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Introduction

This report aims to analyze the foundational research philosophies and principles in relation to the chosen subject of the research. The subject of the study focuses on the critical investigation of strategies to increase customer engagement in the digital platform economy, with a specific context of the Chinese fashion and luxury industry.

The report consists of five main sectors. The first part is the background information on the research area and the specific context of the proposed topic. The second part illustrates the research problems that the topic aims to address, the primary research questions it aims to respond to, and the importance and contributions of the research. The third section presents the overview of existing literature in the area including key theories, models, and previous studies, as well as the conceptual framework that includes major concepts, constructs, and variables. The fourth section focuses on the research methodology aligned with the proposed research problem and objectives. The last part of the study discusses the ethical considerations relevant to the topic and the potential limitations of the study.

Background and Context

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. 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. 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 short-form video content, capturing the interest of millions throughout the country. With the advent of innovative platforms, such as Douyin (the Chinese version of TikTok) and Kuaishou, users are increasingly drawn to bite-sized videos that offer entertainment, information, and a unique form of self-expression. 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. 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 (Okonkwo, 2019; Quach & Thaichon, 2017). Therefore, research on social media engagement with luxury brands remains scant and will be explored in this study.
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. 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 short-film 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. 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. 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. The features of targeted consumers of luxury fashion brands are quite different compared with the traditional luxury consumers. 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. However, Baby Boomers often associate luxury with established, prestigious brands, and they may place a higher emphasis on traditional markers of luxury such as brand heritage and reputation (Deloitte, 2019). Even though studies by Thompson and Malaviya (2018) began to bridge this gap by looking at generational differences in response to digital marketing, they still did not provide a comprehensive understanding of how digital marketing uniquely resonates with Millennial characteristics. 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.

Research Questions/Objectives

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?

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.

Significance of Research

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. 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. 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 explores the trend of short-film 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. Examining variations in engagement preferences and expectations across different cultures could provide valuable insights for global businesses. Therefore, this research specifically analyzes 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. Research gaps exist in understanding how these technologies influence online customer engagement strategies and outcomes. Hence, this research typically explores online customer engagement on digital platforms and develops engagement metrics and measurement tools for the digital platform’s context. Third, even though there is substantial research on customer engagement in broad demographics, there is a research gap in understanding the unique preferences and engagement behaviors of Generation Millennials. This research investigates how this emerging demographic engages with brands, offering potentially valuable insights for luxury brands. Subsequently, there is also 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 (Kering, 2019). Sustainability, environmental responsibility, and animal protection can greatly affect their purchase behaviors and their expectation of luxury brands (Kering, 2019). The lack of research exploring the ethical dimensions of customer engagement strategies has a direct impact on business performance and sales. Therefore, this research discusses the ethical aspects of customer engagement, aiding in understanding the limits and ethical consequences of online engagement while preserving customer trust. 

Literature Review

Evolution of Digital Platforms in Luxury Fashion

Traditionally, luxury brands were exclusive to a targeted group of customers, and physical in-store formats were the ways to exhibit and highlight the characteristics of prestige and exclusivity (Xuan, 2019). Luxury stores were not just viewed as places for shopping, but rather as interactive experiences, where customers can be involved and offered by the privileged customer services. Consequently, luxury brands were reluctant to embrace online channels to distribute their products. However, due to technological innovation and market expansion, numerous established luxury brands have now adopted digital marketing strategies to communicate with their consumers (Ozuem, 2017). While some research has explored luxury consumption in the traditional context, there is still a scarcity of studies focusing on luxury consumption in the context of digital environments.

The increase in social media adoption has provided new opportunities that changed how luxury brands engage with their customers (Kowalczyk & Mitchell, 2022). Recent research has examined digital marketing strategies in fashion and luxury sectors and their impacts on firm-based outcomes. According to Kumar (2020), engaging in social media brand communities can build brand passion, stimulate word-of-mouth, and create purchase intention. Not only can customer engagement in social media facilitate information sharing, which leads to online brand advocacy (Wilk et al, 2020); but it can also help luxury and fashion brands build customer-brand relationships to boost sales and attain profits (Santos et al, 2022). Admittedly customer engagement offers numerous benefits to companies, as it leads to active customer involvement in brands’ co-production and value co-creation (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). However, these studies fail to consider the factors driving customer engagement in the fashion and luxury sectors (Mandler et al., 2020). Moreover, very few studies have considered consumers’ perspectives to understand how engagement is connected to customer-related antecedents and results.

Characteristics of Customer Engagement in Fashion Luxury Industries

Engaging fashion luxury customers involves a nuanced approach, as the characteristics of this specific consumer segment often differ from those of mainstream markets. A valuable foundation for understanding luxury brands can be found in Adam Smith's (1776) categorization of consumption into four groups: necessary (required for survival), basic (supporting normal well-being of individuals), affluence (non-essential goods contributing to prosperity), and luxury (items in limited supply, challenging to obtain, and/or highly expensive). Following this concept, Prentice (2018) distinguishes luxury brands from mainstream counterparts with the distinctiveness of exclusivity and premium quality. These companies combine authenticity, superior quality, and privilege elements in a manner that resonates with consumers' emotional and self-esteem values, which cultivates a strong desire among consumers to acquire prestigious products (Prentice, 2018). Similarly, Karl Popper (1979) represents a general viewpoint on the benefits offered by luxury brands to customers, highlighting “the personal value and significance that customers attach to the brand’s features”. These studies examine the correlation between the desire and social values in consumers' interaction with fashion luxury brands and explore the connection between customer engagement and their subjective well-being. The studies not only make contributions to the literature on customer engagement but also reveal the ways in which engagement with luxury brands can stem from customers’ social motivations (such as desire and social value), and how these factors impact the subjective well-being of consumers. Understanding and comprehending these relationships is crucial for luxury brands in strategizing their approaches. 

In previous studies, when it comes to the context of online digital platforms, the compatibility between luxury brands and social media platforms has traditionally been questioned (Liu, 2021). According to Swart (2023), the social media platform with the characteristics of wide access and global reach highlights its inclusivity and popularity among diverse audiences. However, luxury brands have the need to protect their uniqueness of exclusivity and launch one-to-one relationships with customers (Liu, 2021). Accordingly, luxury brands have long hesitated to integrate their business into the online environment and interact with online customers through social media channels (Milovan, 2021). According to McKinsey (2019), luxury brands were the last in adopting digital transformation in their business expansions, and they viewed digital platforms primarily as a means of establishing an online presence, while they considered offline stores as the primary channels for cultivating consumer relationships and building brand awareness. Therefore, in-depth research on the digital marketing strategies of luxury brands is still scant and needs to be investigated. 

On the other hand, social media’s wide accessibility, global reach, and real-time interaction have significant positive impacts on luxury brands. Santos (2020) points out that real-time interaction on social media platforms enables instant engagement between brands and consumers. In the approach to social media marketing, brands leverage platforms such as photos and posts to update and share customers with the information of new products and services. Such real-time engagement through social media facilitates brands to enhance customer involvement and brand performance (Santos, 2020). Meanwhile, customer engagement on social media would encourage customers to exchange information effortlessly within social media communities, which helps to stimulate positive electronic word-of-mouth and boost brands’ sales (Kumar, 2016).

Measurement Metrics and Analytics of Customer Engagement

Recognizing the importance of Customer Engagement is a key driver for brands’ overall performance outcomes, as identified by both scholars and industry professionals. The concept of Customer Engagement is grounded in the service-dominant logic within the framework of relationship marketing theory (Kumar, 2013). Recently, researchers have also explored customer engagement in the context of social exchange theory, emphasizing the significance of social exchange and reciprocity (Alvarez-Milán et al., 2018). In the recent literature, Customer Engagement has been defined based on behavioral perspectives (Beckers, 2016), psychological perspectives (Mainolfi, 2022), and value-based perspectives (Kumar, 2019). One of the most significant understandings of customer engagement has been focused on its behavioral aspect. Beckers (2016) elaborates on customer engagement behaviors, such as non-transactional behaviors including commenting on a company’s account or recommending a service, indicating that customers highly participated in the value co-creation of the firms. Alternatively, certain scholars, like Hollebeek (2015), have considered customer engagement as a multi-dimensional concept encompassing cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions in the context of social media platforms. Hollebeek (2015) illustrates that the cognitive aspect emerges from the customer-brand relationships formed by sharing information and experiences, the emotional dimension includes feelings of gratitude, trust, and a sense of belonging to the firm by engaging in the community, and the behavioral dimension is reflected in members' involvement in the company of their online and offline actions, which can be either positive or negative.

Even though previous research on customer engagement in the context of the digital economy has primarily emphasized measuring purchase behaviors as the main metric, however, such measurement fails to capture the proactive role of consumers in affecting a broader network of entities, as well as potential consumption and potential intentions (Verhoef, 2017). The digital transformation has led to the emergence of various new company-related behaviors (such as comments, sharing, and rating), making behavioral metrics more accessible (Barger et al., 2016; Pentina et al., 2018). Therefore, the significance of understanding customer engagement lies in comprehending the behaviors of customers who interact with brands, without necessarily making a purchase (Pentina et al., 2018). Similarly, some studies have also measured customer engagement in the context of social media platforms without merely measuring purchase behaviors. Schivinski (2016), for example, develops and tests measurements for online customer engagement from consumption, contribution, and creation of brand-related social media content perspectives. 

Companies are progressively seeking to measure and evaluate both purchase behaviors and non-purchase behaviors through social media platforms since increasing customer engagement is significant for a company’s overall profitability. To achieve this, there has been no comprehensive framework until the CEV framework fills this research gap (Kumar, 2013). Kumar (2013) generates the CEV framework evaluating Customer Engagement, particularly in the context of social media settings. The framework illustrates five metrics to measure profitable customer engagement, which are customer lifetime value, customer brand value, customer referral value, customer influence value, and customer knowledge value (Kumar, 2013). The CEV model helps organizations understand the value of their current and potential customers, the impact of customers’ behaviors on the firms, and the future contribution to the profit of the firms, to implement effective business strategies and ensure efficient allocation of resources. However, the main challenge in adopting this framework is the difficulty in dealing with database management. For example, calculating customer lifetime value requires sophisticated data sources across various customer interactions with the company. Additionally, companies also need to deal with data quality issues and data accessibility challenges.

EWOM is another notable metric for increasing customer engagement, which includes online reviews, social media discussions, blog comments, and other forms of user-generated content that are shared electronically (Srivastava, 2020). Srivastava (2020) finds out that eWOM significantly has a positive impact on customer engagement in business, and customer engagement also positively influences both customer satisfaction and customer loyalty, which directly leads to overall profits. Zeng (2022) illustrates that in order to positively engage customers in eWOM communication, brands need to be unique in terms of product offerings and advertising appeals, as well as take into consideration of price sensitivity and consumer innovativeness. However, eWOM theory has several limitations, for example, it needs to be improved and adapted to the cross-culture context. It also needs to be adjusted into a longitudinal approach since potential consumer preferences can change over time and provide different insights and perspectives.

Challenges of Digital Marketing in Fashion Luxury Industries

Luxury brands often face inevitable challenges when implementing digital marketing strategies on social media platforms. Firstly, luxury brands often thrive on exclusivity and prestigious image, while translating this exclusivity to the digital realm can be challenging without diluting the brand image (Mandler et al., 2020). Similarly, according to Kim and Lee (2019), managers of luxury brands face difficulties in preserving and elevating exclusivity and refinement on social media, particularly considering the importance of interactivity on brand relationship outcomes. Secondly, according to Dwivedi (2021), even though the Internet has the potential to strengthen a brand's value through innovative and interactive applications, without adequate attention, it may also diminish the brand's values. In a similar way, Chen (2021) analyzes the negative impact of eWOM on digital platforms, which reveals that negative eWOM not only affects an organization’s reputation and business profits but also makes the management of customer expectations difficult. Thirdly, luxury brands also face privacy data issues on digital platforms. Luxury brands often manage sensitive customer information like preference bias and purchase histories to develop a private relationship with customers (Seringhuas, 2021). With the disruption of technology, the utilization of the Internet has also increased awareness of data issues such as privacy leakage issues and customer data security, along with the transparency of the corporate aspect of website owners (Dhiman, 2023). Accordingly, luxury brands, regardless of their business, are required to comply with data privacy laws like the GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation), and failure to adopt these regulations can result in legal penalties and damage the brand’s reputation (Seringhuas, 2021). Overall, luxury brands strike a delicate balance involving adhering to strict data privacy regulations while delivering personalized online experiences.

Conceptual Framework

Customer Engagement

Customer Engagement (CE) has been discussed as a significant measurement of firms’ overall performances. In the literature on customer engagement, all the various definitions illustrate that there is a difference in conceptualizing and defining CE. For example, in the early studies, Bowden (2009) explains CE as a transactional relationship with a brand. However, with the increase in the adoption of technology, digital platforms have provided new channels to engage with customers profitably beyond purchase. In recent studies, customer engagement refers to the “mechanics of a customer’s value addition to the firms, either through direct or/and indirect contributions” (Pansari, 2016). This is consistent with the definition of Kumar (2017), where direct engagement consists of purchase behaviors, and indirect engagement consists of recommending the firm to potential clients, influencing potential customers through online channels, and providing feedback to the firm. Similarly, Vivek (2014) demonstrates that customer engagement refers to individuals who interact with the brand, without necessarily making a purchase. These recent various conceptualizations highlight the fact that CE is a multidimensional concept. And there is no deniable from these studies that CE is influenced by various digital marketing strategies, and CE itself has an impact on business performances, in both positive and negative ways. Therefore, studying the value of customer engagement is significant for organizations, from both academic and business perspectives.Top of Form
Bottom of Form

Luxury Brands

The definition of luxury is highly relative and complex, given that the consumers’ perspectives of luxury can change over time. There is a lack of consensus on the conceptualization of luxury brands due to the diverse and wide range of perceptions (Mitchell, 2020). The main characteristics of luxury brands are perceived as uniqueness, exclusivity, high pricing, and premium quality (Ozuem, 2017). In the previous study, by building off of Karl Popper’s “Three World” Hypothesis (1979), Berthron (2009) conceptualizes the distinct value of luxury brands into three dimensions: the objective (material), the subjective (individual), and the collective (social). The material consists of exceptional materials and skilled craftsmanship, the subjective relates to the individual enjoyment and pleasure derived from the brand, and the collective element is the value that the brand signals to others (Berthon, 2009). Further, in recent research, Siepmann (2021) illustrates that a luxury brand is characterized as a product or service with superior quality and premium price, stemming from its prestige, exclusivity, and long-standing reputation.

Short-form Video Application

A short-form video application is a mobile application designed for creating, sharing, and discovering short video content (Liu, 2019). The rise of mobile Internet usage has significantly transformed various industries, including the fashion and luxury sectors. Most short-form video platforms are accessible as mobile applications, enabling users to view, create, and upload short videos (Liu, 2019). These videos typically last from a few seconds to a couple of minutes. Douyin (Chinese TikTok), has rapidly become one of the most popular applications, and it has now surpassed 150 million daily active users in the Chinese market (Statista, 2023). Compared to traditional advertising strategies, short-form applications have two major benefits. Firstly, they inherently enhance user engagement and user concentration (Xiao et al, 2023). Secondly, they are more cost-effective for brand promotion and information distribution (Xiao et al, 2023). 

CEV Framework
The Customer Engagement Value Model is created for the context of the social media environment, offering a comprehensive tool to understand customers’ value and identify strategies to optimize profitable customer engagement (Kumar, 2013). The Customer Engagement Value framework includes five key metrics. Conceptually, Customer Brand Value refers to a customer’s perception of the brand, including their knowledge, attitude, and behavioral intentions (Kumar, 2013). Customer Lifetime Value is a metric that helps business marketers assess the value that the customer directly contributes to the brands in a long-term relationship (Kumar, 2013). Customer Referral Value measures the value of customers’ social networks to the firm with the use of firm-initiated referral programs, like word-of-mouth communication (Kumar, 2013). Customer Influence Value is the concept of present-adjusted financial value derived from customers’ social media influence on existing customers and potential customers (Kumar, 2013). Customer Knowledge Value provides a model that measures the value of customers’ feedback, in both physical and digital communities (Kumar, 2013). To conclude, the strategy for evaluating and managing customer engagement consists of five key aspects, which are shown in Figure 1.1. 
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Figure 1.1
eWord-of-Mouth

The word-of-mouth is defined by Dichter (1966) as the exchange of information about a brand, product, or service from a non-commercial communicator. The advent of the Internet has updated this concept by integrating electronic medium. Following the concept of word-of-mouth, electronic word-of-mouth communication is defined as any relatively positive or negative comment by consumers, accessible to a broad audience and various companies through the Internet (Henning-Thurau et al., 2004). It has been acknowledged as a crucial influence on customer buying behaviors and digital marketing strategies. The positive electronic word-of-mouth on social media plays a critical role in boosting customer engagement (Ismagilova et al., 2016). Particularly, social media influencers demonstrate a strong impact on altering electronic word-of-mouth and influencing customer purchase behaviors (Shen, 2021). 

Research Methodology

Research paradigm and philosophy 

A paradigm is crucial for scientific progress since, as Kuhn noted in 1970, “the interpretation of natural history is impossible without an underlying framework of intertwined theoretical and methodological belief that allows for selection, evaluation, and critique” (Kuhn, 1970). Scheib (2020) also claims that research paradigms serve as crucial frameworks that define the underlying assumptions, methodologies, and philosophical bases of research projects. There are eight research paradigms which are positivism, interpretivism, pragmatism, critical theory, post-positivism, feminist research, post-modernism, and constructivism. Each paradigm provides a unique perspective, presenting distinct beliefs about the essence of reality, the role of researchers, and the approaches used to investigate phenomena. Positivism and interpretivism are the two common paradigms widely adopted in academic research (Bhattacherjee, 2012). Positivism emphasizes the use of quantitative data, while interpretivism often utilizes qualitative methods to explore the depth and nuances of social phenomena (Bhattacherjee, 2012). 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]In this proposed research, interpretivism is carried out as the chosen paradigm. Interpretivism research is based on the understanding that social reality is shaped by human experiences and social contexts, making it well-suited for studying human behaviors and investigating socio-cultural matters (Rehman & Alaharti, 2016). In this study, customer behaviors and customer engagement will be analyzed in the context of online platforms. Additionally, interpretivism considers variations such as cultures, contexts, and temporal factors, resulting in the development of diverse social realities (Saunders et al., 2012). The targeted customer segment of this research will be focused on Chinese young generations, which are Millennials and Generation Z. And the study will examine socio-cultural matters in the context of the Chinese luxury market. 

However, there are a few considerations and challenges for interpretivism analysis to deal with. Firstly, interpretive data analysis poses a significant challenge for researchers, as it necessitates a process of self-reflection (Bhattacherjee, 2012). Therefore, this method should be understood through the perspectives of the participants since they are directly associated with the specific social environment they are in, and researchers who adopt this interpretivism need to document data systematically and check carefully all the aspects of the analysis (Bhattacherjee, 2012). Moreover, since interpretivism research heavily emphasizes the understanding of the dynamic social context, rather than finding specific answers, this kind of study requires researchers to engage deeply with an extended long-term period, in order to fully understand the phenomenon of interest under investigation (Bhattacherjee, 2012).

Epistemology of a Paradigm

Guba and Lincoln (1985) define research paradigms as the basic belief systems based on ontological, epistemological, methodological, and axiology. It is important for researchers to deeply understand paradigms and their impact on the research process, as different paradigms present distinct perspectives of the world and often form the foundation for conducting research.

Epistemology is the philosophy of knowledge, which includes two questions: what knowledge is and how can knowledge be obtained (Chilisa, 2015). According to Cohen (2007), Epistemology deals with the nature and types of knowledge, and it involves assumptions about the creation, acquisition, and communication of knowledge, in other words, what it means to know. Guba and Lincoln (1994) also describe that epistemology analyzes the relationship between the would-be knower and what can be known. 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]The epistemology approaches of interpretivism and positivism are different. In the epistemology perspectives of interpretivism, researchers interact with the subjects during data collection, and this process of investigation leads to changes in both the researcher and the subject (Coll & Chapman, 2000). On the other hand, in the positivist approach, the object of study is seen as separate from the researchers, with knowledge obtained and validated through direct observation or measurement (Cousins, 2002). Researchers can adopt various epistemological stances in their studies. The first is objectivist epistemology, which argues that reality exists independently of individual perceptions (Saunders et al., 2009). Alternatively, subjectivist epistemology suggests that knowledge about reality comes from the researcher's personal experiences and interactions with participants (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). Another approach is relationist epistemology, also discussed by Saunders et al. (2009), which holds that the nature of the relationship between the researcher and the participants is determined by the researcher, who customizes these relationships to meet the specific requirements of the study, driven by its research questions. (Saunders et al., 2009).

In this proposed research, subjectivist epistemology is being adopted for the following reasons. Firstly, subjectivist epistemology considers contextual and situational knowledge including cultural, historical, and personal factors (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). This study specifically analyzes the context of Chinese luxury markets, and the Chinese Millennials and Generation Z will be the targeted participants. This type of young generation has different purchase behaviors and values compared to older generations. Therefore, the study will rely on the data and information gathered from interviews and questionnaires of these young generations who have purchase histories or purchase intentions. Secondly, subjectivist epistemology argues that reality is subjective and constructed by individual perceptions and experiences (Saunders et al., 2009). It also argues that different people can experience and interpret the same phenomenon in vastly different ways, leading to multiple, equally valid realities (Saunders et al., 2009). Luxury fashion brands rely heavily on personal and tailored customer relationships. Especially when it refers to the shopping experience on social media, participants intend to have different views and opinions of fashion luxury products. The unique personal experience and perception align with the perspectives of subjectivist epistemology.

Ontology of a Paradigm

Ontology focuses on exploring the essence of existence or reality, specifically addressing the core characteristics of social phenomena under investigation (Scotland, 2012). Scott and Usher (2004) also denote the importance of ontology, as it helps in comprehending the elements that make up reality, while the reality is what is there to study. Additionally, Charles (2017) adds that it investigates the foundational belief system of the researcher regarding the nature of being and existence.

The ontology assumptions of interpretivism, positivism, post-positivism, and critical theory are different. In the ontology perspectives of interpretivism, there are multiple subjective realities, each shaped by individuals and collective social constructions (Scotland, 2012). On the other hand, from the view of the positivist approach, there exists a single objective reality that can be observed scientifically (Blaikie, 2019). Morgan (2007) claims that ontological assumptions of post-positivism explore a single and objective reality, but the understanding of the reality is imperfect since scientific observations involve error. Ponterotto (2005) believes that under the ontological assumptions of critical theory, numerous subjective realities exist, and the realities are formed by various factors, including cultural, social, economic, gender, and ethics elements. 

Researchers have several ontological positions to choose from when conducting a study. One of the stances is the relativist ontology, which suggests that research problems have multiple realities, and realities are perceived differently based on individual experiences at varying times and places (Makombe, 2017). In this proposed research of analyzing customer engagement in the digital context, relativist ontology is being adopted. According to Kumar (2017), there are at least five elements directly affecting customer engagement, and each element is different based on the participant’s generation and cultural context. For example, the purchase behaviors and values of luxury goods from the young generation are different from the older ones, which involves individualism and ethical beliefs (Kering, 2019). However, realist ontological and non-singular reality ontology cannot be adopted in this research. Since customer behaviors on digital platforms can be interpreted and understood among chosen participants through interviews and questionnaires, more than one reality can be observed and experienced.

Axiology of a Paradigm

Axiology refers to the ethical considerations involved in conducting a research proposal, focusing on the philosophical evaluation of making valuable or correct decisions, as explained by Finnis (1980). It defines and evaluates the concepts of right and wrong behavior relating to the research, along with considering the value associated with different aspects of the research (Finnis,1980). Therefore, it is important to consider the personal values that will be involved with or participate in the proposed research.

Axiology approach is effectively guided by four ethical conduct criteria: teleology, deontology, morality, and fairness (Slote, 1985). Firstly, teleology emphasizes the importance of achieving meaningful outcomes that satisfy a wide range of stakeholders (Slote, 1985). In this proposed study, an application of this criterion is facilitated by questions such as, whether the analysis of customer engagement will benefit digital marketing in the fashion and luxury sector, and whether the actions undertaken in the research produce more benefits than harm. Secondly, deontology, as described by Scheffler (1982), focuses on the idea that each action in research carries specific consequences, which benefit various stakeholders including participants, researchers, the academic community, and the general public. The study of analyzing customer engagement will not only benefit the luxury brand when conducting digital marketing strategies, but also benefit the customers by considering their interests, values, and perspectives of fashion luxury products. Thirdly, the morality criterion in research emphasizes upholding intrinsic moral values throughout the study which includes ensuring that the researcher remains truthful in their data interpretation (Scheffler,1982). In this study, the data will be carefully collected from questionnaires and interviews of online customers. Lastly, the fairness criterion draws the researcher’s attention to maintaining fairness toward all research participants and safeguarding their rights (Kivunja, 2017). This involves assessing whether research actions are equitable, treat all participants equally, and avoid favoritism or discrimination (Kivunja, 2017).

Methodology of Research

Methodology encompasses a broad range of aspects including research design, methods, approaches, and procedures used in a well-structured investigation aimed at obtaining new information, as defined by Keeves (1997). It focuses on the question of how we come to know the world or acquire knowledge about part of it (Moreno, 1947). There are three approaches of methodology, which are quantitative research, qualitative research, and the mixed method (Creswell, 2003). Each research approach has unique characteristics in terms of its research designs and methods. Under the quantitative approach, it emphasizes numerical data and statistical analysis including hypothesis testing, experimental designs, correlational design, and survey design (Makombe, 2017). Alternatively, the qualitative approach primarily focuses on exploring and understanding the depth and complexity of human behavior, experiences, and social phenomena including case study, grounded theory, phenomenology and ethnography, and narrative inquiry (Williams, 2007). The mixed method is a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches (Creswell, 2014). 

This proposed research adopts a qualitative method with a case study approach. Because qualitative research allows for a deep exploration of customer behaviors, motivations, and experiences. This is particularly valuable in understanding the nuances of customer engagement, which can be complex and influenced by multiple factors. Moreover, qualitative research, particularly through case studies, can offer comprehensive and profound insights into customer's perspectives. Understanding customer engagement from the perspective of the users themselves can provide valuable insights for enhancing engagement strategies.

The Case Study Research Design

A case study approach allows for a detailed investigation of customer engagement within the specific context of a digital platform. This contextual focus can reveal unique insights about how engagement works in that particular environment, which might be overlooked by more generalized research methods. Also, the adoption of a case study in this research helps the theory development. It can help generate new theoretical perspectives about customer engagement in digital settings, which can then be tested and refined in further research, as well as be applied to different countries and cultures. Moreover, the case study approach emphasizes addressing practical solutions. Understanding customer engagement from the viewpoint of the users themselves can provide valuable insights for improving engagement strategies. It also provides specific, contextually relevant recommendations for enhancing customer engagement on a particular digital platform. For example, Gucci is consistently investing in improving a smooth and tailored online experience for its customers, by raising the budget for its online communications and information systems (Forbes, 2019). 

The Narrative Inquiry Research Design

Narrative research is ideal for collecting in-depth stories from one individual or a small group of people (Creswell, 2007). Under the narrative research, the qualitative research topics will be exploring consumers’ experience engaging with digital marketing through interviews to reveal influence on brand perceptions and purchases. However, one of the challenges of narrative research is its participant size and the researcher’s need for extended information (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2006). This proposed research will discover the purchase behaviors and purchase intentions of Millennials and Generation Z, which includes a wide number of interviewers to guarantee the accuracy and reliability of the resources. Therefore, the narrative research will not be adopted in this study. 

Phenomenological Research

As Denscombe (2010) describes the phenomenological approach provides a description of how people experience things. Phenomenology describes the meaning for several participants of their lived experience of a concept or a phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). In this study, the qualitative research with the phenomenology approach will investigate the essence of customers’ shared experiences with social commerce platforms like TikTok Shop by interviewing users. This will involve a description of “what” they experienced and “how” they experienced it. However, this research aims to focus on explaining the key drivers behind the purchase behaviors in digital platforms, instead of people’s experiences. Therefore, the phenomenological approach will not be adopted in this study.

Grounded Theory

According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), grounded theory is to generate a theory, that helps explain practice or provide a framework of further study. The topic of grounded theory for this research will be developing an explanatory framework of how digital marketing techniques shape consumer decision journeys based on interviews. However, this research will not adopt this approach since generating theory will not be the main focus. This research will rely on the evaluation and critical analysis of the collected data for further research.

Ethnographic Research

Ethnographic research is a type of qualitative methodology where the researcher interprets and describes the common and acquired the shared and learned patterns of values, behaviors, beliefs, and language among a group with a shared cultural background (Harris, 1968). This research will focus on the purchase behavior of Millennials and Generation Z, which are the largest consumption groups in the Chinese market. Therefore, an ethnographic approach can be used in the proposed research. However, the intent of ethnography primarily aims to understand how a culture functions, rather than to understand and explain an issue or problem by using a specific case as an example. Although youth engagement on digital platforms is an important section of this research however the research emphasizes heavily finding out what motivates the young generation to engage with luxury brands in the digital economy. Therefore, the ethnographic approach will not be the first choice in this research.

Ethical Considerations

When conducting academic research on how to increase customer engagement in the digital platforms of fashion luxury brands, several ethical issues should be considered. The most prominent ethical issues can be categorized into two main areas: (i) respecting the privacy and various interests of social media users, and (ii) maintaining transparency by the investigator. In the context of social media recruitment, prioritizing privacy is crucial due to the vast amount of personal information available online and the simplicity with which it can be obtained. Therefore, researchers ought to manage personal data with care and response, regardless of its widespread availability online, by reducing the risk of individuals experiencing embarrassment, loss of dignity, or other damages as a result of recruitment methods used on social media. Another ethical issue that should be considered in the recruitment is to understand cultural nuances in luxury space and on TikTok before contacting potential participants. In this research, the culture of Chinese customer participants will be carefully considered and analyzed.  

Ethical issues and challenges inevitably arise during fieldwork and are a fundamental process of this proposed research. Gathering online sources through fieldwork is a crucial yet complex aspect of research, involving the collection of data from people's experiences, views, and perceptions (Portelli, 2003). This process can create tension for both the researcher and participants, possibly impacting the research relationship, the well-being of both parties, and the integrity of the research project itself (Palmer, 2014). Therefore, it is important to guarantee the avoidance of harm, avoidance of wrong, and avoidance of detachment. In this study of analyzing customer engagement, it is important to be extra sensitive when observing interactions on social media like TikTok and conducting participant interviews to avoid the perception of judgment. Also, maintaining self-awareness will be emphasized to address potential cultural misunderstandings and unintended harm due to outsider status.

The process of data management and reporting also needs ethical consideration when conducting academic research. As noted by Creswell (2005), data collection strategies involve undertaking the actions of accumulating information, gathering necessary evidence, arranging interviews, examining documents, and determining the methods for documenting the collected information. As for the perspectives of managing data in this research, meticulous care will be upheld confidentiality considering the public nature of TikTok and the reputational risks for luxury brands. Also, data will be stored securely on devices solely accessed by the research team. As for the aspects of analysis and reporting, clear participant approval procedures will be defined for publishing sample TikTok content.

Validity and reliability reflect several ways of establishing truth in qualitative research. As Guba and Lincoln (1994) denote there remain two metrics for assessing validity in the qualitative study: the transparency and trustworthiness of the findings, and the applications to different contexts. Bogumil and Immerfall (1985) illustrate that reliability requires the study to be reliable and consistent. Correspondingly, this research will be conducted accurately and systematically to improve its validity. The analysis of the same data from participants will be also compared, in order to improve the reliability. Additionally, a variety of techniques including interviews, questionnaires, and surveys will be adopted to record the observations consistently. 

Limitations
 
Investigating customer engagement in fashion luxury brands on digital platforms as part of academic research can encounter several limitations. The first limitation will be the generalizability. Findings from a specific set of luxury brands or digital platforms in the Chinese market may not be generalizable to the broader worldwide market. Chinese luxury customers refer to two distinct demographic cohorts, which are Generation Y and Generation Z. Each cohort has unique characteristics shaped by the cultural, economic, and technological landscapes of their formative years. This subjectivity can introduce bias into the research, especially in qualitative studies. Therefore, in order to address this challenge, a broad and wide range of sampling will be collected in this research. This diversity can help in capturing a broader range of engagement strategies and customer behaviors. Another solution will be comparative analysis. The findings of the research will be compared and contrasted with existing studies on different platforms. This would help identify both unique and common patterns across the industry.

Also, luxury brands often have unique customer engagement strategies and audiences. Therefore, obtaining access to detailed, proprietary data from luxury fashion brands can be challenging. These companies may be reluctant to share information about their online customer interactions and information. One of the solutions will be building partnerships with targeted luxury brands. Attending industry conferences, seminars, and events can be helpful in building connections with brand representatives. Building relationships with luxury brands demonstrates the mutual benefits of the research, and guarantees brands understand how sharing information and data would provide valuable perspectives and potential benefits for the luxury industry.

Another limitation of the research will be the rapid change in the digital landscape. Although this research will mainly focus on Chinese TikTok, the technology of such digital platforms updates and evolves at a fast speed, and this rapid change can make it difficult to keep research findings relevant and up-to-date. To address this problem, the proposed research will conduct a longitudinal approach, which involves observing changes and trends over time. Such a longitudinal approach can provide more accurate and generalizable findings in the long term.

Conclusion

The proposed study analyzes the foundational research philosophies and principles concerning the chosen subject of the research. It also critically analyzes the philosophical underpinnings of contemporary management practice and the specific contexts, perspectives, and paradigms of management. 

The study reveals that customer engagement in digital platforms within the Chinese fashion and luxury market is influenced by a confluence of cultural, technological, and economic factors. Accordingly, it has highlighted several key strategies for increasing customer engagement based on the customer engagement theory claimed by Kumar (2013) and eWOM theory (Litvin et al., 2008).  Firstly, the brands are encouraged to increase their investment in the promotion of brand image and knowledge, in order to have a positive eWOM communication that helps to raise the user base and gain potential customers. Additionally, according to customer lifetime value, building long-term relationships with targeted customers will help brands increase profitable customer involvement. Lastly, according to customer knowledge value, positive customer feedback provides great value for gathering information and views from customers. Such information will encourage products updated and increase customer engagement in the long term.  

In summary, this study not only provides actionable strategies for fashion and luxury brands looking to enhance their digital engagement in China but also offers comprehensive insights into the characteristics of Generation Y and Z shaped by the cultural, economic, and technological landscapes in the digital age. As the digital platform economy continues to evolve, these findings will be instrumental in guiding brands towards more effective and meaningful engagement with their customers and providing constructive insights for adapting to wide global markets.
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