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Objective: This study aimed to identify, explain, and model the factors affecting customer behavior
in social media marketing within the Iranian apparel industry.

Methods and Materials: This applied and exploratory study was conducted using a mixed-
methods design. In the qualitative phase, the meta-synthesis method was employed based on
Sandelowski and Barroso’s seven-step model. Relevant national and international studies were
searched in Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, Emerald, SID, and Magiran. After identifying
348 records, removing duplicates and irrelevant studies, and assessing the full texts, 34 eligible
articles were selected for final analysis. The methodological quality of the selected studies was
evaluated using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme checklist. Data were analyzed through
open, axial, and selective coding. In the quantitative phase, the extracted conceptual model was
tested using a questionnaire and structural equation modeling through SmartPLS 3.

Findings: The inter-coder reliability analysis showed a Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.86,
indicating almost perfect agreement and confirming the reliability of the coding process. The results
of structural equation modeling indicated that social media marketing activities significantly
contributed to the formation of virtual brand experience. Virtual brand experience, in turn,
enhanced customer brand engagement and facilitated the development of brand love. Brand love,
as a central affective construct, had a significant effect on brand loyalty, brand advocacy, and value
co-creation. However, the path from consumer variety seeking to brand loyalty was not statistically
significant, suggesting that variety-seeking behavior alone does not necessarily lead to stable
loyalty in the apparel market.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that sustainable customer loyalty in the Iranian apparel industry
is not achieved merely through variety seeking or short-term promotional stimulation. Rather, it
depends on creating meaningful virtual brand experiences, strengthening customers’ cognitive and
emotional engagement, and developing brand love. Accordingly, apparel brands should shift their
social media marketing strategies from temporary persuasion toward experience creation, deep
interaction, and the reinforcement of emotional bonds with customers.

Keywords: Social media marketing, Customer behavior, Apparel industry, Virtual brand
experience, Customer engagement, Brand love, Brand loyalty
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The rapid development of digital technologies and social media platforms has fundamentally
transformed the relationship between brands and customers. In traditional marketing systems,
communication was mainly one-directional and customers were positioned as passive receivers of
promotional messages. However, social media has changed this structure by creating interactive,
participatory, and data-rich environments in which customers actively produce, interpret, share, and
evaluate brand-related content. As a result, customer behavior in digital markets can no longer be
understood only through functional needs, price sensitivity, or product attributes; rather, it must be
examined as a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by psychological, social, cultural, technological,
and experiential factors (Duralia, 2022; Ramya & Ali, 2016). In this context, social media marketing
activities have become central mechanisms for influencing customer perceptions, strengthening brand
relationships, and guiding behavioral responses across the stages of awareness, evaluation, purchase, post-
purchase engagement, and loyalty (Godey et al., 2022; Seo & Park, 2018).

The apparel industry is particularly sensitive to these transformations because clothing is not
merely a functional product but also a symbolic medium through which individuals express identity,
lifestyle, social distinction, aesthetic preference, and group belonging. Apparel consumption is closely
connected with fashion trends, visual appeal, emotional responses, cultural meanings, and
intergenerational differences. Therefore, social media platforms, especially visually oriented platforms,
provide apparel brands with a highly effective space for displaying products, narrating brand identity,
stimulating emotions, and encouraging interaction with customers (Basit et al., 2021; Goldwin et al., 2021).
In the Iranian apparel market, clothing selection and consumption are also embedded in social and
generational processes of distinction, while consumer variety-seeking has become increasingly important
due to rapid fashion changes, exposure to global trends, and the growing influence of online environments
(Jafarzadeh Pour & Heydari, 2025; Sabzevari et al., 2025).

Previous studies have emphasized different dimensions of this field. Some have shown that brand
interactions on social networks are related to apparel customer loyalty, while others have highlighted the
role of influencers, online advertising, and user experience in shaping purchase intention, satisfaction, and
behavioral responses (Davari & Soleimani, 2021; Gholami & Rezaei, 2023; Mohaghar et al., 2017,
Rakhshanizadeh et al., 2020). Research has also indicated that sensory marketing and multimedia marketing
insights can strengthen consumer experience and support more effective brand communication in textile
and apparel markets (Fazeli Visari et al., 2023; Grewal et al., 2021). At the same time, customer engagement
has been conceptualized as a cognitive, emotional, and behavioral construct that links brand-related
experiences to deeper forms of participation, attachment, and loyalty (Hollebeek et al., 2014; Islam &
Rahman, 2021). From the perspective of social identity theory, apparel brands may also become symbolic
resources through which customers represent themselves and connect with desired social groups (Gaffney
& Hogg, 2023).

Recent technological and ethical developments have further increased the complexity of customer
behavior in the fashion and apparel industry. The adoption of new technologies, digital printing, artificial
intelligence, customer relationship management systems, and integrated enterprise systems enables brands



to personalize experiences and respond more accurately to customer preferences (Abill, 2024; Yu et al.,
2022). Short video content and instant digital interactions can accelerate apparel purchase decisions by
stimulating emotion, urgency, and visual imagination (Tan & Lee, 2022). However, consumers are also
increasingly attentive to brand authenticity, moral conduct, and responsibility, especially in the fashion
industry, where ethical violations may damage trust and long-term relationships (Tran & Bartsch, 2025).
Despite these contributions, prior studies have often focused on isolated constructs and have rarely offered
an integrated, evidence-based, and locally contextualized model explaining how social media marketing
activities influence customer behavior in the apparel industry. Therefore, the present study aimed to
identify and explain the factors affecting customer behavior in social media marketing in the apparel
industry and to develop a comprehensive model of their interrelationships.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in purpose, exploratory in nature, and mixed-methods in design. The
research was conducted in two main phases. In the qualitative phase, a meta-synthesis approach was used
to identify, integrate, and organize the key factors affecting customer behavior in social media marketing
within the apparel industry. The seven-step model of Sandelowski and Barroso was adopted as the
methodological framework. A systematic search was carried out in international databases, including
Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, and Emerald, as well as national databases, including SID and
Magiran. The search strategy included Persian and English keywords related to social media marketing,
social commerce, digital marketing, online branding, virtual brand experience, customer engagement,
brand love, brand loyalty, brand advocacy, value co-creation, variety-seeking, apparel industry, clothing,
fashion, and luxury goods.

The initial search resulted in 348 records. After removing duplicate documents and screening titles,
abstracts, and full texts according to predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria, 34 empirical studies were
selected as the final corpus for analysis. The inclusion criteria included publication in Persian or English,
direct relevance to the apparel, fashion, or related luxury goods sector, focus on at least two constructs
related to the research model, and access to the full text. Studies without empirical data, unrelated
industrial contexts, or insufficient methodological quality were excluded. The quality of selected studies
was assessed using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme checklist. Open, axial, and selective coding
procedures were then applied to extract concepts, organize them into dimensions, and develop the main
categories of the conceptual model.

In the quantitative phase, the conceptual model derived from the meta-synthesis was tested using
a questionnaire-based survey and structural equation modeling. The statistical analyses were conducted
using SmartPLS 3. The model assessment focused on examining the relationships among social media
marketing activities, virtual brand experience, customer brand engagement, brand love, consumer variety-
seeking, brand loyalty, brand advocacy, and value co-creation.

Findings

The meta-synthesis process led to the extraction of seven main categories that formed the basis of
the conceptual model. These categories included social media marketing activities, virtual brand
experience, customer brand engagement, brand love, consumer variety-seeking, brand loyalty, and brand
advocacy and value co-creation. Social media marketing activities consisted of dimensions such as
entertainment, interactivity, trendiness, customization, and content attractiveness. Virtual brand
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experience included sensory, emotional, and cognitive experiences. Customer brand engagement was
organized into cognitive, emotional, and behavioral engagement. Brand love included passion, emotional
attachment, and expression of love. Consumer variety-seeking consisted of novelty-seeking, escape from
monotony, and risk-taking in choice. Brand loyalty was classified into attitudinal and behavioral loyalty.
Finally, brand advocacy and value co-creation included recommendation, defense of the brand, and
participation in the creation of new ideas and value.

The methodological quality assessment indicated that the selected studies had acceptable quality,
with the articles responding positively to most items of the appraisal checklist. To assess the reliability of
the coding process, inter-coder agreement was examined using Cohen’s kappa. Eight studies, representing
approximately one-quarter of the selected articles, were randomly chosen and coded independently at 100
key decision points. The resulting Cohen’s kappa value was 0.86, indicating almost perfect agreement
between coders and confirming the reliability and robustness of the qualitative coding process.

The results of structural equation modeling supported the central structure of the proposed model.
Social media marketing activities had a significant effect on virtual brand experience, indicating that
stronger digital marketing activities can create richer online brand experiences for customers. Virtual
brand experience significantly affected customer brand engagement, showing that meaningful digital
experiences encourage customers to become cognitively, emotionally, and behaviorally involved with
apparel brands. Customer brand engagement had a significant effect on brand love, suggesting that
sustained interaction and participation can deepen emotional attachment to the brand. Brand love, in turn,
had significant effects on brand loyalty, brand advocacy, and value co-creation. However, the path from
consumer variety-seeking to brand loyalty was not statistically significant. This result indicates that the
desire for novelty and variety alone does not necessarily produce stable loyalty in the apparel market.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that customer behavior in social media marketing in the apparel
industry follows an experience-based and relationship-oriented logic. Social media marketing activities
influence customer behavior not merely by increasing product visibility, but by creating virtual brand
experiences that encourage deeper customer engagement. In visually and emotionally driven markets such
as apparel, customers are strongly influenced by the quality of digital content, the attractiveness of brand
presentation, the responsiveness of the brand, and the extent to which the online environment allows them
to imagine, evaluate, and emotionally connect with products before purchase.

The results also show that customer engagement plays a key mediating role in transforming digital
experience into emotional attachment. Customers who interact with apparel brands through comments,
likes, shares, saved posts, direct communication, and participation in online brand communities are more
likely to develop a strong affective bond with the brand. This bond, conceptualized as brand love, appears
to be the central mechanism through which long-term behavioral outcomes are created. In other words,
loyalty, advocacy, and value co-creation are not simply the result of exposure to marketing messages;
rather, they emerge when customers experience the brand as meaningful, identity-relevant, trustworthy,
and emotionally valuable.

One of the most important findings of the study was the non-significant relationship between
consumer variety-seeking and brand loyalty. This result is especially important in the apparel industry,
where fashion change, seasonal collections, and the constant search for new styles are common. Although



variety-seeking may attract customers and stimulate temporary attention, it does not necessarily guarantee
loyalty. Customers who seek novelty may shift easily among brands unless a deeper emotional and
experiential connection is established. Therefore, apparel brands should not assume that product diversity
alone is sufficient for customer retention. Variety must be integrated with consistent brand identity,
meaningful experiences, emotional engagement, and trust-building strategies.

Overall, the study provides an integrated model for explaining customer behavior in social media
marketing in the apparel industry. The model shows that sustainable competitive advantage in this sector
depends on the ability of brands to move beyond short-term persuasion and toward the creation of
meaningful virtual experiences, deep engagement, emotional attachment, loyalty, advocacy, and customer
participation in value creation. The findings suggest that apparel brands should strategically manage their
social media presence as an experiential and relational ecosystem rather than as a simple promotional
channel. By doing so, they can transform customers from passive viewers into engaged participants, loyal
buyers, brand advocates, and co-creators of value.
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