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[bookmark: _Toc233720725][bookmark: _Toc235231963]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc233720726][bookmark: _Toc235231964]1.1 Background to the Study
Over the last few years, fashion retail has moved over to digital communication, and brands are increasingly turning to digital content as a means of communicating with consumers (Bowden and Mirzaei, 2021). Zara is a prime example of this trend, as Inditex reported digital sales of 10.7 billion euros in 2025 and the number of followers on its social media has surpassed 62 million on Instagram (Inditex, 2026), while Statista (2025) shows that fashion e-commerce in the United Kingdom accounts for a significant portion of retail spending. Even with this visibility, the pathway of how content quality strengthens customer relations through trust remains untested and not well understood (Hollebeek and Macky, 2019), as few studies examine how content quality builds trust to drive engagement (Dolan et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc233720727][bookmark: _Toc235231965]1.2 Research Problem and Rationale
Zara has been spending a lot of resources and budget on online marketing and promotion via its website, the app, Instagram and TikTok, with Inditex reporting an online sales figure of 10.7 billion euros in 2025 and more than 62 million followers on Instagram (Inditex, 2026). However, with all this activity, it's not clear if shoppers are reading the content or skimming it, as visibility doesn't always mean a trusted brand relationship. This is important because most content marketing budgets are based on metrics like reach and impressions, but they don't mean that the content is credible, authentic, or worth engaging with on a deeper level with customers. If managers don't know if the quality of content creates "trust" and whether that "trust" is what leads to engagement, they may end up creating content that performs well on vanity metrics but doesn't help them create lasting customer relationships. However, elsewhere, Alrwashdeh (2025), Ali et al. (2025) confirm that social media activity has an impact on trust and loyalty outcomes; neither of these studies, however, focuses specifically on UK audiences, which results in no testing of these specific audiences by Zara, as confirmed by Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger (2020). Thus, this investigation is required to clarify what content attributes really foster trust and not just exposure.
[bookmark: _Toc233720728][bookmark: _Toc235231966]1.3 Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc235231967]Research Aim
The research aim is to evaluate how perceived content marketing quality influences customer trust and brand engagement among Zara customers in the United Kingdom, guided by the objectives and questions below.
[bookmark: _Toc235231968]Research Objectives
1. To examine the effect of perceived content marketing quality on customer trust towards Zara in the United Kingdom.
1. To assess the effect of perceived content marketing quality on brand engagement with Zara.
1. To investigate the effect of customer trust on brand engagement with Zara.
[bookmark: _Toc235231969]Research Questions
1. How does perceived content marketing quality influence customer trust towards Zara among United Kingdom customers?
1. How does perceived content marketing quality influence brand engagement with Zara among United Kingdom customers?
1. How does customer trust influence brand engagement with Zara among United Kingdom customers?


[bookmark: _Toc233720729][bookmark: _Toc235231970]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc233720730][bookmark: _Toc235231971]2.1 Content Marketing Quality, Trust and Brand Engagement
Digital content marketing refers to relevant and valuable brand-related content designed to foster engagement, trust and relationships rather than directly persuading customers to purchase (Hollebeek and Macky, 2019). Some studies do indicate that properties like informativeness, credibility and entertainment value are positive attributes for trust (Lou and Xie, 2021). Kim, Leung and McKneely (2023) identified that brand trust is a mediator between the relationship between Instagram-derived social capital and purchase intention, but the study only included small fashion brands instead of a global fashion retailer like Zara. Similar results were found by Husain, Ahmad and Khan (2022), who showed that social media marketing activities increase brand trust among luxury consumers and by Haudi et al. (2022) who showed that marketing activities build brand equity through brand trust, but both measure composite social media marketing activities, which might reduce the validity of their causal claims. The study by Low, Goh and Lim (2025) extends this research by demonstrating that source credibility, not post frequency, is the key factor in fostering brand loyalty toward a fast fashion brand. In contrast, Samarah et al. (2022) also conclude that interactivity and involvement, through the lens of trust, stimulate engagement and loyalty, but their cross-industry sample dampens out the dynamics specific to fashion. The findings of these studies suggest that content quality is associated with trust, and there is some conflict as to what factors are important to content quality and how it should be viewed as a model, namely, antecedent, mediator or parallel construct.
The concept of brand engagement is defined as a multidimensional phenomenon that includes the cognitive, emotional and behavioral aspects of consumer-brand interaction (Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2020; Krowinska and Dineva, 2025). Bowden and Mirzaei (2021) posit that digital content marketing serves as the “hub of engagement” of the retail communication channels when the content is seen as authentic. In the context of fashion, Naeem and Ozuem (2021) conclude that the formation of trust comes before engaging in interaction, and Bonilla-Quijada et al. (2024), and Molina-Prados, Munoz-Leiva and Prados-Pena (2022) confirm that the creation of visual and interactive content on Instagram leads to interaction, but that this is not enough to isolate trust as an explicit mediator, which is a common methodological drawback in this literature. Ruiz-Vinals, Pretel Jimenez and Del Olmo Arriaga (2024) followed this study with a direct analysis of Zara's content profile to find that this same evidence extends to TikTok, though their descriptive analysis does not include testing the assumed causal pathway of trust. Kim, Jin and Jo (2025) provide some corrective with their finding that video storytelling has an engagement effect on small fashion businesses through brand trust, but haven't yet tested it with a big international retailer like Zara. In addition, Leckie, Dwivedi and Johnson (2022) and Osei-Frimpong, McLean and Famiyeh (2020) confirm that brand trust is a stable antecedent of engagement, which supports the rationale for the test of trust as a mediating variable instead of a direct unmediated relationship.
[bookmark: _Toc233720731][bookmark: _Toc235231972]2.2 Theoretical Framework
[bookmark: _Toc235231973]Stimulus-Organism-Response Theory
The main theory used is Stimulus Organism Response theory. Mehrabian and Russell (1974) suggested that the external stimuli influence one's internal psychological state, which in turn impacts on behavioural reactions. Later this framework was endorsed by Jacoby (2002) for its consumer behaviour value. The stimulus is the perceived quality of the content marketing of the brand, in this study, Zara, the organism is customer trust and the response is brand engagement. This framework is suitable for the study as it provides a psychological mechanism that digital content may be able to affect engagement.
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Figure 1: Stimulus-Organism-Response framework applied to digital trust formation. Source: adapted by the researcher from Mehrabian and Russell (1974).
Commitment-Trust Theory of Relationship Marketing
According to Morgan and Hunt (1994), the key ingredients of effective relationship marketing are trust and commitment, and trust is a key relational variable that decreases uncertainty and promotes cooperative behavior. This theory is applicable because the current study does not only focus on whether or not customers see Zara's content, but whether or not that content builds a trusted relationship that can maintain customer engagement in the long-term. As shown in figure 2, trust is linked to relationship commitment, which in turn is linked to outcomes including cooperation and the lower tendency to leave. Nevertheless, Morgan and Hunt's (1994) original model focuses on inter-organisational business-to-business relationships, and this study explores the applicability of the model to individual consumer-brand relationships by adapting the dimensions of trust in a digital content marketing context.
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Figure 2: Commitment-Trust model of relationship marketing. Source: adapted by the researcher from Morgan and Hunt (1994).
[bookmark: _Toc233720732][bookmark: _Toc235231974]2.3 Research Gap
Despite extensive literature on social media marketing and engagement, a precise gap remains rather than a complete absence of research. A contextual gap exists because digital content marketing studies are frequently conducted outside the United Kingdom, meaning focused evidence concerning United Kingdom fashion customers and Zara specifically remains limited; Naeem and Ozuem (2021) demonstrate the importance of engagement within fashion-brand relationships broadly, Ruiz-Vinals, Pretel Jimenez and Del Olmo Arriaga (2024) examine Zara directly but only through a TikTok content-profile lens, and Alrwashdeh (2025) confirms similar dynamics within a Jordanian rather than United Kingdom market. A theoretical gap is evident because many studies examine effects of content marketing on engagement without clearly modelling trust as the connecting mechanism; Dolan et al. (2019) omit trust as a mediator, Park and Ha (2021) conflate content quality with exposure frequency, and Cheung et al. (2021) treat trust only implicitly. A measurement gap also exists, since content marketing is frequently conflated with broader social media activity rather than isolated as perceived content quality; Li, Larimo and Leonidou (2021) conceptualise social media marketing strategy broadly, while Bonilla-Quijada et al. (2024) and Molina-Prados, Munoz-Leiva and Prados-Pena (2022) measure engagement without isolating content quality itself. A practical gap persists because managers require evidence on whether content quality builds trust and engagement rather than evidence limited to reach alone, as highlighted by Fetais et al. (2023), Low, Goh and Lim (2025), and McKinsey and The Business of Fashion (2025).
[bookmark: _Toc233720733][bookmark: _Toc235231975]2.4 Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses
The conceptual framework extends the theoretical discussion above by defining perceived content marketing quality as the independent variable, customer trust as the mediating variable, and brand engagement as the dependent variable, with age, gender, purchase frequency and content exposure frequency as the control variables. This framework is presented in Figure 3, and it depicts that content quality has four dimensions: informativeness, relevance, credibility and authenticity, while trust has four dimensions: reliability, honesty, confidence and dependability and engagement has three dimensions: cognitive, emotional and behavioural, which corresponds with Hollebeek Glynn and Brodie's (2014) conceptualisation of consumer brand engagement.
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Figure 3: Conceptual framework of the study. Source: developed by the researcher
Three hypotheses are proposed accordingly, summarised in Table 1 below, which sets out each hypothesis code, statement and hypothesised path within the conceptual model.
Table 1: Hypotheses and hypothesised paths of the study.
	Code
	Hypothesis Statement

	H1
	Perceived content marketing quality has a positive and significant effect on customer trust towards Zara.

	H2
	Perceived content marketing quality has a positive and significant effect on brand engagement with Zara.

	H3
	Customer trust has a positive and significant effect on brand engagement with Zara.




[bookmark: _Toc233720734][bookmark: _Toc235231976]3. Methodology
This research is based on the research onion framework proposed by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019), which is a systematic approach for selecting and justifying the methodological choices, from research philosophy to data collection and analysis. It is adopted in this study to ensure that the chosen research methods are logically aligned with the research aim, objectives and hypotheses.
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Figure 4: Research onion framework: adapted by the researcher from Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019).
[bookmark: _Toc233720735][bookmark: _Toc235231977]3.1 Research Philosophy
The research philosophy of this study is positivist because it involves a set of measurable variables, structured survey data and statistical hypothesis testing (Bryman and Bell, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc233720736][bookmark: _Toc235231978]3.2 Research Approach
A deductive approach is used because the hypotheses are formulated directly from the Stimulus-Organism-Response framework and the Commitment-Trust theory, and do not emerge inductively from the data. This is fitting since the study does not develop any new theory, rather it tests the given relationships between content quality, trust and engagement (Collis and Hussey, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc233720737][bookmark: _Toc235231979]3.3 Research Design and Strategy
Research Type: Primary Research: Primary research is a method which uses original data that is collected by the researcher for specific research questions or problems (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). In this study primary research techniques are used to gather primary data from the participants of the study that is the customers of Zara in the United Kingdom, in order to ensure that the perceptions of the customers with respect to the quality of content marketing, their trust in the brand and their engagement with the brand directly relate to the objectives and hypotheses of the proposed research.
Research design: Quantitative Analysis: Quantitative research is quantitative data which is measured numerically and is examined with statistical analysis in order to analyse relationships (Bryman and Bell, 2015). The approach is suitable because the study examines the assumed relationships between perceived quality of content marketing, customer trust and brand engagement based on structured questionnaire data and statistical methods.
Research Strategy: Survey: A survey strategy is a process that involves gathering information in a standardized format from a specific population using a standardized questionnaire (Pajo, 2018). It is appropriate for this study because it allows for the collection of data from customers of UK Zara and allows for consistent data for correlation analysis, multiple regression and mediation analysis tests of the proposed hypotheses.
Time Horizon: Cross-Sectional: In a cross-sectional design, data is gathered at one specific time in the study, as opposed to a long period of time (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The approach is suitable because the study investigates the present perception of the digital content of Zara by its customers and checks the relationships between the study variables during the time frame of the dissertation.

[bookmark: _Toc233720738][bookmark: _Toc235231980]3.4 Population and Sampling
Population: The target population comprises United Kingdom based customers aged eighteen or above who have purchased from or browsed Zara products within the past twelve months, and who have interacted with Zara's digital content through Instagram, TikTok, the website, app, email or YouTube. 
Sampling: The sampling method used is purposive convenience sampling as a complete sampling frame is not available and therefore probability sampling cannot be truly said to be used (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). 
Sample Size: The sample size is targeted between 100 and 150 respondents.
[bookmark: _Toc233720739][bookmark: _Toc235231981]3.5 Data Collection Method
Questionnaire Administration: The research, Data will be gathered using self-administered online questionnaire using Google Forms. The questionnaire is a suitable method to use as it allows for easy access of the United Kingdom Zara customers, anonymity of the participants and the responses can be recorded electronically for statistical analysis afterward (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
Questionnaire Structure: There will be four parts to the questionnaire. Section A will be screening questions to ensure all respondents are residents of the UK aged 18 years or over and have bought from, or had contact with, Zara's digital content within the last 12 months. Section B will gather information about the respondents' demographic and behavioural characteristics such as age, gender, how often they buy the Zara brand and if they have come into contact with Zara's digital content. Perceived content marketing quality will be measured in Section C in terms of six dimensions: relevance, informativeness, credibility, authenticity, visual appeal and interactivity. In Section D, the level of trust (reliability, honesty and confidence) and engagement (cognitive, emotional and behavioural) will be measured from the perspective of the customers.
Question Types and Measurement Scale: The questionnaire will consist of questions that are spaced between 1 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree) with multiple choice, dichotomous (Yes/No) and 5-point Likert scale questions. Items of measurement will be taken from validated scales in the earlier studies to ensure content validity and consistency with the study objectives (Bryman and Bell, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc233720740][bookmark: _Toc235231982]3.6 Data Analysis Procedure
Data will be analysed using SPSS and Excel. Demographic frequency tables are used as the starting point for the analysis. The mean, standard deviation, minimum and maximum values will then be reported for each construct as descriptive statistics. Cronbach's alpha will be used to test the reliability of the instrument, and will be considered acceptable when the value is greater than 0.70 for the scales that have been established. Pearson correlation analyses will be used to determine the relationships between variables. Multiple regression will be used to test the relationships between the variables directly. To determine whether customer trust accounts for the link between perceived quality of customer content marketing and brand engagement, mediation analysis will be conducted.
[bookmark: _Toc233720741][bookmark: _Toc235231983]3.7 Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval is sought prior to any data collection, in accordance with University of Wales Trinity Saint David requirements. All participation is voluntary, anonymous and based on informed consent and no primary data is collected prior to approval. All documentation is held securely in the University OneDrive account, viewable only by the researcher, supervisor and moderation staff relevant to the research (Yin, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc233720742][bookmark: _Toc235231984]4. Expected Findings
The study will likely conclude that the quality of perceived content marketing has a positive effect on customers' level of trust. Such an expectation is supported by Hollebeek and Macky (2019), who associate digital content marketing with trust and engagement. It is also supported by Low, Goh and Lim, 2025 in which they prove the importance of credibility in fast fashion brand loyalty. The study will also determine that the quality of content marketing has a positive relationship with brand engagement, when perceived. 
[bookmark: _Toc233720743][bookmark: _Toc235231985]5. Limitations
In the research, there are a number of limitations expected. The main drawback of a purposive convenience sample is that it does not allow for generalisation as it is not random (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Cross sectional design will measure perceptions at a single point in time and cannot make a definite causal conclusion. There are several drawbacks to complex mediation modeling with a small sample size, and social desirability bias may make responses to Likert items unreliable, though can be minimized through the thoughtful design of questionnaires and pilot testing.
[bookmark: _Toc233720744][bookmark: _Toc235231986]6. Timeframe
The dissertation will take 16th weeks to complete. Table 2 gives the Gantt chart that shows the literature consolidation, ethical approval, piloting of the questionnaire, data collection, data statistical analysis, and writing. Table 2 is the Gantt chart for the 16th week dissertation schedule.
Table 2: Gantt chart of the 16th week dissertation timeline
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Source: Developed by the researcher.

[bookmark: _Toc233720745][bookmark: _Toc235231987]7. Conclusion
This proposal aims to conduct a targeted quantitative research into the relationship between perceived quality of content marketing and the level of customer trust and brand engagement in the UK fashion industry, with Zara as the case organisation. The study is academically relevant as it is not just about the general perceptions of social media marketing but goes to a more defined mechanism. It examines whether customer trust is a mediating factor between customer perceptions of content quality and customer engagement. It is expected that the study will give practical suggestions for Zara and other fashion brands.
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