of providing value to the customers through its effective marketing strategies is Zara (Danziger, 2018). Thus, before proceeding towards explaining the role of marketing activities in creating customer value and how Zara has managed its marketing activities (in this regard) effectively, a brief background of the company has been provided in the below section.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1fob9te]Background of the Company
Founded in 1975 by Rosalía Mera and Amancio Ortega, Zara is considered as one of the renowned Spanish fashion and apparel companies, which is selling its products globally. The company is known for specializing in fast fashion and products that mainly include clothing, perfumes, beauty products, swimwear, shoes, accessories, and so forth (Sitaro, 2020). The parent company of Zara is Inditex group, which itself is the largest apparel retailer in the world. As of 2017, Zara was found to manage up to twenty collections per year. Moreover, currently, the company is providing its products all over the world from more than 2,118 stores (Inditex, 2021). The reason why Zara has been selected for this essay is related to the fact that this famous fashion company is currently leading the entire Inditex Group in terms of making high sales and profitability.
This is because as per the last recorded statistics on sales share in 2019, Zara was found to generate the highest number of sales for the Inditex Group in comparison to its other subsidiaries since the company was noted to capture a sales share of around 69% of the total sales of the Inditex Group (Blázquez, 2020). The sales share of Zara and other subsidiaries of Inditex has also been depicted in the below figure. Again, Zara would have not been able to generate such a high level of sales without devising and using an effective marketing strategy to meet the needs of its customers and create value for them (Danziger, 2018). Thus, by considering these points, the following section has provided a detailed analysis of the role of marketing in creating customer value by also referring to the case of Zara.



[bookmark: _heading=h.3znysh7]Role of Marketing in Creating Value for Customers[image: ]Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 1: Sales share of the Inditex Group worldwide in 2019, by format – Source: Blázquez (2020)

As stated earlier, one important role that marketing plays for organisations like Zara is related to creating value for the customers through the products and services. According to Kumar and Reinartz (2016), customer value can be described as a perception that customers have regarding the worth of a particular product or service in comparison to other possible alternatives. This worth is typically determined by the customers by looking at the potential advantages of the product that can be related to its high quality, price, service, and even experience of the brand (Mahmoud et al., 2018). Thus, marketing plays an important role in terms of delivering value to the customers by providing these advantages for which organisations are often required to first identify and satisfy the needs of their customers and then retain them in the long run (Kusumadewi, 2019).
In this regard, authors like Zhang et al. (2016), have also stated that before deciding the type of value that the company wants to provide through its products or services, it should first focus on identifying the needs or wants of its target customers. As stated earlier, within the fashion and apparel industry, most companies like Zara are increasingly innovating their products and services due to the changing needs and preferences of the customers (Yang et al., 2017). In other words, customers in this industry have been noted to constantly talk about the newest trends in fashion, which in turn motivates them to develop a longing related to having the latest fashion collection. However, many of these fashion and apparel products become costly for the customers to afford, which as a result, cause them to purchase cheaper clothes or poor-quality apparel products (Santini et al., 2018; Mustafid et al., 2018).
Thus, identifying and satisfying this need of the customers to have the latest fashion collection at affordable prices can be considered as one of the initial tasks for companies like Zara if they want to create value for the customers. In this regard, to satisfied the identified need of the customers, Sayil et al. (2019) have stated that the goal of the companies while devising the marketing strategy of the product should always be based on increasing the total customer benefit of the product or reduce the total customer cost related to attaining the product (or a combination of both). Yen et al. (2020) have also stated that even though creating the right product or service becomes extremely important for organisations while providing value, they are also required to ensure that everyone feels the benefit from the exchange of the product/service. This means that an organisation has to ensure that its target customers feel happy with the value which they get for what they pay for the product and the company also feels satisfied with the payment it receives in exchange for providing that product (Kotler, 2017).
In this regard, Zara is satisfying the needs of its customer by creating value for everyone by utilizing the mass customisation technique. This technique is allowing the company to provide different types of apparel and fashion products in large volumes to its target customers in order to meet their distinctive tastes and preferences for fashion products (Hoen, 2018). However, at the same time, the company is also reducing the unit cost of producing these apparel products through utilizing the mass customisation technique, which is helping it to charge affordable and even low prices for its fashion and apparel products (Semple, 2019). From this strategy, one can infer that Zara is utilizing the best-cost provider strategy (i.e., the combination of both the product differentiation and low-cost leadership) to create value for its customers as per the academic theory of Porter’s generic strategies (Islami et al., 2020).
However, the role of marketing is not only confined to identifying and satisfying the needs of the customers, since it also requires companies to retain their target customers in the long run. For this purpose, organisations typically try to create novel opportunities to win the loyalty of the customers (Wu and Li, 2018). Again, in the case of Zara, the company has created loyalty among its customers to retain them in the long run by constantly delivering the branded value of trend-right clothing and apparel products at appealing prices (Danziger, 2018).
In this regard, by making the product exchange valuable and the overall brand experience meaningful for the customers, Zara has created loyalty among its customers by tapping into their potential in order to evangelise its brand (Danziger, 2018). In other words, rather than utilizing push marketing strategies, Zara focuses on pulling its customers after which it cultivates them as the brand influencers of the company to enhance its products, services, and operations. This has also enabled Zara to spread positive word of mouth about its brand. These marketing strategies of Zara are also the reason why the shopper frequency at its stores is higher than the traditional women’s clothing and apparel stores (Kohan, 2018).
Again, in creating loyal customers and then transforming them into brand evangelists, the marketing activities of Zara typically focus on increasing customer engagement (besides providing high-quality and unique clothing products to them at affordable prices) (Payton, 2020). An example of this can be taken from the two-way communication that Zara conducts with its young customers on its social media pages like Facebook (where it has more than 25 million followers) to understand their needs, address their concerns and launch new (or improve its existing) apparel and fashion products (Ravi, 2018). By considering these points, it can also be inferred that Zara utilises the "marketing concept" while devising its customer value-driven marketing strategy by understanding the wants and needs of its target customers, and then delivering the desired value better than its close competitors (Lumen, 2021). The above-explained role of marketing has also been summarised in the below figure.
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Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 2: Role of Marketing in Creating Value for the Customers – Source: Lumen (2021)


[bookmark: _heading=h.2et92p0]Impact of Stakeholder Engagement on the Marketing Activities
Stakeholder engagement can be described as a process that enables organisations to communicate and understand their key stakeholders. In other words, this process allows an organisation to comprehend the needs and varying interests of its stakeholders and the extent of their engagement with the firm (Bowen et al., 2017). By gaining this understanding of the individual needs and involvement of each stakeholder in the business, organisations are better able to devise appropriate plans and actions that also allow them to impact the goals of their firms, as well as their stakeholders (Ray and Miller, 2017).
Today, engaging with the key stakeholders of the business has also become significantly important for the success of the organisations within their respective industries (Jakhar, 2017). In this regard, authors like Bourne (2016) have contended that if organisations want to become successful, they should have a clear vision that can be derived from a robust or effective strategic planning process. This also includes the marketing plan of the business that can help to make the organisation successful by fostering stakeholder engagement. In this regard, the stakeholder theory has also contended that organisations should always try to devote their effort by creating value not just for their shareholders but also for their stakeholders (Jones et al., 2017). Again, this value cannot be created without engaging the stakeholders that also tend to impact the organisation’s overall marketing activities (Caputo, 2016).
However, before understanding this impact of stakeholder engagement, it is also important to comprehend the type of stakeholders that impact or are impacted by the decisions or actions of an organisation. Usually, stakeholders for any company (such as Zara) are grouped into two categories that include internal and external stakeholders. In the case of Zara, its internal stakeholders can include its shareholders, board of directors, employees, and managers. While the external stakeholders of the company can include its customers, suppliers, government, and society (Cardwell et al., 2017).
Engaging with all these stakeholders can be considered a highly important task for companies like Zara since such an engagement can help organisations to develop meaningful relationships with all their important stakeholders, which in turn, can help in adding value to the operations of their firms (Boesso and Kumar, 2016). In addition to this, engaging with the stakeholders also allows organisations to minimise potential risks, create appropriate plans for the future, and enhance opportunities for growth by better comprehending the fast-changing environmental, political, technological, social, and economic context of their industries (Mitchell et al., 2020).
This importance of addressing the concerns and meeting the needs of each stakeholder can also be considered as the prime reason behind the impact of stakeholder engagement on the marketing activities of the organisations (Loureiro et al., 2020). Again, an example of this can be taken from the case of Zara which devices its marketing strategies by engaging with its key stakeholders. For instance, one of the reasons behind the success of Zara is related to its increased efforts in terms of training and empowering its managers and employees (i.e., internal stakeholders) at its retail stores to be particularly sensitive to the wants and needs of the customers (Martin Roll, 2020).
For this purpose, Zara has been known for empowering its store managers and sales associates to be at the forefront of customer research. In this regard, the company has trained its employees and managers to listen and note down the comments or ideas of the customers intently related to the fabrics, cuts, or a new line of clothing product (Uberoi, 2017). This also includes training the employees and managers to keenly observe the new styles that customers are found to be wearing while visiting the company’s stores to identify the potential of converting those styles into unique Zara styles (Martin Roll, 2020). Whereas, in return for providing exceptional customer service which is the important goal of its marketing activities, Inditex (i.e., the parent company of Zara) also offer different types of monetary and non-monetary rewards to its employees (including growth opportunities) to increase their motivation, job satisfaction, as well as the intention to work for the company in the long-run (Akass, 2019).
On the other hand, the engagement of Zara with its customers (i.e., external stakeholders) can be better understood by referring to the company's basic rules related to giving customers what they want and providing their desired products faster than anyone else (Koivulehto, 2017). As stated earlier, Zara communicates with its customers on its website and social media pages like Facebook to understand their needs or address their queries in order to provide them with optimal customer service. In this regard, asking for feedback from the customer is more than lip service at Zara. This is because when customers give positive or negative feedback on its clothing product, Zara reports this back to its headquarters and communicates these reviews or feedback of the customers to its in-house designers who apply them in their future work (Danziger, 2018).
Similarly, Zara also focuses on producing and promoting toxic-free merchandise under its marketing activities and it has also implemented different recycling programs under its retail stores to positively engage with the local communities or society where it is conducting its operations. For instance, to promote sustainability, Zara has launched a recycling donation program, as well as an eco-friendly clothing collection named “Join Life” under which it has made all its clothing products from animal-friendly and forest-friendly materials. This again has helped Zara in improving its image in the eyes of its stakeholders (Holgate, 2019).
[bookmark: _heading=h.tyjcwt]Conclusion
From the above-conducted analyses within this essay, it can be concluded that marketing indeed plays an important role in terms of creating value for the customers by ensuring that they are provided with the right product, at the right place, at the right price, and on a right time. However, the analysis under this essay has also shown that the marketing activities which are conducted by organisations for promoting their brands are significantly impacted by their stakeholder’s engagement. Thus, it can also be concluded from this essay that to improve both their strategic and financial performance, companies like Zara should always try to understand the needs and wants of their stakeholders. This, in turn, can help them to develop the right marketing strategies for promoting their products and create value for their key stakeholders successfully.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3dy6vkm]
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