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Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	How to Increase Customer Engagement on Social Media Platforms: A Case Study of Fashion and Luxury Consumers in China

	 
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	In this section you will need to:
· Place the research topic in its historical, cultural and social context.
· Explain why the research is significant and important.
· Place the research in the current academic context.





Research Background
The luxury market in China has evolved into a dynamic and influential force in the worldwide economy, undergoing a profound transformation over the past few decades. Driven by rapid economic growth, urbanization, and the rise of the middle class, China has become a crucial participant in the luxury industry (Ruiz, 2023). Once primarily known as a center for manufacturing, the country has transformed into a powerful consumer of high-end goods and services, shaping the strategies of global luxury brands (Creevey, 2022). According to McKinsey (2019), The Chinese luxury consumer base is projected to surge by 121% from 2016 to 2025, compared to a 32% growth expected in other global markets during the same period. 

Historically, wealthy older individuals held a dominant position in luxury consumption markets (Xuan, 2019). Nevertheless, as the desire for luxury items for personal enjoyment and gratification has increased, the exclusivity of the luxury market no longer revolves solely around wealthy older generations (Mundel et al., 2021). The emerging demographic of luxury consumers is changing towards a younger generation known as Millennials, which includes individuals born from 1977 to 2000 (Xuan, 2019). According to Statista (2019), approximately 50% of the luxury goods sales in Chinese markets are attributed to Millennials. 

In recent years, there has been a significant rise in the appeal of social media apps, capturing the interest of millions throughout the country (Qiao, 2020). With the advent of innovative platforms, such as Douyin (the Chinese version of TikTok) and Xiaohongshu, users are increasingly drawn to bite-sized videos that offer entertainment, information, and a unique form of self-expression (Yang, 2021). According to Statista (2023), Douyin has more than 750 million daily active users, and it has become one of the most popular applications in China. This cultural shift has not only transformed the dynamics of social media but has also become a key driver of trends, influencing business strategies and brand marketing in the Chinese luxury market (Biagiola, 2022). Consequently, it is crucial for luxury fashion brands to adjust to the lifestyles of Chinese consumers to enhance their sales.

Research Problem Statement
The alignment of luxury fashion brands with mass-media platforms has historically been questioned, given the brands' need to maintain their uniqueness and exclusivity, along with cultivating personalized relationships with selected consumers (Quach & Thaichon, 2017). Therefore, research on social media engagement with luxury brands remains scant and will be explored in this research. Luxury brands are characterized by several distinctive features that differentiate them from mainstream or mass-market brands, which contribute to the perception of exclusivity, prestige, and high quality associated with luxury products (Xuan, 2019). However, mass-media digital platforms, which include various forms of communication channels, are designed to reach a wide and diverse audience, making them a common source of information and entertainment for the general public (Kumar, 2022). Digital platforms like Douyin (Chinese TikTok) aim to be inclusive and available to the mass Chinese audiences (Ping, 2022). Therefore, adapting the unique characteristics of exclusivity to social media applications and embracing online sales are inevitable challenges for fashion luxury brands in China.

Another research gap is that there is a notable lack of studies examining the factors that drive customer engagement with luxury brands from consumers’ perspectives (Creevey, 2022). The empirical analysis primarily focused on the outcomes related to firms, such as improved customer loyalty, customer satisfaction, and brand commitment (So et al., 2016). Since customer engagement offers various benefits for the firms when customers participate in co-production and value co-creation with the organizations positively (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016), however, it is recognized that customers usually interact with the business driven by their own interests, seeking enhanced value or higher-quality products. To understand this engagement, especially in the context of luxury brands, from consumers’ perspectives, Berthron et al. (2009) conceptualizes luxury brands’ value into three spheres: functional value, experiential value, and symbolic value. Each of these spheres offers a different perspective on what luxury brands provide to consumers. However, there remains a notable gap in research: few studies have thoroughly explored customer engagement with luxury brands from the consumer’s viewpoint, particularly focusing on how these three spheres of value influence their engagement decisions.

Previous studies have also concentrated on examining the impact of digital marketing on consumer behaviors, but they have not adequately connected these behaviors with the distinctive characteristics of Millennials (Mundel et al., 2021). Over the past few years, the sales growth and profitability of the luxury fashion industry have decreased, partly due to its challenges in adapting to the changing demographics (Dobre et al., 2021). The features of targeted consumers of luxury fashion brands are quite different compared with the traditional luxury consumers (Ruiz, 2023). According to McKinsey (2019), at the beginning of the 2000s, the traditional luxury consumers primarily consisted of individuals aged 50 to 69 (Baby Boomer Generation), while the modern demographics are shifting towards the Generation Millennials. 
Compared with the older generations, Millennials own distinct value perceptions of luxury brands. For example, according to Deloitte (2019), Millennials highly value individuality and self-expression, and they prioritize sustainable practices and ethical considerations in their purchasing decisions. This indicates a need for more focused research that delves into how the distinct attributes of Millennials, such as their tech-savviness and value for experiences over products, interact with digital marketing strategies in fashion luxury brands (Ruiz, 2023).






	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	In this section you will need to:
· Explain what you want to achieve through the research.
· Outline the aims of the research.

Research Questions
The research focuses on four questions:
1. What drives customer engagement that leads to having a profitable customer base?
2. How to measure customer engagement concepts, dimensions, antecedents, and outcomes?
3. How can a luxury brand make all forms of customer engagement profitable on the digital platform?
4. What is the engagement-revenue relationship in the context of digital platforms?

Research Objectives
The research focuses on four objectives:
1. To identify and analyze the drivers of engagement and profitable customer base.
2. To understand the strategies, measures, and processes that luxury brands utilize to assess profitable engagement.
3. To explore customer engagement concepts, dimensions, antecedents, and outcomes in the context of the digital platform economy.
4. To examine the engagement-revenue relationship based on luxury brand operation in the digital platform ecosystem.

Research Aims and Contributions
This research has two main theoretical and practical contributions. The first is to provide practical guidance for fashion luxury brands on engagement strategies in the Chinese digital economy. Chinese consumers display a high level of online proficiency, and wealthy individuals in lower-tier cities often lack easy access to physical stores (Deloitte, 2019). Consequently, it is vital for luxury fashion brands to tailor their strategies to align with the specific lifestyles of Chinese customers, employing a digital approach that effectively captures their interest (Milovan, 2021). Recognizing this need, numerous luxury fashion labels, including Louis Vuitton, Gucci, and Chanel, are undertaking substantial digital marketing initiatives in China (Xuan, 2019). These efforts aim to increase brand equity and sales within the dynamic digital landscape of the Chinese market. However, navigating the Chinese digital economy requires fashion luxury brands to adopt strategic and culturally sensitive approaches and consider their unique characteristics (Mainofi, 2022). Accordingly, this research aims to deeply analyze the preferences, behaviors, and expectations of Chinese luxury consumers, which are mainly Millennials, to help the organization adapt digital marketing and engagement strategies by considering the cultural nuances that influence purchasing decisions. Additionally, this research aims to explore the trend of social media applications and overcomes the compatibility between luxury brands and mass-media platforms, to help luxury brands harness the power of social media to amplify their brand presence, connect with a broader audience, and preserve the sense of exclusivity and prestige associated with luxury products.

The second contribution of the research is the enhancement of theoretical understanding by addressing gaps in customer engagement research in certain contexts. Foremost, limited research explores how cultural differences influence customer engagement strategies and outcomes (Creevey, 2022). Examining variations in engagement preferences and expectations across different cultures could provide valuable insights for global businesses (Dwivedi, 2021). Therefore, this research aims to analyze the Chinese market and adapts to the lifestyle of Chinese luxury consumers, which will help the organizations develop more specific and focused business plans for targeted consumers. Second, rapid advancements in technology, such as live streaming, e-commerce platforms, and virtual reality, are changing the landscape of customer engagement (Berthron et al., 2009). Research gaps exist in understanding how these technologies influence online customer engagement strategies and outcomes (Jin et al., 2021). Hence, this research aims to explore online customer engagement on digital platforms and develops engagement metrics and measurement tools for the digital platform’s context. Third, while substantial research investigates on customer engagement in broad demographics, there is a research gap in understanding the unique preferences and engagement behaviors of Generation Millennials (Contreras, 2017). This research aims to explore how this emerging demographic engages with brands, offering potentially valuable insights for luxury brands. Additionally, there is a context-specific research gap in ethical considerations in customer engagement. Generation Millennials, who are the main luxury consumers in China, are influenced by ethical and moral principles (Swart, 2021). The lack of research exploring the ethical dimensions of customer engagement strategies has a direct impact on business performance and sales (Creevey et al., 2022). Therefore, this research will address the ethical aspects of customer engagement, aiding in understanding the limits and ethical consequences of online engagement while preserving customer trust. 



	
Proposed plan of work including timetable 

	Proposed plan of work

In this section you will need to complete a proposed plan of your work explaining the timeline for key elements of the thesis. This can be set out as a table like below or as a gantt chart (for example)

This plan should indicate that the research will be completed by the end of the fee paying period (the minimum period of candidature.

	Planned Development (e.g. submission of form, completion of chapter, submission of thesis)
	Target Date

	1. Initial Research and Planning
Conduct an in-depth review of relevant literature, refine research questions, finalize methodology, and submit the detailed research proposal.
	Oct. 2024-Jan. 2025

	2. Methodology Development
Create interview guides, surveys, or experimental designs, and prepare ethical approval application.
	Feb. 2025-Apr. 2025

	3. Data Collection
Conduct interviews, surveys, or experiments with participants.
	July. 2025- Jan. 2026

	4. Data Analysis
Use advanced statistical or qualitative methods to analyze data.
	Feb. 2025- Aug. 2026

	5. Writing the Thesis
	Sep. 2026-Aug. 2027

	5. Revision and Submission
	Sep. 2027-Oct. 2027





	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	In this section you will need to explain how you will achieve your aims and objectives:

· Explain your disciplinary orientation/ approach
· Describe the methods you will use to carry out your research: (eg library-based research, on-line research, fieldwork (interviews/ participant-observation), analysis of visual data, combinations of these)


This research adopts a qualitative approach from the standpoint of social constructivism. The social constructivism paradigm allows the researcher to explore how customer engagement with luxury brands on digital platforms in China is shaped by collective social processes, cultural norms, and shared meanings (Roper et al., 2013). It will help understand not just individual experiences, but how these experiences are constructed within the broader social and cultural context of China (Bauer, 2011).

The primary research approach will involve one-to-one semi-structured interviews. In-depth interviews allow researchers to gather exploratory insights (Magaldi & Berler, 2020) and understand individuals’ nuances, perceptions, and expectations (Creswell, 2018). The interview questions will be predetermined but open-minded questions. The questions address several key aspects to investigate how to increase customer engagement in the Chinese market, considering perspectives from both luxury brands and digital platforms. Additionally, the interview questions will be prepared in advance and shared with the interviewees at least a week prior to the scheduled session to ensure their comfort. Interviewees will also be given the opportunity to suggest modifications to specific questions before the interview takes place.

The interviewees will be participants who had the purchase history of luxury fashion items or have the purchase intention of luxury fashion items in the future. The interviewees will also be the users of digital platforms like TikTok, Douyin, or Xiaohongshu. The methods for selecting participants will be purposive sampling and snowball sampling (Creswell, 2018). This involves selecting people who are available and willing to take part in the study, as well as asking the people who meet the criteria to refer to the other potential participants.

In addition to textual data, visual data from social media posts, advertisements, and user-generated content will be analyzed to understand how luxury brands visually communicate their identity and engage consumers (Jin, 2020). This is particularly important in fashion and luxury, where aesthetics and branding play a crucial role (Swart, 2021). Visual content such as influencer collaborations, product showcases, and interactive features will be examined to identify strategies that encourage customer participation and engagement (Srivastava, 2020).

Ethical approval will be sought before data collection (Louis-Charles et al., 2020). Participants will be informed of the purpose of the study, their right to withdraw at any time, and how the data will be used (Nurmi, 2020). Care will be taken to ensure the anonymity and privacy of participants, especially when analyzing interactions on public social media platforms (Gregg, 2022).
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	If there are no third parties involved in the creation of the IP the student is deemed to own the IP, however should the student wish to commercially exploit their IP and require the assistance of the University to do so, they will be required to assign their IP to the University. https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/iiced/protecting-innovation-and-creativity---intellectual-property/

	☐
	☒



	
Student Signature

	
Signature or Print Name:

	Han Zhang
	Date:
10.10. 2024







Supervisory Team


	Has the student proposed a viable research project that is appropriate for this programme that should be supported by the Institute? 

	
              Supported:  ☐                                                     Not Supported:  ☐





Authorisation

	Director of Studies
	Signature or Print Name:



	Date:

	Institute Manager of Research Degrees

	Signature or Print Name:



	Date:



Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk).
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