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Abstract

In Saudi Arabia, the social media has encouraged and facilitated promotion
and creation of various business, resulting in the development of many star-
tup fashion businesses on platforms such as Instagram and Facebook. How-
ever, current literature does not offer an in-depth analysis to this topic and the
potential of this digital market. Therefore, the following research covers the
topic of effect of social media fashion marketing for startup fashion brands in
Saudi Arabia. Utilizing many scientific articles on social media marketing and
general literature on fashion marketing, this research aims to improve the
understanding of the benefits of use of social media as an effective marketing
tool for fashion startups by means of examining existing knowledge on social
media marketing, and explains how fashion startups can use social media to
benefit their businesses. It tries to familiarize targeted audience, including po-
tential fashion startup entrepreneurs, with many concepts and strategies re-
lated to social media marketing such as content marketing, consumer en-
gagement, impact of influencers, user generated content, consumer purchas-
ing behavior of fashion brands.
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1. Introduction

Billions of people around the world use the social media as it has become one of
the defining technologies of our time. As of March 31, 2019, Facebook, for in-
stance, was reported to have 2.38 billion monthly users and 1.56 billion daily
active users (Facebook, 2019). At the global level, the total number of social

media users is estimated to increase by 3.29 billion users in 2022, which will be
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42.3% of the world’s population (eMarketer, 2018). It is not surprising then,
given the huge volume of audience who are spending many hours a day using
social media, that marketers have resorted to the social media as a marketing
platform.

Nowadays, social media has become a powerful tool for advertising. The in-
ternet, social media, mobile apps, and other digital devices have become part of
daily lives for majority of population all over the world. Recent statistics have
indicated that the most popular social network is Facebook, with over 2.7 billion
monthly active users as of the second quarter of 2020 (Clement, 2020). Insta-
gram, meanwhile, has become the most popular site for sharing photos with over
500 million monthly active users. The total number of monthly active Instagram
users has reached 1 billion (Clement, 2019).

Social media provide a popular place for communication and sharing content
between people (Buhalis & Foerste, 2015). Using the social network, consumers
are able to communicate more effectively. For instance, via a social network,
customers can look for others’ experience with products (Berthon et al., 2012;
Pitt et al., 2002). Moreover, social media create a new method for companies and
brands to search for new methods of obtaining and attracting the customers
(Gallaugher & Ransbotham, 2010). The relationship between consumers and so-
cial media has been dramatically fostered as the social media became the place
for people to share their personal stories about purchase process (Adams, 2011).
Social media provides access to the customers to share their experiences and
recommend certain products, so, the purchasing decisions change after using
that source of information (Chen et al., 2011). However, nowadays, the increas-
ing speed of new trends and the demand for change is getting faster and this has
encouraged the majority, if not all fashion brands, to adopt the social media as a
marketing channel. Thus, social media has become the shopping hub for both
consumers and fashion brands all over the world.

Consumers’ instant use of social media platforms as entertainment has re-
sulted in a high demand of fashion brands on social media and this constant en-
gagement acts as an insurance for brands that higher chances for consumers are
likely to view their products. In addition, fashion brands can consider social me-
dia as a market research tool because it gives them a deeper understanding of the
market situation and help them gain knowledge of the consumers and their re-
quirements (Posner, 2015).

Using social media as a tool to facilitate and create business is a new and
growing method of entrepreneurship, with various social media-based platforms
allowing brands to launch with minimum capital outlay, display their products
in an easily accessible format and interact with their potential customers. In
Saudi Arabia, however, the benefits of social media are a little bit different. With
the various cultural norms and mindsets, social media is considered not only as
a marketing tool for existing brands but also as a motivating factor for new
businesses to launch (Al-Maghrabi & Dennis, 2011).
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Therefore, in this paper, the researcher seeks to improve the understanding of
the benefits of use of social media as an effective marketing tool for fashion
startups by means of examining existing knowledge on social media marketing,
and tries to demonstrate how fashion startups can use social media to benefit
their businesses. Utilizing many scientific articles on social media marketing and
general literature on fashion marketing, the researcher tries to explain and clari-
fy how the social media can be used as an effective marketing tool for fashion.
The researcher also highlighted many common concept and strategies related to
social media marketing including content marketing, consumer engagement,
impact of influencers, user generated content, consumer purchasing behavior of

fashion brands.

2. Research Methodology

Researches can be carried out using different approaches, depending on the na-
ture and aim the research. Main sources of information have been utilized in
producing this paper, including many scientific articles on social media market-
ing and general literature on fashion marketing. These sources have provided
sufficient information to conduct an analysis of benefits fashion startups can
generate when adopting the social media as a marketing tool. The paper applies
the qualitative approach as a method to realize the study, as it analyses the work

of many authors to reach the objectives of the research.

3. Literature Review

Social media has enabled average consumers to have much more interaction
with fashion designers. Social media is a platform that reaches across the globe
and has a great impact on how consumers interact with the fashion industry.
Because of its popularity, social media has become an important tool of market-
ing due to its ease of access for both consumers and brands. It is an element of
Web 2.0 whereby content is no longer created and published by individuals, ra-
ther continuously modified by all users in a collaborative and participatory fa-
shion (Montecchi & Nobbs, 2017). Therefore, the growth of social networks has
created a new generation of empowered consumers who are able to exchange infor-
mation and influence the behaviors and attitudes of other consumers (Montecchi &
Nobbs, 2017).

The following literature highlights the importance of social media as mar-
keting tool and examines key strategies and concepts that potential fashion
startups can utilize in the digital market arena. Relevant strategies and con-
cepts such as content marketing, consumer engagement, user generated con-
tent and impact of influencers have been discussed in details in order to attract
potential fashion startups to the usefulness of such strategies in promoting
their online businesses and familiarize them with current trends in digital
marketing.

Effect of social media as a marketing tool for fashions
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The power of social media on fashion industry is undeniable. Social media for
the fashion industry refers to the social networking websites and other online
platforms that enable the fashion industry to reach their potential customers us-
ing the latest social networking tool. The fashion Industry has become more ac-
cessible to the public by virtue of the social media which has grown dramatically
in the recent years.

The era of digitalization and the development of social networks are radi-
cally changing traditional communication paradigms, influencing the way
companies communicate and, more importantly, interact with customers
(Essamri, McKechnie, & Winklhofer, 2019; Gielens & Steenkamp, 2019). Social
media marketing is a category of digital marketing that monitors and facilitates
customer-to-customer interaction and participation throughout the web to en-
courage positive engagement with a company and its brands (Chaffey & El-
lis-Chadwick, 2016).

Over the last decade social media has become an effective marketing tool, it
has not only created a new dimension of marketing but has also provided
many opportunities to the marketers to create brand awareness among con-
sumers.

Social media is a compilation of digital platforms and channels that are used
by people to share information, profiles, assumptions, observations, perspicacity,
apprehension and media itself, it facilitates communication and interactions
between different groups of people from all across the world (Hill & Moran,
2011).

When we talk about social media for the fashion industry it refers to the social
networking websites and other online platforms that enable the fashion industry
to connect with their customers using the latest social networking technology.
The fashion industry is using social media to study trends and anticipate fashion
behaviors. It is embracing social media which has enabled it to emerge in the fo-
refront as a phenomenon.

The development of social networking website such as Facebook and Insta-
gram has created a new muse among the Factionists. From the fashion blogs to
the live streaming of catwalk shows, from the main fashion weeks to the social
shopping we get diversity of opinions on different places.

Social media in the fashion industry is aiding the development of “social fa-
shion”, where expertise are applied to support art. Social media has brought
fresh and innovative elements into the online shopping experience and is poten-
tially catalyst for additional profits, giving brands and retailers an opportunity to
place their products in front on thousands of potential customers in a familiar
and easily reachable surroundings (Ahmad, 2015). The social networking plat-
forms have a wider reach to the potential consumers and target market, the cus-
tomizable and accommodating interface of the networking sites is introduced to
them as a perfect platform to cater a larger no of audience and for expansion of

business in an interactive environment (ITworld, 2020).
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Content marketing as a useful strategy to build consumer engagement

The most important strategy for creating attention to product of consumer is
to provide a good content to build consumer brand engagement, it will lead to
purchase intention in the future (Vivek et al., 2012). Creating quality content
may influence the consumer to engage with brand which companies need to
create content that keeps customers visiting website and stimulate them to en-
gage on purchase intention (Puro, 2013). Content marketing is one of the best
strategies has used for stimulate online engagement (Hollebeek, 2011). The key
to create an effective engagement can be created by creating a persuasive content
(Sashi, 2012). During 2-3 years, the content marketing is used widely via on-
line.Microsoft founder Bill Gates wrote in an essay in 1996 that “content is
King-it” and this means creating the appropriate content brings success (Essayhub,
2020). Content marketing is one of the best strategies has used for stimulate on-
line engagement and has emerged simultaneously with the rise of social media
(Hollebeek, 2011). Below, these concepts and strategies are explained to raise
awareness on its effect on marketing.

Concepts of content marketing and consumer engagement

Content Marketing (CM) is one of advertising concept to achieve the target
market. According to the content marketing institute, content marketing is a
marketing technique for creating and distributing valuable, relevant and consis-
tent content to attract and acquire a clearly defined audience with the objective
of driving profitable customer action. According to Rowley (2008), content
marketing can be defined as a management process where a firm can identify,
analyze and satisfy customer demand to gain profit with the use of digital con-
tent distributed through electronic channels. Effective content includes interesting
and relevant messages that provide personal meanings to the consumer (Fill &
Turnbull, 2016). Content marketing is creating content which has value to at-
tract and bind consumers (Pulizzi, 2009), not only bind and be attractive but al-
so encourage consumers to trade.

Besides attracting consumer’s attention, another aim of content marketing is
to create value to customers, encourage trades along with consumers spread, and
also involve consumers into the company. Content marketing helps company
bind consumers more with valued contents and directly relate to them. It is ex-
pected that through content marketing, companies can alter consumers’ beha-
vior by what the company wants.

Content can be present in a variety of formats including: blogs, infographics,
slide decks, case studies, white papers, e-books, videos, quizzes, memes and im-
ages, etc. (Figure 1). In his study, Judy Strauss mentioned that Content market-
ing is a strategy involving creating and publishing content on websites and in
social media. The prepared content shall be shareable, easy to understand, in-
centive, easily accessible, absorbing (Ahmet Andac et al., 2016).

Consumer engagement can best be described as a company’s or brand’s efforts

to build relationships with individuals through personalized interactions on
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Figure 1. Formats of content.

multiple channels, with the goal of gaining and retaining loyal customers, Astute
Solutions (2020).

The Economist Intelligence Unit defines engagement as the creation of expe-
riences that allow companies to build deeper, more meaningful and sustainable
interactions between the company and its customers or external stakeholders.
Forrester Consulting’s research, How engaged are your customers? defines Con-
sumer engagement as “creating deep connections with customers that drive
purchase decisions, interaction, and participation, over time”.

Many other authors have defined customer engagement in several ways as
follows:

Hollebeek (2011) “consumers’ proactive contributions in co-creating their
personalized experiences and perceived value with organizations through active,
explicit, and ongoing dialogue and interactions”.

Vivek et al. (2012) “The intensity of an individual’s participation and connec-
tion with the organisation’s offering and activities initiated by either the cus-
tomer or the organization” (Figure 2).

Patterson et al. (2006) “The level of a customer’s physical, cognitive and emo-
tional presence in their relationship with a service organization”.

Brodie et al. (2011) “A motivational state that occurs by virtue of interactive,
co-creative customer experiences with a focal agent/object (e.g. a brand) in focal
service relationships”.

In the context of Saudi Arabia, fashion startups have greatly utilized content
marketing and consumer engagement as useful strategies to build consumer en-
gagement. Studies have indicated that interacting with Instagram users in order
to grow the engagement rate is of growing importance. Interaction with poten-

tial customers is necessary to make a company’s profile visible on Instagram and
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Figure 2. Theoretical model of consumer engagement by Shiri D. Vivek.

to build a strong brand. Fashion startups must recognize the rules that should be
followed in order to interact with followers in the right way (Worfel, 2019).

Consumer engagement tool that features user-generated content (UGC), ex-
plained below, is a clever way for businesses to build customer relationships.

User Generated Content; also known as, “user created content” is various
types of content published by users on different online platforms (Shneiderman,
Preece, & Pirolli, 2011). UGC has been described as content created by a consor-
tium or an individual and published through diverse online platforms (McNally
et al., 2012). Leung (2009) describe UGC as any form of content that is devel-
oped by users of a service or system and published openly on an associated on-
line platform or system. Most definitions refer to the importance of online plat-
forms and technologies that promote the generation of such content. These
platforms and technologies are types of social media, Web 2.0, collective action
tools, social Web, read/write Web, consumer-generated media, virtual commun-
ities, computer-mediated communication, online communities, and socio-technical
systems (Shneiderman, Preece, & Pirolli, 2011). According to studies on the rela-
tive impact of social media on a brand’s profits, UGC can have a greater impact
on profits than firm-created content (Keegan & Rowley, 2017).

The topic of the UGC can either be brand, product or service-centered or re-
volve around a topic/issue of interest to the consumer (Montecchi & Nobbs,
2017). The importance of UGC is attributed to the credibility that comes from
messages delivered by consumers, which are more authentic, given the higher
level of trust between consumers, if compared to messages coming from the
brand. UGC-based campaigns basically aim to 1) increase the number of follow-
ers; 2) support the campaign; and 3) create brand awareness, exposure and en-
gagement (Montecchi & Nobbs, 2017).

User generated content, sometimes displayed on Saudi fashion brands’ Insta-
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gram accounts, are the type of posts that encourage Saudi consumer to buy
products. As literature proves, UGC can have a greater impact on profits than
professionally created content (Keegan & Rowley, 2017). The reason for this is
the consumers’ ability to relate to a natural setting or UGC in comparison to a
professional photoshoot which is also an incentive to purchases but can create a
barrier between a brand and its consumers. Therefore, as literature explains,
content can attract and retain customers by creating and curating posts (Fill &
Turnbull, 2016).

Impact of influencers

Influencers in social media are people who have made a reputation for them-
selves as knowledgeable and experienced on a specific topic. They contribute
with regular posts on trending topic through their preferred social media plat-
form and generate large followings of enthusiastic, engaged people who pay
close attention to their views. Brands are always keen to maintain a relationship
with social media influencers because they can develop trends and encourage
their followers to buy products they promote.

The increasing popularity of social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter
and Instagram, have prompted fashion bloggers to start adopt a multi-channel
strategy, which allows them to participate and use a variety of social media ap-
plications (Geissinger & Laurell, 2016). This has also resulted in an increase in
the number of influencers due to the ease of access to social media platforms
(Geissinger & Laurell, 2016). Influencers are trustworthy persons in the eyes of
both the brand and consumers and thus, as part of their digital marketing strate-
gies, brands have been collaborating with them to help promote products and
services on social media (Bendoni, 2017).

The chart blow shows the most-followed beauty and fashion influencers on
Instagram worldwide as of June 2020 (Figure 3).

Saudi fashion startups and use of social media as a marketing tool

A reason that have encouraged Saudi fashion startups to adopt the social me-
dia as a marketing tool lies in its capability to reach a great number of consum-
ers within a short period of time. Key social medial platforms have been utilized
by owners of fashion startups. An extremely large number of the Saudi popula-
tion uses social media famous platforms, such as Instagram and Snapchat. The
population’s extensive use of those platforms has provided a new selling and
marketing channel for many Saudis, especially those with low capital and a busy
schedule (Al-Maghrabi & Dennis, 2011). Therefore, social media marketing is an
important element for startups as a tool to market their products. The platform
most frequently used by Saudi fashion startups is Instagram, which has become
famous as a marketing tool for fashion brands. Instagram is one of the most
popular online platforms where users can share content with each other. The
use of Instagram is no longer restricted to private users as brands are heavily
using the platform to attract new customers. The concept of Instagram is to set

a focus on visuals such as pictures. The idea of Instagram is to spotlight the visuals
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Figure 3. Most-followed beauty and fashion influencers on Instagram worldwide as of June 2020.

(Sanchez, 2018: p. 4.). In his study, Hauser has stated that there are 500 million
users who visit the social media platform on a daily basis and around 800 million
users are active per month (Hauser, 2018: p. 10; Sanchez, 2018: p. 6.). An essen-
tial part of the Instagram strategy is to interact with the Instagram users. Inte-
racting includes many activities such as comments, like, or share of posts. Inte-
racting with Instagram users is a key factor that would create and increase cus-
tomer engagement. Interacting with comments and likes will make the Insta-
gram user more valued and recognized (Worfel, 2019).

Based on a national survey of business women in Saudi Arabia, fashion and
jewelry were found to be the most common areas of female owned businesses
(Danish & Smith, 2012). The primary motivational factor for startups growth in
Saudi Arabia is self-achievement. By virtue of the internet, entrepreneurs and
owners of startup are able to own new selling and marketing channels that ena-
ble them to tackle traditional difficulties of consumer engagement and in return
allow for self-achievement (Danish & Smith, 2012). The global trend in the
growth of female entrepreneurs can be firmly attributed to greater opportunities.
Due to ease of access to social media, the past few years has witnessed a rapid
increase in the number of female internet users in Saudi Arabia, mainly for
business and personal reasons (Al-Maghrabi & Dennis, 2011). According to a
study by Danish and Smith, the internet has provided Saudi females with a new
selling and marketing platforms to communicate with both retailers and con-
sumers, thus ending the difficulty female entrepreneurs use to have in the past

when operating or starting their own business (Danish & Smith, 2012; Al-Maghrabi
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& Dennis, 2011). The same study has also indicated that 94% of Saudi female
entrepreneurs, who participated in the survey, pursued a business startup. This
reflects the social changes that are enabling female entrepreneur empowerment
as a form of self-achievement (Danish & Smith, 2012). As per Danish and Smith,
information and communication technology have played a key role in enabling
Saudi women to become entrepreneurs. This is genuinely true given the sig-
nificant increase in the number of female entrepreneurs in the country, who
relied on the social media which facilitated the business creation process for
them.

Consumption trends in Saudi Arabia as a source of attraction

The Gross Domestic Product per capita in Saudi Arabia was last recorded at
48,995.60 US dollars in 2018 compared with $ 34,140 in 2000. The GDP per Ca-
pita, in Saudi Arabia, when adjusted by Purchasing Power Parity is equivalent to
276 percent of the world’s average (tradingeconomics, 2020). As per latest statis-
tics, consumer spending in Saudi Arabia decreased to 288,972 SAR Million in
the first quarter of 2020 from 293,383 SAR Million in the fourth quarter of 2019
(tradingeconomics, 2020) (Figure 4).

Most Saudi shoppers go to shopping centers for food, clothing and electronics.
According to a survey conducted by McKinsey & Company in 2018 (McKinsey,
2018), most notably, Saudis prefer quality over quantity and are attracted by in-
ternational brands. The e-commerce market represents an emerging trend in
Saudi Arabia. According to an Ipsos survey conducted in 2018, its growth is even
one of the largest in the world. The total value of the e-commerce market for
consumer goods in the country was estimated at $ 6.36 billion in 2018, a 15%
increase over the previous year. For example, 64% of Saudis now report buying a
product or service online every month (Nordeatrade, 2020). The amount of
consumer spending in Saudi Arabia together with the current online trading
trend represents a promising market for fashion startups to sell and market their

products using the various social media platforms.

SAR million
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275000

270000

2
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Figure 4. Consumer spending in Saudi Arabia.
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4. Conclusion

This paper has examined the effect of using the social media as a fashion marketing
tool and how social media has provided great opportunities to marketers to raise
consumers’ awareness on brands. The paper has also highlighted the factors that
have encouraged Saudi fashion startups to adopt the social media as a marketing
tool, by virtue of its capability to reach a great number of consumers within a short
period of time. The paper has highlighted the importance of Instagram being one of
the most popular online platforms where fashion brands startups can market their
products easily and smartly. It has also shown that fashion brands in Saudi Arabia
have become heavily dependent on this platform to attract new customers, espe-
cially as users of the social media marketing platform is constantly increasing.

To raise awareness on the many concepts that are related to marketing on the
social media, the researcher has shed lights on strategies such as content mar-
keting and consumer engagement and has outlined the successful elements that
ensure a successful content marketing. The searcher has also provided some in-
sight on the role of social media influencers and how brands are keen to main-
tain a relationship with social media influencers because they can develop trends
and encourage their followers to buy products which they promote. The re-
searcher has also highlighted the issue of User Generated Content, and how it
can have a greater impact on profits than professionally created content given its
potential to attract and retain customers by creating and curating posts.

A full account about Fashion Startups in Saudi Arabia has been given and it
has shown how the internet has provided Saudi entrepreneurs, specially females,
with a new selling and marketing channel and offered them various platforms to
communicate with both retailers and consumers, and how the use of social me-
dia has ended the difficulty female entrepreneurs used to have in the past when
operating or starting their own business.

The role of social media influencers, as an important factor to promote fa-
shion startups business activities, has been examined. The researcher has con-
cluded that fashion brands are always keen to utilize the service of social media
influencers because they can develop trends and encourage their followers to buy
products they promote.

The researcher has also outlined the consumption trends in Saudi Arabia and
has clarified that the rising consumer spending in Saudi Arabia, together with
the customers’ increasing tendency to buy fashion products through the social
media, represents a promising market for fashion brands startups to sell and
market their products.

Therefore, considering these factors, a fashion brand can aim to start its busi-
ness through social media with a better awareness of the strategies that best fit

the market.
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