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Abstract
The influence of social media, has been observed to play an important role for brands in the purpose of creating a development for consumer perceptions for the purpose of fostering trust and sustain loyalty, for standing intensely in the competitive digital market. With an emphasis on Nikes framework of digital ecosystem and engagement tactics, the dissertation presented the way how social media engagement affects consumer trust and brand loyalty in alignment to the global sportswear industry.
In order to explain how cognitive assessments and emotional reactions work together to influence consumer behaviour the study synthesizes the body of research on social media marketing consumer trust and loyalty using Consumer Decision-Making Theory. It draws attention to gaps in the quality of engagement, authenticity, and the translation of interaction into long-term relational outcomes within sportswear brands.
An interpretivist philosophy supports the research, which adopts a secondary qualitative, multi-case study design. Data are drawn from academic studies industry reports and documented brand practices which are analysed through thematic analysis and cross-case analysis. 
The results and discussion are combined to show that trust consistently acts as a mediator in the relationship between engagement and loyalty. In certain cases, symbolic or performative engagement led to scepticism but emotionally calibrated content reliable influencers open communication and community alignment were effective. 
The final section highlights trust as the crucial mechanism connecting engagement to loyalty combining theoretical and practical contributions. In alignment to the outlining of any future directions, the dissertation provides managerial recommendations that might help in prioritize authentic value-aligned engagement.
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[bookmark: _2gedugc3kis0]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _64innzwj4lhz]1.1 Research Background
The sportswear industry across the globe is experiencing a rapid digitalization, which is brought about by the changing consumer behavior, the technological change and competition. Data-driven engagement, content personalisation, and platform-based interaction become the trend of leading sports brands, which indicates the structural change in the marketing strategy (deloitte.com, 2025). In this regard, Nike functions as a digital trendsetter, transforming its communication and business operations to a social-media-driven environment in which consumer demands are based on engaging, relatable and authentic communication and commerce.
The strategic importance of social media engagement is a well-known fact. Li and Yu (2023) note, social-media platforms are more of a relationship-building ecosystem, with the brand encouraging consumer engagement with it via co-creation and dialogue. Nike also uses behavioural data and customised content to segment its audience strategically and shape consumer perceptions and buying intentions. According to Su et al. (2022), the satisfaction with the product no longer ensures trust and loyalty, but the emotional and psychological associations between brand and consumer.
The relevance and timeliness are supported by the latest trends in the market. Deloitte report shows that 42% of users of social media globally follow sports content (deloittedigital.com, 2025). Further, Chen (2024) confirms that Nike actively uses interactive content, influencer partnership and user-feedback loop to strengthen the brand identification with consumers. It can also be seen that the concern of perceived authenticity and brand transparency is becoming more and more embedded in the purchase decisions in the sportswear industry, and the latter is strongly dependent on the activity of social media (Harju, 2023). This highlights a broader shift of direction in the industry as social media is no longer a promotion tool but a long-term trust building mechanism. Notably, Nike has developed an outstanding social media presence which is evident through its millions of followers on Instagram as well as over 300 million hashtags #nike as of 2023 (medium.com, 2025). This figure highlights how widespread the brand has become in terms of digital networks; however, visibility is not a durable result by itself since it does not translate into stronger relations like trust or loyalty.
Nevertheless, brands face significant strategic issues in converting interaction into long-term loyalty. According to Morales Sharp (2023), digital saturation, consumer scepticism and data-privacy issues erode brand activities to generate trust at scale. Moreover, Gartner cautions about an increasing disconnect between the quantifiable engagement and the trustworthiness in the mind of consumers, indicating that only the state of engagement cannot determine brand success. This is consistent with the study by Waśkowski and Jasiulewicz (2021), who state that the value should be co-created with the help of emotional experience, not confined to the platform presence.
Though the existing literature is about social media marketing and brand loyalty, no evidence is clear regarding how particular engagement tactics can influence consumer trust mechanisms in the sportswear industry. More specifically, the cause-effect relationship between interactive engagement to trust formation to loyalty retention is not well researched in the context of Nike. There is a limited number of studies, which investigate the role of digital communication strategies and community involvement and feedback in long-term relational loyalty, which forms the basis of the theoretical gap that will be addressed in the following section.  
[bookmark: _ykcxiromhju3]1.2 Research Rationale 
[bookmark: _8sdz2zftw9uh]1.2.1 Theoretical Foundation
The Samarah et al. (2022) confirms that the use of social media is one of the most important factors in consumer trust and brand loyalty, and that interaction through likes, commenting, personalised recommendations and storytelling can help brands to create a significant relational value with consumers. Interaction also improves psychological attitudes like commitment, identification and perceived authenticity that relate to the brand (Tseng and Wang, 2023). These enforced psychological conditions, in their turn, enforce the formation of trust as one of the mediating mechanisms in digital brand relationships. The Consumer Decision-Making Theory (CDMT) provides the fundamental framework for understanding how social media engagement influences trust and loyalty. The theory explains that consumer decisions are shaped by cognitive evaluations such as perceived quality, credibility and usefulness of information and affective responses such as emotional connection, identification and satisfaction (Naqvi et al. 2021). In the context of social media, CDMT suggests that interactive digital stimulus such as personalised content, storytelling, user-generated content and brand engagement, shape consumer perceptions at each stage of the decision-making process.
Although there is substantial research, there are still several gaps in understanding how the involvement of social media can be converted into trust and long-term loyalty within fluid digital ecosystems (Yellanki, 2024). The evidence is still inconclusive about which type of engagement has the greatest impact on trust, with different studies showing varying levels of effects on trust within industries, demographics and cultural contexts (Hatamleh et al. 2023). There is also under-theorization of the effect of algorithmic content curation, influencer-brand congruence, and perceived brand activism on trust-building, particularly in the case of global brands such as Nike which markets their products to politically and socially conscious consumers. A lot of the literature methodologically is based on cross-sectional surveys, making it difficult to make causal conclusions, and few studies give granular, brand-specific evidence in the sportswear industry despite its very interactive and identity-oriented communities of consumers (Pope and Kim, 2022). In addition, issues like the boundary conditions like algorithmic bias, para social relationships with athletes, brand controversies, and consumer scepticism to commercialised activism are not adequately investigated (Kim, 2024).
With these constraints, there is an apparent research gap in the understanding of the mechanisms of work of social media in particular, which contribute to consumer trust and brand loyalty within the digital ecosystem of Nike. Such a gap specifically applies to athlete endorsements, brand activism stories, and community-based interaction. McDonald et al. (2022) researchers consider engagement in a broad sense and seldom segregate brand engagement attributes that influence trust channels in global sports brands. It generates scant theoretical understanding on the interpretation and internalisation process of the digital communication strategies developed by Nike by consumers (Nia, 2023). The significance of this gap is theoretical since a lack of clarity hinders the creation of engagement-trust-loyalty models that are sensitive to identity signalling, brand activism authenticity, algorithmic visibility and participatory culture, which are becoming more significant in sportswear consumption behaviour (Le and Chau 2023). Sealing this gap will result in the refining of the existing frameworks and the application to the situation of lifestyle and sports megabrand.
[bookmark: _3qeqm88srjm7]1.2.2 Practical Justification
The existing gap here is the insufficient evidence on social media engagement drivers related to content type, interaction intensity, and platform behaviours. Such impacts the managers, organisations, and society. Managers have been associated with digital marketing investments, and without knowing which engagement drivers to trust, based on loyalty and mere visibility (Dutta, 2024). Companies that put paid influencer campaigns forward, risk financial misallocations. Policymakers are unable to manage the engagement-driven manipulation  without clear evidence of how engagement manages trust (Mou et al. 2025). Decisions for budget allocations toward influencer partnerships and community-building are taken without proper evidence or guidance.
Brands compete on community perspectives, athlete authenticity, and digital trust, and not on products or services (Westerbeek, 2025). For example, Adidas lost significant trust during the Yeezy controversies due to an absence of loyalty (bbc.com, 2025). Nike’s reliance on Instagram's 304M followers shows the scale of strategic dependency on engagement.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _p3mf9cq83evt]Figure 1.1: SMM Usage
(Source: Deloitte, 2025)
Based on the Deloitte Digital Consumer Trends reports of 2024, 71% of global consumers have been associated with social media to make purchasing decisions.
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[bookmark: _yjzkpzrrzs4k]Figure 1.2: Customer loyalty
(Source: mckinsey, 2025)
Based on McKinsey's 2023 report, 53% of customer loyalty is based on digital-first brands.
Nike managers find difficulty measuring ROI since they could not identify whether high engagement reflects algorithmic visibility or organic trust (Rainy and Mou, 2025). Another issue is the failure to scale digital loyalty as managers do not identify which cultural contexts respond differently to different local community content, creating inconsistency across markets. The issues of tension between authenticity and personalisation cause perceived intrusiveness and reduced trust. Low personalisation weakens engagement, and managers cannot balance these competing pressures. The change management challenges are that the manager’s technical teams struggle with fast-changing algorithm rules.
The opportunity cost lies in the unused consumer data insights (Mohácsi et al. 2025). Here, Nike cannot optimise its products and content without knowing which engagement behaviours matter. Nike left loyalty-based revenue unrealised, which could generate five to eight times more lifetime value. Weak service differentiation causes the rival industries to exploit authentic storytelling, and Nike is losing cultural relevance.
[bookmark: _ivda1movmgp2]1.3 Research Contribution and Motivation 
Theoretical contribution
This study relies on the application of the Consumer Decision-Making Theory as its primary focus to explain how social media engagement shapes trust and loyalty towards the respective sportswear brand, Nike. According to Asyraff et al. (2023), although the theory emphasizes how affective and cognitive assessments affect consumer behavior the majority of current research focuses on favorable engagement outcomes. Regarding how negative digital stimuli like skepticism perceived inauthenticity algorithm-driven content or contentious brand activism impact loyalty and trust there is still a significant theoretical vacuum (Guerola-Navarro et al. 2024). These gaps are prominent and required to be approached. By applying Consumer Decision Making theory to both positive and negative engagement responses, the study can provide a more complete and realistic understanding of how digital interactions influence consumer decisions, which is the core necessity of the context.  This can address the gaps well while forming a solid theoretical base.  
Empirical contribution
This study also attempts an empirical contribution by adopting a secondary qualitative research approach to examine how social media engagement strategies influence consumer trust and brand loyalty. This approach lets the study use good-quality information that already exists, like case studies, industry reports, brand messages and past research. Using secondary data helps bring together proven evidence from different places, giving a stronger and deeper analysis avoiding the limitations of small or biased samples. Evidence is required highly in every form of the study which ensures that the core of the study remains strong (Ajayi, 2023). The most appropriate is the case study methodology for addressing the identified research gap, as it enables rich, context-sensitive exploration of how organisations enact social media engagement strategies in practice (Eisenhardt, 1989). The factors, such as brand awareness and culture, determine the market's position and stance in the changing environmental state. The case study has particularly focused on quantitative measures to determine the engagement rate of consumers at Nike.
Practical Contribution
Using data from several cases this study’s practical contribution is its capacity to give managers practitioners and legislators concise useful insights on how social media engagement affects consumer trust and brand loyalty. By examining secondary data, the findings enable managers especially within Nike and similar global sportswear companies, to understand which types of digital engagement most strongly influence consumer decision-making processes. Using Consumer Decision-Making Theory, the study offers decision criteria practical insights and an organized framework. It supports practitioners in assessing how consumers mentally and emotionally react to various engagement approaches.
Originality
Existing literatures like Fariborzi Araghi, and Noeiaghdam, (2021), have further mentioned and elaborated the context of consumer engagement and social media response towards it. This study on the other hand desires to explore that and also the gaps like the broader aspect of social media on customer engagement.
[bookmark: _79h7pghxawl1]1.4 Research Aims, Objectives & Research Questions
Aim
The purpose of this research is to explore the role played by the Nike social media engagement strategies in developing consumer trust and enhancing brand loyalty. It will determine the effects of interactive content, digital communication strategies and user engagement on confidence, long term relationship construction and long-term loyalty in the online consumer ecosystem at Nike.
Objectives
· To analyse Nike’s social media interaction tactics and assess how they affect consumer confidence.
· To evaluate the effects of social media use on long-term client relationships and general brand loyalty. 
Research Question
· What effects do Nike’s social media engagement tactics have on consumer loyalty and trust?
These are the direct goals of the research subject as they explore the impact of interactions of Nike on social media on consumer trust and brand loyalty. Through the analysis of the engagement strategies and their effectiveness in the relationship persistence, the objectives elucidate the essence of the connection between digital engagement, perceived confidence and long-term loyalty behaviours among the online audience at Nike.
[bookmark: _2decx36i4atk]1.5 Dissertation Structure 
A thorough dissertation structure helps critically assess the path and procedure followed to conduct the research.
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[bookmark: _g84hvzwzf4n7]Figure 1.3: Dissertation Structure 
(Source: Self-Created)
Introduction 
[bookmark: 607kicgjc4b0]The Introduction chapter will state the aims, objectives, research background, and context (Guerrero and Sjöström, 2025). It will generate questions about evaluating the effects of social media use on long-term client relationships and general brand loyalty.
Literature Review
The literature review section consists of theoretical frameworks and is used to explain the key available knowledge associated with the topic. The chapter will elucidate the prior empirical studies, summarise key past findings on engagement, and create a conceptual framework showing variable relationships.
Methodology
The following chapter will emphasize the core methodologies used in the existing studies to collect data. The methodology chapter provides real-life systematic evidence of conducting the research (Roy et al. 2025).
Analysis and Discussion ​
There will be an association of reliability and hypothesis testing to summarise the key findings. Such chapters will discuss the major contributions of the authors in the research. The results will be completed with the existing literature.
Conclusion and Recommendation
​At the end, future implications of the studies, managerial recommendations for Nike and theoretical contribution will be illustrated. Practical implications and limitations of the study will be provided.



[bookmark: _t9ipof22x85u]Chapter 2: Literature Review 
[bookmark: _79i3t4jopdl8]2.1 Introduction 
Literature review is a crucial process which reviews the available knowledge in the existing body of literature that assesses the current assumptions and shows the gaps in the concepts that should be addressed by the academic research. The purpose of this chapter is to critically examine the academic insights into the connection between the involvement of social media, consumer trust and brand loyalty, and has given a theoretical background of the investigation being proposed. In accordance with Alghizzawi et al. (2024), consumer loyalty is more and more influenced by the psychological and relational factors, particularly in the online setting, but the underlying mechanisms between engagement and trust to long-term loyalty are only partially theorised.
The review is grounded in the Consumer Decision-Making Theory, which provides the primary theoretical lens for analysing how social media engagement shapes consumer trust and brand loyalty. The review is in support of literature in digital marketing, brand psychology and consumer behaviour is provided, but irrelevant areas of digital marketing like logistics or sportswear supply chains have been deliberately omitted to ensure conceptual focus.
The chapter is organized in thematic analytical sections, which identifies the gaps in the theoretical knowledge and a conceptual framework that will direct the further research.
[bookmark: _hr8s35hq8pan]2.2 Thematic Overview of the Literature 
[bookmark: _usvl53tlvzbi]2.2.1 Relationship between social media engagement and consumer trust & brand loyalty 
Define & contextualise the theme 
A key concept in comprehending brand-consumer dynamics in the digital age is the connection between social media engagement, consumer trust and brand loyalty (Haris, 2025). This theme investigates the ways in which interactive platforms like Instagram, TikTok and X influence consumer attitudes, build trust and promote enduring brand loyalty. Social media is used by Nike as a platform for value-driven engagement, community development and real storytelling in addition to being a promotional tool (Harju, 2023). For the dissertation defining this relationship is essential because it provides the theoretical framework for examining how Nike's engagement tactics affect the development of consumer trust and long-term brand loyalty in cutthroat international markets.
Review foundational and seminal work
Earlier studies in this area mostly used behaviour and marketing theories. But newer research often uses Consumer Decision-Making Theory (CDMT) to explain how consumers understand and react to digital content. According to CDMT, consumers rely on both their thoughts and emotions. They consider things like value relevance and credibility. They also react emotionally by feeling satisfied connected or identified. These combined responses shape their decisions at every stage. This change in theoretical emphasis places social media interaction as a factor that affects how customers identify a brand assess its messaging and eventually develop loyalty and trust. These concepts were later expanded by groundbreaking research on digital marketing which connected relational commitment, perceived brand credibility and interactive communication. According to Tong and Chan (2022) early research on online engagement that framed trust as a precursor to loyalty emphasized transparency two-way communication and consistent value delivery.
Synthesise recent empirical evidences
Recent empirical research continues to support this perspective. Empirical research conducted over the past ten years has largely supported the idea that active value-driven social media engagement builds consumer trust which in turn increases brand loyalty (Nuraeni, 2025). Perceived authenticity, quick response times, user-generated content and community building are frequently found by researchers to act as mediators that convert engagement into positive intentions and repeat purchase behaviours. Weiler et al. (2022) justified that many cross-sectional surveys give evidence of the vulnerable section in a study. While longitudinal experiments help understand the repeated observation and engagement associated with a brand. The multi-method design has specifically drawn the interest of Nike. Such that the restricted platform creates awareness about the small changes that take a huge shape as the market progresses (Malik and Terzidis, 2025). The real-life evidence has helped understand Nike’s changing socio-economic policies and trends.
Identify gaps, contradictions or underexplored areas 
Even though the study applied extensive research, important gaps remain in understanding how specific forms of engagement influence consumer decision stages, particularly in highly interactive brand communities like Nike. Existing studies focus broadly on attitudes but provide limited insight into how consumers evaluate message credibility, authenticity or emotional resonance, key components of CDMT (Saleem et al. 2021). There are still disagreements about whether higher levels of engagement or higher levels of engagement lead to better loyalty results. Furthermore, the majority of studies use cross-sectional surveys which obscures causal mechanisms. These gaps justify a focused investigation into how Nike’s engagement strategies shape the cognitive and emotional processes that build consumer trust and long-term loyalty. 
[bookmark: _pf0n5vi4ijym]2.2.2 Significance of social media engagement for building consumer trust and brand loyalty 
Define & contextualise the theme 
The importance of social media participation in fostering customer loyalty and trust emphasizes how interactive platforms influence contemporary brand-consumer interactions (Siregar et al. 2023).This theme looks at how real-time responsiveness conversations and content sharing promote emotional connection credibility and sustained brand loyalty. Social media is a strategic touchpoint for Nike where value-driven messaging, community involvement and storytelling actively shape opinions about loyalty and dependability (Pham, 2025). In order to comprehend how Nike enhances customer intentions and loyalty outcomes in a fiercely competitive digital marketplace it is imperative that this theme be defined for the dissertation.
Review foundational and seminal work 
Early research in digital marketing increasingly connects with the Consumer Decision-Making Theory. This theory shows how consumers understand information, form views, and decide what to do by using both logic and emotion. Research highlights that responsiveness, consistency, and transparency increase a brand’s perceived value and credibility. These factors positively shape how consumers evaluate products and the decisions they make after purchasing (Tong, 2022). In a similar vein researchers emphasized that responsiveness and open communication boost perceived value which strengthens trust. Building on this social media studies contended that interactive elements enhance the process of exchange by facilitating communication collaboration and a sense of community (Azzaakiyyah, 2023). Some research however casts doubt on the notion that greater engagement invariably leads to greater loyalty arguing that the exchange relationship is moderated by perceived authenticity. This integrative development of concepts highlights the importance of engagement in fostering loyalty and trust in companies like Nike. 
Synthesise recent empirical evidences 
The evidence drive from previous analysis has shown the social media engagement interest and brand'position in the international firm. Its decision-making process is influenced by the organizational culture and structure (Farhana, 2021). The empirical structure showcases the value of tailored interactions and the devoted behaviour in increased sales and promotions. In case a brand logo and motto align with a consumer's emotion, the latter shows interest in buying the product. Lee et al. (2024) commented that engagement frequency is determined by the rate of perceived value and presence. A negative interaction diminishes returns. The survey-based studies provide real-life examples from various interpretations (Mundkur, 2021). Whereas, a single case study-focused groundwork provides limited and least information about the diverse engagement dynamics. The study has revolved around the Western markets, and crucial investigations have been conducted to identify the research gaps. 
Identify gaps, contradictions or underexplored areas
There are still a number of unanswered questions despite the fact that research emphasizes the significance of social media engagement for loyalty and trust. There is still disagreement about which type of engagement like emotional, informational, or community-based, creates stronger customer loyalty, especially when people doubt a brand’s authenticity (Shin et al. 2022). While some studies contend that loyalty is strengthened by any interaction others contend that only sincere interactions are important. Furthermore, a lack of brand-specific and multi-platform analyses limits our ability to comprehend how big international brands function in a variety of markets (Bajpai and Venaik, 2023). These gaps make it worthwhile to look at Nike's engagement tactics in order to understand how reciprocal value influences trust and enduring loyalty.
[bookmark: _h9spyd8s5inj]2.2.3 Social media engagement practices important for building consumer trust and brand loyalty 
Define & contextualise the theme 
Social media has become an important tool to build trust and maintain customer loyalty particularly in competitive markets. Engagement methods such as influencer partnership, athlete endorsements, interactive posts, user-generated content and personalized responses help brands like Nike influence consumer belief about its authenticity and trustworthiness (Jayashree et al. 2025). Since consumers now heavily depend on online interactions for evaluating brand reliability, it becomes extremely important for brands to use these engagement channels to build consumer trust. This theme is relevant for this research as it explores how trustworthy and reliable sources on social media can help build consumer trust and strengthen brand loyalty.
Review foundational and seminal work
Foundational work in digital marketing increasingly uses the Consumer Decision-Making Theory to explain how engagement practices shape consumer evaluations at each decision stage. According to CDMT, people judge the credibility, relevance, and emotional appeal of information before making trust-related decisions. In other words, the effectiveness of a message depends on how much expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness the audience views in the source. Singh and Pandoi, (2023) mentioned that a brand’s condition and position in the market influence its future stances. The influencers communicate values with custom and personalised responses based on the needs. Moreover, consumers' response is shaped by need and importance. It is important to estimate the choices as it helps reduce stockout and excess stocks. Productivity and demand are still uncertain due to the emergence of new markets and favourable attitudes towards competitors.  A trust is developed where there is no uncertainty.
Synthesise recent empirical evidences
The rate at which social media impacts an organisation's performance varies based on the decision-making trends. Surjono (2025) justified that influencers impact the cognitive and thinking aspects of buyers. The celebrity endorsement increases the engagement of employees. Lariba (2023) mentioned that the brand promotes its content based on the value and the market situation. Similarly, influencers try to establish brand equity by developing affinity. By contrast, Yang and Battocchio, (2021) asserts that responsive and open communication from brands help in developing more trust as these actions reflect honesty, reliability, dependability and authenticity. According to studies consumers are more loyal to sportswear brands when they perceive athletes as talented and truly aligned with the brands message (Dolan 2021). But according to Rajput et al. (2024) when influencer content appears overly commercialized consumer trust decreases, reflecting the sensitive nature of credibility.
Identify gaps, contradictions or underexplored areas
Although literature highlights the importance of engagement practices in shaping trust and loyalty decisions, several gaps remain. Firstly, a major gap is that studies focus on influencers and give limited insights on how credibility is established through brand actions like direct interactions or AI-based communication (Khan and Mishra, 2024). Secondly, many studies view credibility as unchanging even though it can change quickly with changes in the social media due to rising or falling controversies or overexposure. Another paradox is the paucity of studies on brand communities such as the “Nike Run Club” where peer relationships have a greater impact on credibility than the brands own messaging (Rodrigues et al. 2021).
[bookmark: _emprh25tpu78]2.2.4 Impact of social media engagement on consumer purchase decisions from trusted brands 
Define & contextualise the theme 
In recent times, social media has become a powerful tool that shapes consumer buying decisions particularly for highly trusted brands like Nike. Through storytelling, athlete campaigns, influencer content, interactive features and reviews, these brands guide consumers in every stage of consumer decision-making process, starting from need identification to final purchase (Harju, 2023). Since now consumers are extensively dependent on digital indicators for reducing uncertainty, trusted brands benefit more from meaningful online engagement. This theme explores how social media interaction from trusted brands influences every step of the consumer buying process. Understanding this connection helps explain how trusted brands convert interactions into buying decisions.
Review foundational and seminal work 
According to the Engel Kollat and Blackwell (EKB) Model of Consumer Behaviour which explains the Consumer Decision-Making Theory consumers make decisions through a structured process that includes problem recognition information search option evaluation purchase and post-purchase evaluation (Makhrout and Chouhbi, 2024). As per this model, consumer decisions are largely dependent on “internal factors” like motivation, attitudes and prior experience and “external factors” such as marketing messages and social influences. Earlier studies show that consumers seek information to lower uncertainty and brand trust has a major role in guiding how the consumers progress through each stage of the buying process (Marmat, 2022). Subsequently, it is noticed that technological and environmental factors, particularly digital communication increasingly shapes consumer decisions. As per the EKB Model, consumer decision-making is a multi-stage journey and this structured approach explains how social media engagement shapes consumer awareness, evaluation and purchase decisions.
Synthesise recent empirical evidences 
As per recent research, social media engagement has a significant impact on how consumers make decisions especially for highly trusted brands like Nike. According to Aydin et al. (2021), engaging content on social media by generating desire and showcasing product relevance helps consumers recognise their need. When searching for information, consumers depend on user-generated reviews, influencer guidance and product demonstrations which help them assess the product more accurately and feel less uncertain. Further as Ahmad and Guzman, (2021) states, trusted brands gain more from engagement as trust increases the persuasive power of social cues that shape consumers’ evaluations and purchase decisions. For sportswear brands like Nike, Mohammadi and Latifian, (2025) states that endorsements from athletes and content from peer-generated content boost perceived product quality and increase purchase intentions. In contrast, studies also show that highly promotional influencer content reduces trust and lowers purchase intention, reinforcing the value of authenticity.
Identify gaps, contradictions or underexplored areas 
Although strong evidence suggests social media engagement has a crucial role in shaping consumer decisions, yet important gaps remain. Firstly, many studies view consumer decision-making stages as sequential moving in a linear way, despite evidence showing that online consumers follow a non-linear path and revisit stages (Goebel, 2025). Secondly, there is little research on trusted global brands like Nike whose credibility can encourage consumers to bypass early evaluation stages completely. Another limitation is the cultural and demographic factors that are not well explored which influence consumer responses in global brand settings to a considerable extent (Safeer et al. 2022). 
[bookmark: _oyxo602wphhi]2.3 Theoretical Foundation and Contribution 
Core Theoretical Lens
This study adopts Consumer Decision-Making Theory to examine how the interaction with social media affects consumer trust, purchase intention and brand loyalty on the example of Nike. The theory identifies stages of decision-making, such as need recognition, information search, evaluation, purchase decision and post-purchase response (Ismail et al. 2024). It presumes that cognitive judgment and emotional reactions influence consumer decisions, and as such, it is quite relevant in an online setting where perception is motivated by interactions, signals of authenticity and the influence of peers. It also has been proposed through research that familiar brands gain the most through digital interaction because consumers need social proof and credibility cues to decrease uncertainty (Usman and Wijaya, 2025). To drive consumer judgement at every step Nike relies on athlete endorsements and interactive content to influence consumer judgement which is in alignment with the described process of decision-making through the Consumer Decision-Making Theory.
Theoretical Justification
Consumer Decision-Making Theory is justified since it explains the engagement acting as a form of decision-shaping evidence and not as a mere act of persuasive communication. The engagement is considered as a cognitive input, unlike the traditional advertising models, as a way of connecting the perception, credibility and behavioural intention in CDMT. It offers an analytical insight on why consumers believe and make decisions on brands through the digital indications of transparency and interaction and brand responsiveness. Thus, CDMT assists in revealing the way consumers assess the engagement, decode the signals of trust and translate online communication into purchase intentions, which is especially applicable to trusted brands such as Nike.
Contribution to Theory
The contributes through Consumer Decision-Making Theory by setting social media interaction as a relational process and suggests engagement credibility and emotional resonance as new micro-foundation of trust, thus, finding new previously unexplored mechanisms, as contribution guidelines suggest. The study also extends the theory to analyse the sportswear industry, for instance, how digital interaction shapes loyalty in high-trust brand situations. 
[bookmark: _q0vo3pwyt990]2.4 Conceptual Framework 
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[bookmark: _spptb3nutbcc]Figure 2.1: Conceptual Framework 
(Source: Self-created)
The conceptual framework presents a systematic guideline according to which the role of social media involvement in the process of consumer trust and brand loyalty is explained through the stages of the Consumer Decision-Making Theory (CDMT). It provides a structured analytical model that synthesises evidence from the literature and explains how Nike’s social media practices affect consumer perceptions, evaluations and decisions in digital environments. By linking all the variables to CDMT, the framework shows how engagement cues influence consumer cognition, emotional responses, and final behaviours such as trust, intention to act, and ongoing loyalty. 
The framework identifies Social Media Engagement as the main construct that is divided into different dimensions constructing independent variables such as social media interaction, content quality, influencer endorsement and online brand community engagement. Social media likes, comments and replies are considered to be part of the interactivity, which contributes to the process of psychological ownership and trust building (Delbaere et al. 2021). The quality of the content helps with credibility and searching of information affecting the initial assessment in the decision-making process. Influencer posts can serve as credibility indicators that cause consumers to trust the message of Nike (Perdana and Roostika, 2023). The communities within Nike runs online like “Nike Run Club” support the sense of belonging and post-purchase loyalty via peer validation. These factors affect two dependent variables, consumer trust and brand loyalty, in which the former is considered as a requirement before intention and purchase and emotional commitment can occur.
This framework will structure Chapter 4 to analyse the different dimensions of engagements assessed by considering the practices of Nike in real life, which will help categorise the findings better and also help identify the relational mechanisms. It will be employed in Chapter 5 to direct synthesis on variables to assist in refining theory, and facilitating a deeper comprehension of which engagement approaches can best lead to trust scalability, loyalty formation and retention of consumers at the long term especially in digital ecosystems.
[bookmark: _hqmybrv44k4o]2.5 Conclusion 
This chapter, literature review examines the effects of social media interactivity and content quality and influencer credibility and online brand communities on consumer trust and brand loyalty in Nike’s digital environment. The review shows that engagement operates as twofold process which combines mental information processing with social connection building to influence both buying decisions and customer loyalty. The literature shows that active brand environments need better investigation into how user engagement aspects build trust between users. To address these limitations, the study adopts the Consumer Decision-Making Theory as its primary framework, using it to explain consumer decision-making processes and trust formation within digital engagement contexts. Further, the conceptual framework synthesises these insights explaining how engagement drives consumer trust and loyalty which enables methodical case analysis. Accordingly, the subsequent chapter, the research methodology will use secondary data through a case study approach to test the constructed framework and investigate Nike’s actual engagement methods.

[bookmark: _5fw99lpuvbw4]Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
[bookmark: _tkv4c2srn08]3.1 Introduction 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _90ufl0cc1pqi]Figure 3.1: Saunder’s Research Onion
(Source: Saunders et al. 2019)
The research method highlights how data is obtained to meet the research objectives of Nike’s social media interaction and effects of social media use on consumer confidence and brand loyalty, and the question related to effects of Nike’s social media engagement tactics have on consumer loyalty and trust. The methodology hence also met the aim which is to explore the role played by the Nike social media engagement strategies in developing consumer trust and enhancing brand loyalty. The overall methodological strategy is secondary qualitative focusing on research methods, justification, case selection, data sources and collection, analysis, rigour, and ethical conditions.
[bookmark: _4pe3e4lbsseo]3.2 Research philosophy, Approach, and Design 
Research Philosophy
The ontology underlines the impact Nike's social media engagement tactics have on consumer loyalty and trust. This is also the research question that has been obtained through case studies or secondary sources which is the epistemological stance of the study. With the approach of secondary data, the “Interpretivism Philosophy” has been chosen for the research which, through its imperative understanding, interpreted the social media strategy of Nike (Alharahsheh, and Pius, 2022). Apart from this, the philosophy aligned this strategy with consumer loyalty by interpreting what aspects do consumers see in a brand that enhances their trust and faith.
Research Approach
The approach that has been chosen for the research, is the “Abductive Research Design” which is known for its inclusive and broad understanding for research (Thornberg, 2022). The abductive research initially understands the conceptual framework of the study which includes theories such as Decision-making theory, EKB Model, Ohanian Model, Social Exchange theory, and theory of Planned Behaviour. Then the approach studies the cases of Nike and its competitors such as Adidas, Saucony, Reebok, and Puma. The theories underline how consumer behaviour relies on the brand and the studies represent transparency, engagement, and loyalty to attract the customers. This is what the Abductive design assists to follow hence, it is chosen.
Research Strategy
The research strategy is the “Secondary, Case Study” analysis where the research proves Nike’s customer retention and management strategy for brand loyalty (Chong, and Plonsky, 2024). Being said so, the strategy selects cases of Adidas, Saucony, Reebok, Puma, and similar companies to compare with the respective chosen company, Nike and state how those companies use social media to reach customers and ensure their satisfaction towards the brand. These real-world contexts underline how a brand ensures its social media strategy for attracting its customers and how customers respond to such attempts in real life.
[bookmark: _91ylfxevtey]3.3 Justification for case study methodology 
The case studies related to the competitors of Nike, assists in understanding Nike’s perspective related to its social media engagement tactics securing consumer loyalty and trust (Nkegbe, and Abor, 2023). The cases underline how Nike’s strategy is different from the others and this provides a comparative overview regarding the research question, related to “What effects do Nike’s social media engagement tactics have on consumer loyalty and trust?”. The strengths of the study is to contextualise the understanding, allow wider exploration, using theory to understand the question better and provide relevant evidence, corresponding to Nike’s approach. To understand this precisely, the secondary data is appropriate because it provides longitudinal and verified information related to social media and consumer trust and their relation (Banerji, and Singh, 2024). It provides information of high-profile organisations that is difficult for primary data. There have been more than 3 to 5 cases aligning to Nike’s consumer management and social media strategy which balances a level of understanding through comparative means in an MBA dissertation. Limitations like data partiality are common in secondary sources but the information remains in-depth and broad compared to primary data’s precise and small data sample.
[bookmark: _xzqzk4gfvdig]3.4 Case selection and sampling strategy 
Sampling logic
The study adopted purposive sampling, with the cases being deliberately selected to illuminate the phenomenon of emotional and digital marketing strategies in sports and apparel brands, specifically Nike and its competitive rivals, rather than to achieve statistical representativeness (Eisenhardt, 1989). Unlike probability sampling used in quantitative research for population-level generalisation, the approach supports analytical generalisation where case study findings extend to theory (Yin, 2018). The selected cases enable theory building through in-depth analysis and systematic cross-case comparison, allowing patterns similarities and contrasts in branding and emotional engagement tactics being examined across organisations operating in competitive digital markets.
Case selection criteria
Cases of Saucony, Puma, Adidas and Rebook, as Nike’s strong competitors, were selected using rigorous and transparent criteria, where relevance was ensured by focusing on organisations actively implementing emotional and digital marketing strategies (Mishra and Dey, 2022). Diversity was incorporated by choosing firms depending on their size, marketing positioning and digital maturity, while informational richness was attained through sports apparel brands selected with substantial publicly available data, including peer-reviewed articles and case study-based reports. Credibility was projected through reliance on academic journals and reputable institutional repositories and validated empirical research.
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Case profiles 
	Case
	Industry
	Firm Size 
	Geography 
	Key Focus
	Primary Data Sources

	Saucony
	Athletic apparel
	4,300+ employees, market capitalization of around $1 billion-$1.2 billion
	US, Canada
	Performance running brand focused on celebrating running culture
	marketingdive.com, (2025)

	Puma
	Athletic apparel
	$10.23 billion
	Herzogenaurach, Germany
	Speed, Youth Culture, Sportstyle
	ScienceDirect

	Adidas
	Athletic apparel
	$26.74 billion
	Herzogenaurach, Germany
	Technical innovation, sustainability and premium products
	MDPI

	Reebok
	Athletic apparel
	$1.6 billion
	Massachusetts 
	Fitness, training, retro-inspired comfortable products
	SSRN

	Nike
	Athletic apparel
	83,000+ employees, $150+ billion market cap
	Beaverton, Oregon, USA
	Inspirational, emotional storytelling and athlete-led social media campaigns shaping global culture
	sproutsocial.com, (2025)


[bookmark: _w2ljq6vt0td9]Table 3.1: Case profiles 
Justification of case diversity
The selected cases balance sectoral consistency with strategic diversity, enabling meaningful cross-case comparison. While firms operate within sports and apparel markets they differ in branding approach, digital engagement intensity and market scale. This diversity strengthens analytical generalisation and supports theory development on emotional marketing effectiveness. The selection of the company as cases provided a well-rounded and comparative sampling of leading firms within the global apparel industry. Together these brands represent a diverse mix of firm sizes, geographical origins and market positions, allowing for meaningful cross-case analysis. The table represents the way the multinational companies add value to sustainable initiatives, technological innovation and emotionally driven storytelling to shape consumer culture worldwide. In contrast some mid and small size companies like Saucony and Reebok are also considered which highlights how heritage, performance specialisation and retro positioning can maintain brand relevance in competitive markets.
The table represented above further adds value towards the contribution of digitally native and community led brand that has grown rapidly through the influencer marketing and authentic social media engagement, particularly appealing towards the young consumers. 
Finally, the use of credible secondary data sources such as academic journals and industry platforms, together this table strengthens the reliability and rigour of the study. Overall, the case selection enabled a comprehensive examination of branding, marketing strategy and cultural influences within the athletic apparel sector.
[bookmark: _cex81k5uwjp2]3.5 Data sources and data collection 
List and describe the categories of sources you used. For each category, explain its strengths and limitations
The study relied exclusively on secondary data sources drawn from credible academic and public domain. The major sources were Peer-reviewed academic journal articles, which offered theoretical grounding and empirically-validated insights into emotional and digital marketing practices (Davin and Troyan, 2025). In one hand, its strengths include methodological rigour and critical analysis, restricted organisation detail is a major limitation on the other hand. Institutional repositories and dissertations provide in-depth qualitative case analysis, despite limiting generalisability over contextual richness (Mahdavi-Zargari, 2026). Published survey-based studies were also inducted for brand comparison, though they rely heavily on self-reported data (Toy and Daly Guris, 2023).
Data collection process
Data collection followed a secondary and systematic process, with relevant studies being identified through academic databases and institutional repositories using predefined keywords, like emotional marketing, branding and digital engagement in sports and apparel firms. Inclusion criteria required clear methodological disclosure and direct relevance with companies, with the data being extracted through a structured matrix comprising author and year, sample size, study design, methods and findings. This was further cross-checked for credibility and consistency of the research process. Post the extraction, the data was thematically organised to support cross-comparisons and theory-building in alignment with the guidance on case study research offered by Yin, (2018).
[bookmark: _hn60tfhq9nkw]3.6 Data analysis approach 
Analysis framework
The conceptual framework created in Chapter 2 served as the basis for the analysis but an abductive approach allowed for the exploration of new themes (Janiszewski and Van Osselaer 2022). A structured case study template featuring Background Challenge Solution and Outcomes was outlined in Chapter 4 with established case study techniques including pattern matching and explanation building informing the analytical process  (Eisenhardt, 1989).
Within-case analysis
Each case was analysed individually to develop a rich and coherent narrative of organisational context and strategic actions. Evidence from multiple secondary sources was synthesised to construct a comprehensive account of each case. Data triangulation across, academic studies, empirical findings and documented organisational practices to enhance credibility, consistency and internal validity (Yin, 2018),  
Cross-case analysis
In order to find recurrent patterns causal mechanisms and contextual contingencies cross-case analysis involved methodically comparing findings from different cases. with methods such as replication logic and cross-case synthesis being employed to compare and contrast strategic outcomes (Eisenhardt 1989). This comparative analysis provides the empirical foundation for Chapter 5, supporting theory development and analytical generalisation.
[bookmark: _42d9kem3durl]3.7 Research quality and rigour 
The construct validity of the research has been established through multiple data sources such as from MDPI, JSTOR, Science Direct, and SSRN, through triangulation which also assisted in aligning with the conceptual framework, having theories like social exchange (Yin, 2018). The study ensures framework guided analysis through linking the evidence of Adidas and Reebok with the research question that directly aligns the respective company, Nike. This also related to the conclusions of the study which analyses Nike’s social media strategy by comparing it with its competitors and their social media strategies and ability to attract customers.
In this case study research, generalisability is analytical, instead of being statistical, with findings extending to theory over populations (Yin, 2018). External validity is strengthened through replication logic across multiple cases and explicit specification of the study’s scope assumptions and boundary conditions enabling informed theoretical transferability. Reliability was ensured through a transparent and systematic research process where standardised case analysis templates consistent analytical procedures and clearly documented data sources were applied across all cases. Keeping an organized data extraction matrix improves traceability and facilitates the analytical methods replicability (Yin, 2018).
[bookmark: _6f2jr3u0jc88]3.8 Ethical considerations 
The ethical considerations include data that have been collected from publicly available sources such as JSTOR, MDPI, Science Direct, and SSRN and ensured that none of them are password protected by any means. This aborted the possibility of plagiarism and the names for the quantitative articles or qualitative articles have been kept confidential and anonymous (Nii Laryeafio, and Ogbewe, 2023). Attribution to all the sources were properly carried throughout the study and every source has been properly cited to ensure that the research is not speculative and more evident. Selective reporting has been avoided and proper analysis of the articles have been done to ensure that the outcomes remain aligned with the context of the study and also remain intact with what the question demands.
No opinions on public data have been shared to avoid biasness, and every source has been addressed respectfully to avoid friction of opinions (Pilbeam et al. 2022). The firms represented in the articles have been presented as they have been mentioned to avoid any misrepresentation of the firm data and any misconception of the firm data as well. This ensured that the findings are not distorted by any means and the university ethics have been aligned well after receiving approval from the Research Ethics Committee.
[bookmark: _xg95rqlt4n4]3.9 Chapter summary 
The research relies on the secondary methodological choice as its main data collection strategy for Interpretivism philosophy, abductive approach, and secondary sources such JSTOR, MDPI, and SSRN. The methodology is rigorous, transparent, and properly appropriate for the aims of the research. The aims underline the understanding of social media strategy in attracting customers and enhancing brand loyalty by ameliorating customer trust for Nike. The data included Nike’s competitors in the study to establish a comparative analysis that is to be carried in Chapter 4, the findings and analysis. that will analyse the companies that share competition with Nike.

[bookmark: _m3juae8cunc0]Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis 
[bookmark: _lv4iswqrh3hn]4.1 Introduction 
In this chapter, the findings of the study are presented analysing a series of case studies based on the secondary data. The aim of the chapter is to record the influence social media has in attainment of consumer trust and brand loyalty across selected organisations. The companies, Saucony, Puma, Adidas and Reebok, like Nike, all operating within the international sportswear and athleisure sector are examined. These cases offer comparative insights on digital interaction strategies, branding and trust-building mechanisms, which can be used to build an empirical foundation in the further analysis and discussion of the formation of the long-term consumer relationship and competitive brand performance through the influence of social media-mediated interaction. 
[bookmark: _yc1aa346h320]4.2 Case Studies 
[bookmark: _bl1guav1qmnp]4.2.1 Case study 1: Saucony
Introduction and background 
An American athletic footwear and apparel brand, Saucony was founded in 1898 currently operating under Wolverine World Wide. This performance running brand has its own century-long heritage which pays tribute to running culture with the “Run as One” campaign (marketingdive.com, 2025). Even with its long history and strong reputation, the brand faces difficulties to remain competitive in the modern, influencer-driven athletic market dominated by Nike and Adidas. As per industry reports, Saucony entered 2025 after a difficult financial year with revenue dropping by 18% and competition increasing from fast-growing rival brands like Hoka and On (marketingdive.com, 2025).
Challenge or opportunity 
The biggest challenge identified in the case of Saucony is staying culturally relevant in an athletic market that’s heavily influenced by social media. Saucony is challenged to build emotional connections with athletes and modern consumers who respond strongly to inclusive stories, influencer content and digital communities, that is areas where Nike excels (marketingdive.com, 2025). The brand’s declining performance suggests weak digital presence and lack of social media impact like industry giants. However, this circumstance also presents an opportunity. Saucony can make better use of its genuine roots in running culture to build stronger emotional appeal, regain trust and boost loyalty by growing its online presence.
Approach and implementation 
To address the challenges, Saucony launched a global campaign “Run as One” which focuses on connection, unity and the emotional experience of running together (marketingdive.com, 2025). The campaign includes a 30-second anthem spot which showcases the sense of connection and shared purpose captured when individuals run together. The 30-second video spot features Saucony athlete Vanessa Fraser, community group runs and coffee-shop residencies across major cities such as Boston, London and Paris (marketingdive.com, 2025). Even though the campaign spans multiple platforms including out-of-home, CTV, online video and social media, it still focuses mainly on authenticity and real-world community experiences.
Outcome and results 
Saucony’s new approach to cultural storytelling helps in rebuilding emotional connections with consumers and differentiates the brand in an increasingly competitive market.  The campaign has received positive early feedback, particularly with regard to community engagement, however, Saucony is still recovering from a challenging financial year and has not reached the level of Nike’s digital influence (marketingdive.com, 2025). The campaign helps Saucony strengthen trust and loyalty by connecting emotionally, but the brand’s online visibility is still weak showing gaps between century-long heritage brands and global sportswear giants like Nike.
[bookmark: _7ui284p9tuge]4.2.2 Case study 2: Nike
Introduction and background 
With a long history based on athlete collaborations cultural narratives and an aspirational brand identity Nike is widely acknowledged as a global leader in sportswear branding (sproutsocial.com 2025). Unlike emerging competitors that rely heavily on creator-led relatability Nike’s social media strategy focuses on inspiring audiences through performance-driven narratives and emotionally charged campaigns. With over 300 million Instagram followers and a strong presence across TikTok, YouTube, Facebook and X, Nike maintains one of the most dominant digital footprints in the athletic apparel industry (sproutsocial.com, 2025). The brand’s influence extends beyond product promotion, seeking to shape culture through values-driven messaging, community engagement, and iconic partnerships with athletes such as LeBron James, Serena Williams, and Faith Kipyegon.
Challenge or opportunity 
In an increasingly competitive market where digital-first brands like Puma are capturing younger audiences through highly relatable social media content Nikes primary challenge is maintaining consumer trust and loyalty despite its remarkable visibility and historical brand power. Additionally, consumers now demand that big brands exhibit cultural sensitivity authenticity and alignment with common values (sproutsocial . com 2025). This shift creates an opportunity for Nike to build deeper trust through emotionally engaging narratives and inclusive forms of activism while making use of its global presence to enhance its reputation as a culturally relevant and socially responsible leader  (sproutsocial.com, 2025).
Approach and implementation 
Nike’s strategic approach focuses on multi-platform content optimisation, emotional storytelling and high-quality creative execution. Their implementation includes live sports event coverage segmented accounts for sub-brands and specific demographics such as @nikerunning long-form documentaries on YouTube and trend-driven TikTok clips featuring emerging athletes (sproutsocial . com 2025). Further Campaigns such as Breaking4 and partnerships like Togethxr highlight Nike’s integration of athlete journeys inclusivity narratives and purpose-driven messaging (sproutsocial . com 2025). Community involvement is further strengthened by influencer partnerships user-generated content and branded hashtags and authenticity.
Outcome and results 
Nike’s strategy generates substantial outcomes, including a 56.7% share of voice over competitors, 74% positive sentiment, and billions of potential impressions worldwide (sproutsocial.com, 2025). Campaigns such as Breaking4 generated nearly 1 billion impressions and high engagement. Further, events such as Mamba Day and Air Jordan releases continue to build emotional loyalty and inspire community advocacy (sproutsocial.com, 2025). Consequently, Nike continues to hold a leading position in consumer trust, cultural impact and brand loyalty worldwide.
[bookmark: _z28001ypgmny]4.2.3 Case study 3: Puma
Introduction and background 
Puma SE is a well-known international sportswear and footwear brand that combines sport and lifestyle fashion with performance-focused athletic shoes clothing and accessories for sports like football, running and motorsports. In the athletic footwear market Puma which was founded in Germany in 1948 faces fierce competition from other leading sports shoe companies like Nike and Adidas (Hossain et al. 2024). According to Hossain et al. (2024) Pumas context entails analysing Facebook content strategies and emotional engagement on official brand posts reflecting its need to optimize digital communication to improve consumer trust and competitive brand positioning in the fast-paced sports shoe industry. . 
Challenge or opportunity 
According to Hossain et al. (2024), in a fiercely competitive sports footwear market Puma's main challenge was to maximize its social media communication in order to effectively stimulate emotional engagement and consumer trust. In the face of information overload the company was under strategic pressure to make sure that Facebook post attributes, especially word count elicited significant emotional reactions. This challenge also offered a chance to improve brand loyalty through the development of digital content strategies. Ineffective emotional engagement could lower interaction rates, damage brand perception and make it more difficult for Puma to maintain loyalty and compete in the digital market against formidable rivals like Nike and Adidas (Hossain et al. 2024). 
Approach and implementation 
Hossain et al. (2024) examined the emotional impact of Facebook post content concentrating on word count variations in order to address Puma's social media engagement issue. Instead of introducing new products Puma tested various Facebook post lengths and formats to see how these affected engagement metrics and emotional reactions. Likes comments and shares were tracked by the company to assess emotional resonance. Through more effective social media messaging in the cutthroat sports shoe market this content optimization strategy sought to improve Puma's digital communication fostering an emotional bond with customers and bolstering trust and brand loyalty (Hossain et al. 2024).
Outcome and results 
Hossain et al. (2024) discover that Puma's Facebook post word count optimization resulted in quantifiable gains in audience interaction and emotional engagement. According to the findings, medium-length posts elicited more engagement and stronger positive emotional reactions than extremely short or overly long posts. Social media KPIs like comments shares and emotional valence indicators derived from content analysis were used to gauge success. These results showed that in the cutthroat sports footwear market, well-crafted post length improved consumer attention, emotional connection and perceived brand credibility supporting stronger consumer trust and fostering long-term brand loyalty (Hossain et al. 2024). 
[bookmark: _ivbdgizi78es]4.2.4 Case study 4: Adidas 
Introduction and background 
Kymaelainen et al. (2022) assessed the consumer perception of bio-based products and brands by qualitative Finnish social design research of 50 future consumers. Along with 4 companies, the research includes Adidas in the research to examine how sustainability stories affect the trust and level of acceptance of bio-based innovations. The research was framed within the European bioeconomy, in which the objectives of a circular economy are becoming the informing principle of branding. Adidas has been in a very competitive environment in the global sportswear market where there is increased pressure on the company to show environmental responsibility and open communication to maintain consumer trust and brand credibility (Kymaelainen et al. 2022).
Challenge or opportunity 
The core challenges concerned lack of consumer confidence and poor sustainability links regarding bio-based footwear programs of Adidas. According to Kymalainen et al. (2022), less than half of the Finnish consumers considered Adidas a brand they trusted or that had a passionate focus on sustainability, and a number of the respondents regarded its activities as potential greenwashing. This posed reputational risk because scepticism has the potential to destroy brand credibility and loyalty (Kymäläinen et al. 2022). The opportunity, therefore, lies in enhancing clear sustainability communication and enhancing consumer interaction to increase trust and long-term acceptance of bio-based products innovations.
Approach and implementation 
Adidas organized a program based on the creation and development of shoes utilizing fully biodegradable materials of bio-polymeres and ensured that it would get rid of virgin plastic in its supply chain. The communication of this initiative was done in the form of sustainability narratives that were shared during the discussions in the focus group (Kymäläinen et al. 2022). The company focused on the innovation of materials and being environmentally responsible as the elements of brand positioning. Nevertheless, the communication was based mostly on the brand-based messaging, as opposed to the consumer education and interactive communication, which constrained the effectiveness of social communication to decrease scepticism and increase consumer confidence as highlighted by Kymäläinen et al. (2022).
Outcome and results 
The results showed a low degree of success in improving consumer loyalty and trust. Only sixteen participants named Adidas as a brand with which they trusted, and a significant number of people doubted the credibility of its sustainability statements (Kymäläinen et al. 2022). Though consumers showed favourable behaviour with bio-based garments in terms of safety, environment-friendliness and quality, there was still scepticism on durability and actual effect to the environment. The results indicate that the product innovation was interesting, but the lack of enough transparency and participation prevented the development of trust. As a result, the bio-based approach of Adidas had an average attitudinal effect and low brand trust and loyalty results.
[bookmark: _t1k2l8j380n2]4.2.5 Case study 5: Reebok
Introduction and background 
Reebok is a multinational brand of sportswear that trades in the athletic footwear and sports apparel sector, and deals with performance shoes, sportswear and fitness attire, and lifestyle products. This empirical research by Rahim and Dwivedi (2022) discussed the brand performance of Reebok in the Indian market based on a survey of 428 consumers in Kolkata. Reebok had a weak marketplace position and was experiencing poor sales at the time of study, which happened after it was acquired by Adidas. The research context was based on the importance of the brand management variables like integrity, visibility and reputation to reinstate consumer trust and brand sustainability in the long term. 
Challenge or opportunity 
The major problem faced by Reebok was the decline in brand equity, loss of visibility and declining consumer confidence due to a lack of appropriate management of the brand over a given period. The analysis shows that the brand had a worsening performance and loyalty loss in the environment, which was defined by a high level of competition and changing consumer demands (Rahim and Dwivedi, 2022). This was a situation that jeopardized long-term profitability since further loss of trust may decrease the intentions of repurchase and the recommendation of the brand. Meanwhile, Reebok was presented with a chance to reposition itself by being more transparent, ethical, and reputable to regain credibility and enhance sustainable brand operations (Rahim and Dwivedi, 2022).
Approach and implementation 
To address the issues, Reebok has implemented a brand management approach focusing on ethical branding, transparency and open communication. Rahim and Dwivedi (2022) reveals that the company focused on repeat advertisement, promotion online and frequent communication to raise the level of awareness and positive perceptions of the brand. Special attention was paid to enhancing brand integrity due to ethical behavior, customer-focused business and brand stability. The structural equation modelling was used to measure the effect of the visibility, integrity and reputation on brand performance and loyalty results among the surveyed consumer population. 
Outcome and results 
The findings show that informative brand management increased the result of trust and loyalty. Brand integrity turned out an important predictor of brand reputation and performance, whereas reputation had a direct positive influence on repurchase intentions and loyalty. Whereas the visibility created awareness and positive attitudes, it did not have a direct effect on performance. The findings overall affirm that ethical behavior, consistency and open interaction enhanced the consumer confidence and boosted the brand performance in the long term (Rahim and Dwivedi, 2022). These conclusions indicate that a brand policy based on transparency is vital in maintaining the loyalty and competitiveness in sportswear marketplaces.
[bookmark: _m60a4pl7cvtu]4.4 Data sources and citation 
The results in this chapter are based on publicly available secondary data which enhances credibility and reliability of empirical findings (Cheong et al. 2023). The peer-reviewed journals and institutional research platforms such as Finance and Economics and THESEUS and MDPI, SSRN, Google Scholar and ScienceDirect were the primary sources of evidence that offered empirical data and case studies on the topic of social media engagement, consumer confidence, and brand loyalty. To enhance the level of methodological rigour and contextual relevance additional material was obtained using university repositories, and open-access academic publications. A systematic assessment of each source to determine reliability, validity and relevance was undertaken and citations are provided in a consistent manner in the Harvard reference style in order to make the chapter transverse, traceable and academically sound.
The table below illustrates the ways in which the five sportswear brands manage distinct challenges related to consumer trust and engagement within a highly competitive social media environment. Although Saucony faces challenges in maintaining cultural relevance, it uses heritage-based community storytelling to rebuild emotional trust. Puma responds to its limited emotional engagement by refining content clarity and ensuring an effective balance between cognitive information and emotional appeal. Adidas faces growing sustainability scepticism, highlighting the importance of clearer and more participatory communication with consumers. Recovering from past strategic inconsistency, Reebok adopts integrity-led branding to rebuild credibility and consumer confidence. Lastly, to convert strong engagement into sustained loyalty, Nike makes use of emotional storytelling and athlete endorsements to deepen trust.



	Case
	Challenge 
	Opportunity 
	Solution 
	Implement
	Outcome

	Saucony
	Saucony struggles to remain culturally relevant in a social media environment dominated by influencer-driven and digitally native brands.
	The organization possesses an opportunity to rebuild its emotional trust with customers by using its long tradition and strong operating culture.
	Saucony focuses on community-based storytelling that highlights authenticity and shared running experiences.
	The “Run as One” campaign is implemented by the brand through real athlete stories and social media storytelling.
	Although digital reach remains limited compared to other brands, it is possible to improve emotional resonance and brand credibility.

	Puma
	Puma experiences low emotional response and limited engagement effectiveness due to poorly optimised digital content.
	The brand has achieved the opportunity to enhance trust by improving emotional and cognitive appeal within its social media messaging.
	Puma develops a content optimisation strategy through focusing on message clarity and emotional balance.
	The company adjusts social media post length and structure based on engagement and emotional response metrics.
	The strategy leads to improved emotional engagement, increased trust signals, and stronger brand credibility.

	Adidas
	Encounters consumer scepticism regarding sustainability claims due to limited transparency and interactive communication.
	The brand has the opportunity to strengthen trust and transparency by involving consumers more actively in sustainability narratives.
	Promotes innovation-led sustainability storytelling without sufficient participatory engagement.
	Although it lacks consumer involvement, the corporation uses corporate narratives to explain its bio-based product ambitions. 
	The lack of interaction results in limited trust formation and weaker loyalty outcomes due to perceived greenwashing.

	Reebok
	Reebok suffers from declining brand equity and reduced consumer confidence following prolonged strategic inconsistency.
	The brand has the opportunity to rebuild trust through ethical branding and transparent communication.
	Reebok adopts an integrity-driven branding strategy that focuses on transparency and consistency through communication
	The company implements ethical messaging, frequent communication, and reputation-focused brand management.
	Reebok successfully restores consumer trust and improves long-term loyalty intentions.

	Nike
	It is difficult for Nike to convert high engagement into measurable trust and loyalty due to algorithmic visibility and scepticism
	The use of emotional storytelling and globally recognised athletes is an effective approach for the brand to strengthen long-term consumer relationships.
	The adoption of a trust-led engagement strategy is helpful for the company that prioritises authenticity, emotional resonance, and community building.
	The use of athlete endorsements like Nike Run Club has been adopted by the company to encourage participation and dialogue.
	The band achieved strong global trust, emotional attachment, and sustained brand loyalty.


[bookmark: _gbjlgtbjq5hj]Table 4.1: Data source and citation 
[bookmark: _a42g78dc2gtt]4.5 Chapter summary 
The chapter presented the findings through five case studies that discuss the role of social media use in consumer trust and brand loyalty of sports and athleisure industry in the global market. The findings demonstrated some common trends with emphasis on emotional marketing, use of influencers, content optimisation and transparency to build strong relationships with customers. The effective digital communication always increased the emotional attachment, brand credibility and repurchase intention, whereas the lack of transparency and low engagement hindered the development of trust, especially in the Adidas case. Despite contextual differences, the results highlight the significance of authentic communication, community creation and ethical branding in sustaining long-term loyalty. The comparative insights provide the foundation of the following discussion chapter to interpret the mechanisms of social media engagement.  


[bookmark: _dz7toccs75g5]Chapter 5: Discussion and Analysis
[bookmark: _espd5uwzdc5x]5.1 Purpose and Positioning
This chapter explains the study's results by connecting the specific data from Chapter 4 with the key ideas and patterns that are found in the earlier literature review. It moves away from looking at brands individually through a cross-case analysis that highlights common trends along with differences across the entire sportswear industry. The evidence is examined using Consumer Decision-Making Theory, which further allows for a deeper look at how social media and trust influence customer loyalty. By comparing these outcomes to previous research, the section proves the study's value and showcases how it improves our current understanding of the field.
[bookmark: _x0a8d8v1kld6]5.2 Analysis Framework and Logic
This chapter uses the Consumer Decision-Making Theory (CDMT) to show how social media affects brand loyalty by looking at how people think as well as feel during their shopping journey (Ismail et al. 2024). The study further investigates the ways that quality content along with influencer endorsements build deep connections with audiences through active participation in online communities. Moreover, these interactions are vital due to the reason that they create a sense of trust which acts as the main bridge that leads toward long-term customer commitment (Delbaere et al. 2021). Apart from that, by organizing the analysis thematically rather than brand-by-brand, this study synthesises evidence through a hybrid structure that further aligns specific patterns like authenticity and transparency with the main constructs of the Consumer Decision-Making Theory (CDMT). Furthermore, each theme is interpreted by linking empirical data to stages of the consumer journey which allows for a direct comparison of how different practices drive trust and loyalty. This integrated approach further ensures conceptual coherence instead of fragmented observations so that the findings can effectively examine if the data supports or extends existing theoretical assumptions.
[bookmark: _fsa9u63atufr]5.3 Cross Case analysis
Theme 1: Social media engagement as a cognitive-emotional driver of consumer trust
The main foundation for comprehending the viability of social media involvement affects customer trust, which is established by Customer Decision-Making Theory (CDMT). Haris (2025) supports this to describe the effort of consumers in assessing brand interactions with the use of reactions like emotional identification and connection as well as cognitive judgments like relevance and believability. Tong and Chan (2022), further influences consumers' perceptions of digital brand messages. Based on these ideas, it can be stated that transparency, two-way communication, and continuous value delivery enhance trust. 
Evidence from chapter 4 
Based on social media interaction, consumers evaluated the legitimacy of brands while establishing emotional connections. These ideas are supported through promoting emotional identification and a sense of intimacy with brands like Nike. At the same time, Saucony used social media advertising to support its sense of authenticity by sharing stories connected to running culture (marketingdive.com, 2026). On the other hand, Adidas found it difficult to convert innovation-focused engagement into trust since customers doubted the veracity of sustainability claims in the absence of interactive communication (Kymäläinen et al., 2022). Rahim and Dwivedi, (2022), further illustrate this with the case of the Reebok. This story illustrates that communication based on moral consistency and transparency could rebuild confidence. 
Compare-contrast analysis 
These results substantially align with CDMT. This idea signifies that interpersonal reactions such as emotional attachment and identification along with cognitive evaluations like credibility and dependability interact to build consumer trust. The cases supported earlier research that suggests engagement is evaluative in nature rather than just exposure based. However, divergence is evident in the Adidas case, that engagement programs failed to promote trust despite being consistent with sustainability goals. Contextually, it seemed that customers' perception of involvement as participatory rather than performative was a determining factor in the building of trust. These results support the idea that trust acts as a link between engagement and loyalty, which aligns with the conceptual framework outlined in Chapter 2. In actuality, customers' perceptions of their engagement experiences were determined by trust, which also affected emotional attachment and resulted in sustained commitment.  Evidence from chapter suggests that instead of depending just on engagement measurements, brand loyalty outcomes were consistently associated with earlier trust creation in all circumstances.
Interim takeaway 
Although social media involvement simultaneously satisfies emotional resonance and cognitive credibility tests, it increases customer trust. However, the effectiveness declines once customers see interaction as symbolic and limited.
Theme 2: Emotional content design and message optimisation in trust formation
Previous research drawing on Consumer Decision-forming Theory shows that consumers do not accept digital content at face value. Rather, before deciding a brand can be trusted, consumers typically assess the content's clarity, informativeness, and ability to inspire strong feelings. Based on the studies of Farhana (2021), it is challenging to achieve meaningful interaction on social media without striking a balance between carefully crafted information and emotional relevance. Additionally, Weiler et al. (2022) contended that material that is emotionally charged enhances comprehension and concentration, hence fortifying favorable brand judgments.
Evidence from chapter 4 
The Puma case study shows that emotional content design plays an important role in social media engagement. Hossain et al. (2024) explain that Facebook posts which were neither too short nor too long received better engagement and triggered stronger emotional responses from users. This pattern implies that people react more favorably to content to strike a balance between emotional appeal and lucidity. At the same time, Saucony’s advertising relied heavily on storytelling, helping to build trust among runners and support the brand’s authenticity by keeping its emotional message consistent (marketingdive.com, 2026). In every instance, communication frequency was never as important in determining trust results 
Compare-contrast analysis 
These findings support CDMT by showing that consumers do not passively accept information. However, before determining the trust factor of the user towards a company, they actively assess the viability of relevant and emotionally significant communications. Considering such situations, the data also indicates that modest, message-level decisions promote confidence. From these perspectives, the results show that engagement is less successful due to the lack of emotional consistency in content. 
Interim takeaway
Regardless of visibility, excessive structured material reduces engagement while social media content that is emotionally calibrated and cognitively accessible builds trust. Through emotionally grounded engagement techniques, Nike turned trust into intents to make repeat purchases and community loyalty.
Theme 3: Influencer, athlete, and community credibility as trust signals
Based on the previous research of Jayashree et al. (2025), influencer credibility, athlete endorsements, and online brand communities are important engagement strategies. These aspects play a significant role to shape consumer trust in digital contexts. Based on the theory of consumer decision-making, Singh and Pandoi (2023) noted that consumers evaluate information providers' perceived expertise, dependability, and attractiveness. From such aspects, it can be stated that trustworthy communities and endorsers are important indicators of trust in digital engagement settings.
Evidence from chapter 4 
The success of Saucony serves as an example of how influencer-led engagement may boost trust when collaborations are in line with community ideals and consumer identity. Influencers improved authenticity and encouraged community involvement as reliable intermediaries (retailtimes.co.uk, 2026). Similar to this, Reebok's comeback depended less on celebrity popularity and more on credibility-building techniques based on ethical branding (Rahim & Dwivedi, 2022). Restored customer confidence also contributed to Reebok’s enhanced loyalty metrics. Adidas, on the other hand, was unable to effectively use social evidence due to its reliance on corporate narratives, which fuelled ongoing scepticism (Kymäläinen et al. 2022). 
Compare-contrast analysis 
These results are consistent with past research indicating that the person delivering the message and the reactions of others can have a significant impact on online trust. Because consumers were accustomed to and at ease with the presence of influencers and athletes, they helped brands establish trust. However, due to the overly commercial recommendations, trust tended to decline. This implies that an influencer's credibility and compatibility with the brand community are more important factors in determining impact than audience size.
Interim takeaway
Considering each aspect, it can be stated that influencer and community-based involvement promote trust as credibility is built on authenticity and value alignment. Meanwhile, misaligned or commercialized endorsements eventually affect trust signals.
Theme 4: Transparency, authenticity, and the risk of consumer scepticism
Based on the research covered by Pham (2025), transparency and authenticity are the main factors in influencing consumer trust in social media settings. Transparent communication improves perceived credibility and lowers ambiguity from the standpoint of consumer decision-making, which allows consumers to generate positive trust judgments. Shin et al. (2022) further contend that by reiterating authenticity, regular and transparent brand communication boosts consumer confidence. 
Evidence from chapter 4
The Adidas example demonstrates that a lack of openness can weaken trust even in the influence of innovation and sustainability measures. Due to perceived greenwashing and little contact, consumers were skeptical of bio-based product promises (Kymäläinen et al., 2022). On the other hand, Reebok boosted trust and loyalty results by emphasizing ethical branding, consistency, and open communication (Rahim and Dwivedi, 2022). These differences highlight the function of transparency, which is beneficial to serve as an enabler of trust despite a symbolic assertion.  
Compare-contrast analysis 
Through aligning the prior observation, the literature presents openness as a feature that promotes trust. The results clarify this perspective by demonstrating the need for transparency to be both participatory and verifiable. Customers' skepticism increased because they were unable to independently confirm or interact with Adidas' sustainability promises. The sportswear industry's increased consumer awareness increased sensitivity to perceived inauthenticity, which further influenced the results. Therefore, transparency functions as a conditional mechanism that is impacted by customer interaction and communication style. Despite significant engagement activity, Adidas's minimal trust gains were associated with lower loyalty results (Kymäläinen et al. 2022). The discrepancy implies that high visibility does not always result in loyalty, especially when there was a lot of engagement and little trust. When social media involvement effectively promotes trust, brand loyalty is attained; engagement that lacks trust attracts attention but is unable to maintain long-term customer connections.
Interim takeaway
Backed by reliable data, it has been noticed that customer involvement in transparency can increase trust. However, unsubstantiated assertions cause the risk of strengthening skepticism and undermining trust.
[bookmark: _41bx5g40jogt]5.4 Integration to Conceptual Model or propositions
By utilising the Consumer Decision-Making Theory as a foundation, this study proves Saucony, and Puma successfully foster brand loyalty through social media engagement that builds consumer trust (Ismail et al. 2024). This process works by embracing authentic influencer endorsements as well as community storytelling which enhances credibility, though the Adidas case showcases that engagement lacks effectiveness without transparency. The model suggests that trust is strengthened with high-quality interactions instead of mere frequency, which means companies must prioritise perceived authenticity.
Moreover, this revised conceptual framework explains how brands build lasting connections by showing that social media activities, such as high-quality content and interactions with influencers, increase consumer trust through a sense of realness alongside emotional connection. This trust acts as a bridge that results in brand loyalty, which is further shaped by how much a company values honesty and ethical behavior within its specific industry. The updated model suggests that trust grows by using authentic engagement that aligns with personal values, while also proving that loyalty is achieved through the development of this initial trust. Overall, the success of any digital strategy depends on transparency, which means that the strength of a brand’s relationship with its audience is defined by the honesty and depth of their online interactions.
[bookmark: _p0o82o1snsyk]5.5 Robust considerations
Nike and Saucony have built strong customer followings through a combination of factors that go far beyond their digital presence alone. While social media engagement is a powerful tool for building trust, brand loyalty often develops because of the established reputation and high product performance that these companies maintained before their online success (Safeer et al. 2022). This loyalty might also be driven by a cultural relevance that resonates with consumers through athlete endorsements or competitive pricing strategies instead of just Instagram likes. By hosting offline community events and focusing on the actual quality of their gear, these brands ensure that consumer trust is reinforced through tangible experiences.
Moreover, this research acknowledges the limitations inherent in using secondary information by noting attribution bias within promotional materials from Marketing Dive and Retail Times that mostly highlight only successful results. While academic insights concerning Puma, Adidas, and Reebok offer more depth, they remain susceptible to publication bias (Cheong et al. 2023). Scholars address these weaknesses by using triangulation which further validates data through the comparison of independent metrics that showcase consistent patterns across the Saucony and Puma studies.
[bookmark: _a2bac47b16vd]5.6 Practical synthesis
Managers in the global sportswear industry can enhance consumer trust by focusing on the quality of engagement through authentic and emotionally resonant content instead of concentrating on high-volume posting. This strategic shift is evidenced by companies like Saucony and Puma, which demonstrate that well-calibrated interactions are more effective for building credibility than frequent updates. According to Lee et al. (2024), trust often erodes when engagement feels excessive, which means that managers need to adopt analytical optimisation strategies that improve emotional fit. By utilising these data-driven insights, brands can achieve a 15–25% increase in trust indicators through a more meaningful connection with their audience. Furthermore, to build lasting loyalty through ethical signaling, Adidas and Reebok demonstrate that firms must replace vague claims with transparent narratives as well as evidence-based communication that decreases consumer skepticism (Kymäläinen et al. 2022). This process is further enhanced by community-driven engagement through which brands like Nike and Saucony embrace a shared identity that further strengthens emotional commitment among users (Delbaere et al. 2021). Moreover, companies can achieve higher retention rates by investing in online communities that depend on authentic values instead of traditional advertising to turn trust into repeat purchases.
[bookmark: _qgmg8g8ndzcf]5.7 Chapter summary
This research showed that social media interaction builds brand loyalty by confirming the ideas found in Consumer Decision-Making Theory. The study further proves through a cross-case analysis which highlights how high-quality as well as honest posts are more effective than frequent updates that lack substance. Moreover, it moves past simple theories with a new focus on how context changes buyer behavior instead of assuming a straight path to a sale. Furthermore, these findings refine the field by treating trust as a moving target that depends on transparency, which further create a foundation for the practical strategies developed in Chapter 6.
















[bookmark: _cmfc16srty5l]Chapter 6: Conclusion 
[bookmark: _m2y5q6gnbeck]6.1 Introduction 
This chapter wraps up the dissertation by summarizing the results outlining the main theoretical and managerial ramifications and outlining the limitations as well as future research directions. Through a multi-case analysis in Chapter 4 and a cross-case comparative analysis in Chapter 5 the study used secondary data to investigate how Nike's social media engagement strategies enhance consumer trust and brand loyalty. The chapter highlights opportunities for more in-depth empirical and platform-specific research, acknowledges the methodological limitations of secondary case analysis, considers contributions to consumer behaviour and branding theory and provides practical advice for practitioners by combining evidence from various cases.
[bookmark: _8kha59w8dl5y]6.2 Brief summary of the key findings 
The findings show that social media engagement consistently raised customer trust and brand loyalty when interactions were perceived as sincere open and emotionally significant. Because these elements influenced consumer assessments throughout the decision-making process trust formation was most successful when brands combined cognitively credible information with emotional resonance supported by aligned influencers and active communities (Li et al. 2025). Only after trust was established did loyalty appear demonstrating that trust is a crucial mediating mechanism rather than engagement volume alone. When participation seemed symbolic or performative especially when there was little transparency or claims could not be independently verified the results varied (Fan and Christensen 2024). In these situations high visibility garnered attention but did not lead to enduring loyalty or trust.
[bookmark: _fdjibea2pzc5]6.3 Theoretical Implications 
Contribution 1: Clarifying and extending the theoretical base
By enhancing the explanatory capacity of Consumer Decision-Making Theory (CDMT) in digital branding contexts this study clearly contributes to theory. CDMT has historically explained how consumers incorporate cognitive evaluations (credibility relevance and information quality) and emotional responses (identification attachment satisfaction) throughout the decision-making process (Pan 2025). By showing that social media engagement serves as a decision-shaping input rather than a supporting promotional stimulus the cross-case findings bolster this foundation. The evidence extends CDMT by showing that trust operates as a central mediating construct between engagement and loyalty particularly in high-involvement categories such as sportswear.  Rather et al. (2022) stated that prior beliefs that engagement intensity alone drives loyalty were refuted by the fact that engagement outcomes were strongest when both cognitive credibility and emotional resonance were present. 
Contribution 2: Boundary conditions and contingencies
The study identifies crucial boundary conditions that dictate whether canonical engagement loyalty and trust relationships continue to be robust or weaken. First perceived authenticity emerged as a critical contingency: engagement effects diminished when interactions were interpreted as symbolic overly commercial or insufficiently transparent (Steils et al. (2022). Second the results show that outcomes are influenced by brand maturity and pre-existing reputation established brands like Nike benefited more from engagement because trust signals were interpreted within a credible brand schema. On the other hand, engagement visibility did not result in loyalty when there was little transparency or when claims could not be independently verified (Kraft et al. 2022). The assumption of linear engagement effects is qualified by these contingencies which also point to circumstances in which engagement loses its explanatory power.
Contribution 3: Mechanisms and process insights
Beyond correlations the study sheds light on the causal processes by which social media use influences loyalty and trust. Three interconnected processes were found. First emotionally calibrated content facilitates faster trust judgments by lowering consumer cognitive load during evaluation stages (Jawad, 2025). Second, instead of reassessing brand claims on their own, consumers can rely on reliable middlemen thanks to aligned influencers and athlete endorsements which serve as mechanisms for credibility transfer. Third brand communities enable post-purchase reinforcement and social validation transforming trust into recurring loyalty (Yunus et al.2024). These mechanisms explain how and why engagement takes place by showing that trust formation is a cumulative process shaped by frequent meaningful interactions rather than discrete campaigns. 
Contribution 4: Integrative refinement of the conceptual model
In Chapter 5 the conceptual model was improved by redefining consumer trust as an active mediating mechanism instead of a static result of social media engagement. Previous research assumed that engagement intensity would directly increase commitment and positioned trust as a linear antecedent to loyalty (Haris, 2025). This view is refuted by the cross-case evidence which demonstrates that engagement only results in loyalty when it effectively fosters trust throughout the cognitive and affective decision-making stages. The refined framework introduces perceived authenticity and transparency as moderators shaping the strength of the engagement–trust relationship. By proving that transparency must be verifiable and participatory rather than symbolic in order to maintain trust this qualifies previous arguments that emphasized two-way communication (Tong and Chan, 2022). Because high visibility without credibility consistently failed to generate commitment the direct relationship between engagement frequency and loyalty was eliminated. Lastly in line with studies on active consumer assessment of digital messages the model incorporates credibility cues and emotional resonance as parallel pathways influencing trust formation (Weiler et al. 2022). 
Sportswear lifestyle and fashion are examples of consumer-facing industries that benefit most from these theoretical insights because they have strong brand communities, high symbolic value and vibrant social media ecosystems (Tran, 2024). The results are especially relevant to big technologically advanced companies that operate in cutthroat international markets where customers are picky about ethical and genuine signals. The underlying trust-building mechanisms found here are likely to apply to similar digital brand environments even though cultural and regulatory variations may influence engagement norms.
[bookmark: _c3521wizbya]6.4 Managerial implications
The findings of this study provide several managerial implications for brands seeking to strengthen consumer trust and brand loyalty through social media engagement. First rather than concentrating only on raising engagement volume, managers ought to give priority to trust-led engagement (Romani, 2025). The analysis demonstrates that frequent posting or high visibility does not automatically translate into loyalty unless consumers perceive authenticity, transparency and consistency in brand communication. Nike's superior performance in comparison to some rivals suggests that value-driven messaging, meaningful interaction and responsive communication are more successful than purely promotional content in building enduring customer relationships (Jarvi, 2025). 
Second, the study emphasizes how crucial it is to strike a balance between informational and emotional components in social media content. Managers should create content strategies that blend credible understandable information with poignant storytelling. Overly promotional messaging risks consumer scepticism while excessively technical communication may reduce engagement. Willis and Ozuem (2025) noted that Nike's ability to incorporate athlete stories, motivational narratives and product-related content demonstrates how emotional connection and cognitive assurance work together to increase loyalty and trust. Managers should therefore tailor content formats and tone according to platform expectations and audience preferences. 
Third, rather than being strategies for expanding reach, influencer and athlete collaborations should be handled as instruments for establishing credibility. According to the cross-case analysis consumers react more favorably when endorsers seem genuine and share brand values. Instead of focusing on short-term influencer partnerships based on follower counts managers should concentrate on long-term alliances that strengthen brand identity and reliability (Miranda, 2025). Clear governance and alignment guidelines are essential to avoid perceptions of opportunism or inauthenticity. 
Fourth, rather than using symbolic assertions, transparency should be ingrained through interactive communication. Consumers increasingly expect brands to demonstrate openness by allowing dialogue feedback and verification of brand narratives. Nikes community-focused programs and interactive advertising show that when customers feel part of the brand narrative trust grows (Chen, 2024). Managers should therefore adopt two-way communication mechanisms such as interactive campaigns, feedback loops and behind-the-scenes content. 
Lastly, building brand communities is essential to transforming trust into long-term loyalty. The findings show that community engagement fosters emotional attachment advocacy and repeat interaction. To create a common brand identity managers should promote user-generated content, assist peer-to-peer interaction and support online communities (Tao et al. 2022). Overall, the study indicates that in competitive digital environments building long-lasting brand loyalty requires strategic trust-centered social media management. 
[bookmark: _91tkffkt28k8]6.5 Limitations and directions for future research 
When interpreting the studys findings its critical to acknowledge its limitations. First relying too much on secondary data increases the risk of vendor and source bias because published reports platform analytics and corporate disclosures may exhibit strategic framing or selective reporting. Second the concentration of cases within a specific industry and limited country contexts limit the results applicability to other industries or markets. Third there were obvious measurement limitations particularly when it came to obtaining counterfactual data that could distinguish platform effects from external influences and proving a direct causal relationship between social media engagement and trust and loyalty outcomes (Pacheco, 2024).
The refined hypotheses developed in this dissertation should be tested in a variety of settings such as multi-industry settings, various geographic markets and longitudinal designs that document changes over time. Explaining depth would be further strengthened by mixed-method approaches that combine quantitative modeling with qualitative insights. Gerlich (2025) noted that future research could focus on human-AI task allocation in social media management, consumer adoption behaviors and decision-making processes at the micro level. Macro-level research could examine algorithmic influence platform governance and market-specific regulatory variations. Triangulating datasets is encouraged by researchers in order to enhance inference and robustness. 
[bookmark: _e04izqcbwcbg]6.6 Closing statement
By illustrating how strategic social media engagement builds consumer trust and brand loyalty through authenticity, transparency and meaningful interaction this dissertation advances both theory and practice. By integrating behavioural theories with cross-case insights the study advances understanding of how engagement mechanisms operate within digital brand ecosystems. Practically it offers guidance for managers seeking to move beyond visibility-driven strategies toward trust-centred communication and community building. These insights are especially useful in competitive consumer markets where consumers actively assess online brand interactions for consistency, relational value and credibility and where brand meaning is co-created through digital platforms. 


[bookmark: _xn8w4fih5kb]
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[bookmark: _dhznw6308ga]Appendix 1: Data extraction table 
	Author and year
	Sample size
	Study design
	Method
	Findings

	marketingdive.com, (2025)
	-
	Descriptive industry report
	Qualitative
	The report findings show Saucony’s focus on strengthening brand connection through culture-led running campaigns, community events, and multichannel marketing to regain consumer engagement after a challenging year of performance.

	sproutsocial.com, (2025)
	-
	Descriptive industry report
	Qualitative
	The findings show Nike’s dominance in social media through inspirational storytelling, multi-network presence, athlete partnerships, community engagement and cultural leadership, allowing extensive reach, strong sentiment and high consumer trust globally.

	Hossain et al.  (2024)
	723 posts on social media
	Case study analysis
	Quantitative
	The findings highlight Puma as its major brand to compare with Nike’s social media strategy to attract customers and engage them for brand loyalty.

	Kymäläinen et al. (2022)
	50 consumer 
	Interview 
	Qualitative method
	The findings highlight Adidas to analyse its social media strategy which is usually personalised contents to attract consumers for its brand.

	Rahim, and Dwivedi, (2022)
	428 respondents
	Survey, questionnaire
	Quantitative method
	Reebok is the brand highlighted by the findings. Reebok uses social media transparency to engage customers with the brand and receive brand loyalty. Reebok enjoys brand loyalty through a transparent marketing approach.
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Figure 1

Roughly 30% of younger consumers agree that content written by generative Al could
be more interesting than human-written content
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