1. The Rationale for a Critical Literature Review

1.1 The Purpose of Critical Literature Review
Literature review refers to the selection of relevant documents, including both published and unpublished materials, that are related to the research topic and present information, concepts, and data from specific perspectives to achieve particular goals (Hart, 2018). According to Jankowitz (1995), the importance of researchers’ work is determined by its connections to others and how it aligns with or differs from the work and findings of others. A critical literature review is essential, as it highlights the importance of using knowledge and concepts in the literature to challenge the established beliefs and the prevailing perspectives. The term ‘critical’ is widely adopted in academic research but needs thoughtfully interpreted in the context of literature review. For example, being critical in literature review involves the comprehensive of existing literature with evaluation and judgment abilities, and the skill in organizing these insights coherently and logically in writing form. Accordingly, in this research of investigating digital marketing in fashion and luxury industries, a critical literature review is essential for the researcher to review and comprehend digital customer engagement, based on existing scholarly works, and to develop and refine new perspectives on increasing customer engagement by integrating with certain examples. 

According to Jesson and Lacey (2006), the objectives of a critical literature review are therefore to comprehend the existing knowledge, develop and integrate their advantages and disadvantages, gaps, and prejudices, and provide a critical analysis within a broader framework. Similarly, Saunders et al (2003) illustrate three main purposes of conducting a critical literature review. The first reason for conducting a critical literature review is to identify and integrate the most prevailing and important findings in the research area (Saunders, 2003). However, in the case of new research areas, where closely related literature may be scarce, a broader review of articles and research will be necessary. Conversely, for topics that have been undertaken for many years, it might be possible to focus on literature that is more directly relevant (Saunders et al, 2011). Corbin and Strauss (2008) also denote the difficulties of reviewing every piece of work in the research area. Therefore, they point out that the aim of the literature review is not to summarize all existing findings on the research subject but to examine the most pertinent and significant studies related to the topic. In this study of exploring digital customer engagement, the concept of digital marketing only emerged after 1994, coinciding with internet advancements and technology infrastructure. Meanwhile, the implication of social media marketing was only introduced after the 2000s, with the steady increase in social media adoption. Hence, the most relevant literature review on this topic would be mainly selected from the 2000s for its relevance to this field. Although the previous marketing literature is still considered, it is given less emphasis due to the paradigm shift towards the digital realm in recent decades.

The second purpose of critical literature review is to criticize and evaluate research (Strauss, 2003). A common error in conducting a critical literature review is merely transforming the findings into uncritical listings or summaries of prior studies (Saunders & Lewis, 2011). Often, they amount to nothing more than detailed bibliographies (Hart, 2018), with the purpose of supporting the researcher’s hypothesis (Greenhalgh, 2005). However, the goal of a critical literature review is not merely to describe what each author has presented in a sequential manner. Instead, the process of critical literature review involves evaluating previously conducted research in the study area, illustrating and clarifying the connections and differences between published findings, and citing the literature where these findings were reported. In this case of examining online customer engagement with luxury brands, the second purpose is vital to this research. Since digital marketing is a vast topic, the researcher needs to find out the connections between digital marketing, social media applications, and luxury fashion sectors. The research also needs to investigate a comprehensive understanding of digital marketing, by evaluating and comparing different studies with empirical data, extending beyond mere aggregation of bibliographies.

The third purpose of the critical literature review is to identify the recognized experts in the area (Strauss, 2003). A critical literature review is addressed to discuss the key relevant research findings and integrate the study into a broader context. This process therefore inevitably involves identifying the significant theories and recognized experts in the research area. In the process of conducting a comprehensive literature review and gathering empirical data, the researcher identified Kumar and Hollebeek as prominent scholars in the field of digital marketing. Their proposed theories, including the CEV Model and CEEM Model, have been widely cited and discussed within the academic community.

1.2 The Content of Critical Literature Review
The types of reviews are pictured with advantages and disadvantages, which depend on researcher’s expertise and the time at their disposal. Given the smaller number of resources and a narrowly defined area of focus, the researcher in this study adopts a narrative review. This approach facilitates the identification of trends and patterns in the literature over a specified period. Even though the systematic review offers a more comprehensive exploration with reduced bias, it requires more explicit methods and an extended research timeframe.
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The process of searching the adequate literature is sophisticated and needs to be addressed. Typically, the latest research and papers are incorporated through published, peer-reviewed articles. It is also essential to evaluate unpublished content, including government documents, conference letters, and scholarly content, as these sources of literature also provide valuable insights (Soares et al, 2019). Furthermore, as conducting the process of selecting literature, examining the reference lists of documents is beneficial for discovering relevant publications to include and critical viewpoints to evaluate (Debora et al, 2021). The prominent authors in the specific field can be identified and assessed in the process as well. Creswell (1994) outlines that the content of a literature review should meet three key objectives: showcasing the outcomes of similar studies, comparing the present study with the existing scholar, and offering a benchmark for relating the study’s findings to other research. 

According to Soares et al (2019), there are two key standards and criteria for a literature review content, which are coverage and synthesis. Firstly, coverage refers to the main topic and research areas covered in the critical literature review. A broad coverage in the literature review with references from different sources can provide diverse viewpoints. Conversely, narrowing the coverage of knowledge offers specified and deep insights into the topic. In this current study, although literature that exclusively addresses traditional marketing theories is less relevant to the investigation of digital customer engagement, references to foundational marketing concepts will be included. This approach is able to offer essential insights into the broader field of marketing and enrich the analysis of digital marketing strategies.

Secondly, the category of synthesis involves a process of constructive argument and a synthesis critique, since different cultural contexts and paradigm backgrounds lead to different results and perspectives (Soares et al, 2019). Particularly, Soares et al (2019) point out that different theories on the same topic might exist in different disciplines, and within a single discipline, various concepts can be used to explain one topic. In this study of digital customer engagement, for example, Beckers (2016) discusses customer engagement from non-purchase behaviors, including commenting or recommending products or services, indicating their high involvement in co-creating value for the firms. Conversely, Hollebeek (2014) discusses customer engagement from both direct purchase behaviors and indirect behaviors. Similarly, from the perspective of multi-dimensional scope, the CEV framework (Kumar, 2019) can also be used in measuring both direct and non-direct behaviors. Therefore, a critical literature review is not aimed at synthesizing all concepts and theories, instead, an in-depth argument and assessment are addressed to integrate and synthesize the research problems. 

1.3 The Process of Managing a Critical Literature Review
Cooper (1988) outlines four stage characteristics of conducting a literature review, which are asking research questions, reviewing the primary functions, creating differences that create variation, and accessing potential invalidity in conclusion. In recent studies, Debora et al (2019) conclude three steps to develop a critical literature review. The first and foremost step is to define the researcher’s main topic and keywords of the proposed study. Subsequently, these keywords can narrow down the search to particular subtopics, assisting in conducting the structure of the review. Particularly, in this study of digital marketing, certain keywords, which are customer engagement, digital platforms, luxury fashion industries, and Generation Z will be selected to narrow down the topic and help the researcher conduct deeper and more detailed research. In this stage, Kumar (2011) believes organizing sections and subsections is important. Headings and subheadings are suggested to be used to conduct a clear, descriptive, and logical order throughout the text. Kumar (2011) also suggests that the identification of keywords for each literature review section should be listed to guide the search of the content, progressively delving into a coherent sequence. 

The second stage is to search the adequate literature, and it is associated with conducting the main body of the literature review. Jesson and Lacey (2006) illustrate the importance of this part for how the existing literature answers the researcher’s proposed questions. For the main body of the literature review, the structure is important, which is different from the unconnected paragraphs such as a bibliography (Macinko & Starfield, 2002). This approach avoids confusing the reader and enables a more effective argumentation of the researcher’s points. Specifying the timeframe is also important for the format of the literature review. Priority should be given to the most recent publications, although significant works published before a predetermined cutoff year may also be included if they are seminal in that area (Jesson and Lacey, 2006). In this stage, considering this study of online customer engagement, the digital marketing literature from 2019 to 2024 will be prioritized to be considered and referenced. The less relevant documents that exclude digital innovations will be cited as the introduction of the academic background. The literature that overlaps the concepts of marketing and digital platforms will be constructed as the main body of the literature review. This approach endeavors to combine diverse aspects into a nuanced and contemporary framework.

The third stage is to add analysis and critical thinking of the researcher’s own perspectives. This includes incorporating sources that offer differing views, highlight contradictions, or present various aspects of a debate, rather than only showcasing sources that support a singular viewpoint (Fink, 2005). In this current study, the application of digital marketing will be integrated into the context of Chinese markets. The characteristics of Chinese customers in this market are distinct from others, therefore the researcher needs to synthesize the content with empirical and updated data. It is also important to emphasize existing knowledge gaps and research bias in the literature (Fink, 2005). Particularly, in this stage, reducing bias in a literature review is also important. The content integrated within the context of the Chinese market should be considered in a wide scope of cross-cultural backgrounds.
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