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Abstract 
 
Introduction: The Chinese fashion industry, the world’s largest, is being transformed by a 
dynamic e-commerce market with customers preferring online shopping for their fashion. 
However, the Chinese fashion industry is highly competitive requiring Chinese fashion firms 
(CFFs) to emphasize digital marketing, social media marketing and electronic customer 
relationship management (ECRM) that are essential marketing tools for retailing fashion 
apparels. Big data analytics (BDA) is gaining importance for personalized marketing, advanced 
customer profiling, precision marketing and content personalization. This study presents the 
findings of doctoral research on the effectiveness of digital marketing modalities and BDA in 
the Chinese fashion apparel industry. 
 
Methodology: The Study employed a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and 
descriptive approaches with data collected in a literature review, WeChat interviews and a web 
survey. Content analysis was used to analyze the collected qualitative data while descriptive 
statistics were employed for the quantitative data to test two propositions developed from the 
research issues emerging from the literature review.   
 
Results and discussion: CFFs have to adopt and implement appropriate digital marketing 
modalities to address competitive pressures in the domestic and international markets. They 
need to emphasize BDA when profiling their customers to determine changing fashion needs 
and engage more closely with them through digital and social media marketing as well as 
ECRM. 
 
Conclusion and/ recommendations: Digital marketing is an effective competitive weapon in 
the fashion market being the most efficient modality to reach potential customers. It is therefore 
recommended that CFFs prioritize digital marketing, social media and electronic integrated 
marketing communication (EIMC) to promote their brands. They also have to establish dialogue 
and relationships with their customers through ECRM. 
 
Keywords: CFFs, competitive pressures, digital marketing, BDA, social media, ECRM, EIMC, 
qualitative and descriptive research.
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1. Introduction  

The global fashion industry is growing rapidly due to strong demand from consumers with 
higher disposable incomes (Keller, Magnus, Hadrich & Tochtermann, 2014). The Chinese 
fashion industry, the world’s largest, is transforming from a producer of low-cost mass fashion 
goods to that of designer brands (Fletcher, 2017). Increasingly, global retailers of luxury clothes 
are marketing Chinese designed ‘Made in China’ brands (Victorine, 2017). China’s e-commerce 
market is the world’s largest (Wang, Lau & Dong, 2016) and fashion products are major 
categories within e-commerce (Guercini, Bernal & Prentice, 2018). Consequently, CFFs are 
focusing on digital commerce and digital marketing to generate demand, control the supply 
chain and enhance customers’ experience. They are also creating virtual storefronts on websites 
with online catalogues and the digital marketing of products to the global market (Afrah & 
Fabiha, 2017). 

 
Digitalization is changing business models (Lindgren, 2015) and more enterprises are engaging 
in digital commerce and emphasizing digital marketing for promoting products and services in 
a timely, relevant, personal and cost effective manner (Baines, Fill & Page, 2013). The growing 
importance of digital commerce, social commerce and M-commerce require CFFs to prioritize 
digitalization to benefit from the Chinese consumers’ growing demand for new technologies, 
products and user experiences (Accenture, 2016).  

  
This paper examines the digital marketing modalities and BDA adoption by CFFs and it is 
structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature on i) the emerging trends in the Chinese 
fashion market; ii) digital commerce, mobile commerce (m-commerce), social commerce 
networks and digital marketing in the Chinese fashion market; iii) BDA adoption by the CFFs; 
iv) pertinent prior research and v) research issues and propositions. Section 3 outlines the 
research methodology, Section 4 discusses the findings while the final Section 5 draws 
conclusions and offers recommendations.  
 
2. Literature review 
 
Emerging trends in the Chinese fashion market  
 
China is on track to become the world’s leading fashion market in 2020 with sales of USD200 
billion more than triple what they were in 2010. It is the largest market for mass fashion which 
are low cost clothing collections that copy current luxury fashion trends (China’s Fashion 
Industry, 2014). A significant trend is the growing dominance of consumers among the 
millennials and Generation Z who together are forecasted to account for more than 40% of the 
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overall luxury goods market by 2025 compared to 30% in 2016 (Deloitte, 2018). China is also 
benefitting from the new retail normal (NRN) ecosystem, dominated by Alibaba’s Tmall and 
Taobao, and JD.com, which includes virtual reality and artificial intelligence (Peavy, 2018). The 
NRN ecosystem also involves the increasing use of BDA and omnichannel technologies to link 
online and offline (O2O) channels (Accenture, 2018) for improving operational efficiency, 
customers’ purchase experience and overall profitability of the firm (Chu, 2017).  
 
These favorable trends are also matched against challenges. Despite the growing acceptance of 
Chinese branded fashions, a study conducted by Nikolai (2014) revealed that the country’s own 
brands experience difficulties achieving local recognition and they need to perform better in 
overseas markets. The CFFs therefore need to develop good brands with better brand positioning 
to identify differences between their products and their competitors, and to promote them 
through effective integrated marketing communication (IMC) strategies (Kotler & Armstrong, 
2007).   
 
Recent data suggests that Chinese consumers’ preferences for imported luxury fashions are 
beginning to decline (Daxue Consulting, 2016) and several domestic brands are outperforming 
international brands in the Chinese apparel market (BMA, 2017, December 18). In line with the 
democratization of luxury goods (Pine & Gilmore, 1999), the CFFs are producing new 
reasonably priced luxury brands which are affordable to a large group of customers (Tran-Van, 
2013). Guided by the ‘Made in China 2025’ policy, CFFs are increasingly designing, producing 
and marketing branded fashion wear and participating in fashion events. Other supportive 
factors are the Annual Fashion Weeks held in Shanghai, Beijing, Shenzhen, Chongqing and 
Guangzhou that attract a large customer base and feature creations of local designers which 
produce high end branded fashions (Vivian, 2016).  
 
Another challenge is the unpredictable global trade environment triggered by the United States 
(US)-China trade dispute resulting in the imposition of higher tariffs by each country on the 
other country’s imports including fashion goods. Since 41% of US apparel is sourced from 
China, the trade dispute is affecting supply chains resulting in increasing costs. The uncertain 
scenario necessitates CFFs to seek alternative export markets and diversify their customer base 
to offset the shocks from the dispute (Barrie, 2019).  
 
Digital transformation and a targeted tailored approach to customer service give rise to the 
robust growth of luxury fashion brands. However, in view of the changing preferences of 
Chinese luxury shoppers, luxury brands have to stay agile in order to maintain prime positioning 
on the Chinese market. As millennials and Generation Z drive sales further into the luxury 
market, CFFs have to become more understanding in meeting the shopping preferences of these 
young consumers for the survival of their brands (Achim, 2019).  
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E-commerce, m-commerce, social commerce and digital marketing in the Chinese fashion 
market 
 
E-commerce, which refers to goods and services that can be delivered over a digital framework 
(Laudon & Laudon, 2013), is changing the way in which enterprises conduct transactions among 
themselves as well as with consumers. M-commerce, a subset of e-commerce, is the buying and 
selling of goods and services using wireless handheld devices including mobile phones or 
personal organizers (Gupta & Vyas, 2014). 

Social commerce, a new category of e-commerce, empowers shoppers to create content (Hajli, 
2015). It focuses on using social media to assist in buying and selling products and services 
online and offline. Social commerce comprises collaborative tools for shopping and these 
include shared pick lists, user ratings, user-generated shared content of online product 
information and advice (Kwahk & Ge, 2012). Additionally, social commerce involves online 
media supporting social interactions and user contributions to facilitate online transactions of 
products and services (Marsden, 2011). While social media networks are useful for developing 
social relationships, businesses are using social media to effectively engage with existing and 
prospective customers (Oyzal & Edwin, 2015). It can therefore be considered to be another form 
of word of mouth (WOM) for products, services or providers that influence purchasing decisions 
of consumers in the e-commerce environment (Ye, Law, Gu & Chen, 2011). There are different 
forms of social media and these include virtual communities, web-blogs, micro-blogs, wikis, 
video sharing, social networking sites and social application (Kwahk & Ge, 2012). Therefore, 
social media emerges as an important marketing tool in several countries, particularly in China 
(Jarstfer, 2014). Social media plays a pivotal role in marketing fashion products and firms in the 
apparel industry since it establishes linkages and create relationships with customers 
(Srinivasan, Bajaj & Bhanot, 2016). Chinese apparel firms now emphasize social engagement 
in meeting customer demands, as part of e-commerce (He, 2018). There are numerous social 
media sites globally and the largest being Facebook with 2.23 billion users, followed by 
Linkedin and Twitter. Since Western social media are not permitted to operate in China, Weibo 
and WeChat are the main social media in China. In 2018, WeChat had 1 billion monthly active 
users followed by Weibo with 431 million monthly active users (Ren, 2018). In China, 41% of 
consumers use social platforms as a way to receive promotional and marketing information 
compared to 34% globally (PwC Survey, 2017).  
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The increased use of digital marketing by fashion companies to reach out and engage with their 
customers is transforming the global fashion industry (Guercini, Bernal & Prentice, 2018). 
Digital marketing can be defined as “an adaptive, technology-enabled process by which firms 
collaborate with customers and partners to jointly create, communicate, deliver, and sustain 
value for all stakeholders” (Kannan & Li, 2017, p. 23). An important component of digital 
marketing is mobile advertising, which is registering rapid growth in China as reflected by the 
value of the advertisement platform market reaching 10.54 billion yuan in 2016, compared to 
1.26 billion yuan in 2012 (Marketing to China, 2017, March).  
 
Firms with strong brands can devise effective IMC strategies to gain long term brand value 
(Luxton, Reid & Mavondo, 2014). Due to the rapid acceptance and high usage rate of the 
Internet (Lovett, 2011), the new media is about interactivity, the Internet and digital media. 
Firms are using e-IMC, which is a two-way channel of communication (Tetteh, 2015), for 
targeted campaigns to reach specific market segments and engage customers to a much greater 
extent than traditional media (Ho et al., 2014).  
 
Big data analytics 

In the fashion industry, customer demands are constantly changing. Customers want garments 
with personalized styles, fits and pattern/color/print. Consequently, fashion firms incur losses 
due to excessive stock which become obsolete due to changing trends (Jain, Bruniaux, Zeng & 
Bruniaux, 2017). Fashion brands, designers and retailers have to collect and analyze feedback 
from their audience and through BDA, which provide better predictive analytics, to better inform 
how to take fashion ideas forward (Sharma, Baglee, Campos & Jantunen, 2017) The generated 
information can lower inventories and be useful in formulating strategies to keep manufacturing 
as close to the customers as possible, offering the right products at the right place and right price 
(Jouriles, 2016). 
 
Big data has therefore gained significant importance in the fashion world for trend forecasting, 
supply chain management and analyzing customer behavior, preferences and emotions (Madse 
& Stenheim, 2016; Lohr, 2012; Lim, Istook & Cassill, 2009). BDA refers to collecting an 
enormous amount of data on customers and their preferences and converting them into 
information that otherwise would not have emerged if using less data and traditional methods 
(Jain et al., 2017). There are several classifications of big data which aim to explain its nature, 
scope and complexities. McAfee, Brynjolfsson, Davenport, Patil and Barton (2012) offered the 
4V’s - i) Volume, because of the tremendous volume of information available on the Internet; 
ii)Velocity, since data is generated at a very rapid speed; iii) Variety, as data is generated through 
diverse sources divided into groups based on structure, volume and veracity; and iv)Veracity, 
which relates to whether the available data is consistent and reliable. Wang and Alexandar 
(2015) added two additional Vs, namely, i) Variability, which refers to changes taking place as 
the data moves through its lifecycles and ii) Values or the golden data that could be extracted 
from data bundles.   
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The conclusions drawn from BDA are useful for understanding customers’ preferences for 
personalized marketing, advanced customer profiling, precision marketing and content 
personalization. They are also useful for improving product development, mechanizing 
strategies and the physical footprint (PwC, 2017). The findings of a PwC’s survey in 2017 found 
that although 70% of personal shoppers in China attached importance to personalized marketing, 
only 50% were satisfied. However, big data requires new tools and techniques to capture, store 
and analyze data (Anshari, Almumawar, Lim & Al-Mudimigh, 2018). Since these factors 
involve relatively high investment costs, the smaller Chinese CFFs find it difficult to adopt BDA 
as the costs involved are beyond their affordability. 
 
Pertinent prior research 
 
Much prior research has been conducted on the issues and subsets of e-commerce including 
digital marketing (Kannan, 2017; Duercini, Bernal & Prentice, 2018; Baines, Fill & Page, 2013), 
social media (Vanessa, 2012; Jain, 2010; Anansa, Hernandez-Garcia & Lamderti, 2016; Kumar, 
Bezawada, Rishika, Janakiraman & Kannan, 2016), customer satisfaction (Shankar, Smith & 
Rangaswamy, 2003), customer behavior (Rathnayaka,2018), brand loyalty (Danaher, Wilson & 
Davis, 2003), IMC (Rakic & Rakic, 2014; Islam & Khan, 2013), online marketing 
communication (OMC) (Alexandru & Carmen, 2011; Mohammed & Alkubise, 2012; Morozan 
& Ciacu, 2012), the Networking- Representative, Engagement, Listening (N-REL) framework 
(Hult, 2011; Mergel, 2013; Anansa, Hernandez-Garcia & Lamberti, 2016) and BDA (PwC, 
2017). 
 
The literature revealed prior research on these issues in the Chinese fashion industry. The 
findings of the study conducted by Wei, Lee and Shen (2018) on factors driving Chinese 
consumers to buy clothing online found that in line with the technology acceptance model 
(TAM) perceived usefulness, fashion innovativeness and friendship cycles are key factors 
influencing purchasing intensions. Another study by Ye and Lau (2017) revealed that firms with 
good market management, supply chain management and organization management performed 
better under the rapidly changing economic positions in China.  
 
The drivers and barriers to omnichannel retailing in China were researched by Yi, Lau and Teo 
(2018). Based on the findings, they classified the drivers and barriers into the categories of 
marketing, logistics, supply chain and organizational management. A survey conducted by 
McKinsey company (2016) found that social media is a significant channel for driver categories 
like fashion apparels for purchase decisions. Research conducted by Rebecca (2018) found that 
although newsfeed advertising is relatively new, it has become the preferred marketing 
technique. A market research studied by PwC (2017) revealed that CFFs have to emphasize on 
BDA and master data management to enable them to conduct customer profiling, improve 
product development, merchandizing strategies and the physical footprints.    
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Research gaps, objectives and propositions  
 
The reviewed literature comprised academic journal articles and industry reports on the Chinese 
fashion industry in the context of e-commerce, m-commerce, social media networks, digital 
marketing and BDA. The findings revealed that online sales in China have revolutionized the 
online marketplace and new e-commerce retailers benefit from low market entry costs. This has 
generated intense competition and CFFs have to emphasize digital marketing (PwC, 2017) and 
adopt BDA for innovative ideas and concepts (Sharma et al., 2017) for forecasting demand, 
trend analysis and customer behavior analysis (Jain et al., 2017). However, there was limited 
prior research on the effectiveness of the marketing strategies and the digital modalities of CFFs 
for customer engagement and personalizing marketing.  
 
Based on this research problem, this research had three objectives, namely to: 

i. Identify appropriate marketing strategies for CFFs to address the competitive pressures 
they face in achieving sustainable competitive advantage. 

ii. Identify the appropriate digital marketing modalities for CFFs to engage with their 
customers. 

iii. Offer recommendations on appropriate strategies for consideration by the CFFs. 
 
To achieve these objectives, two propositions, which are testable “theoretical statements about 
the relationship between two or more concepts” (Neuman, 2006, p.58) were crafted and tested 
by this research. They are: 

i. Chinese fashion firms have appropriate marketing strategies for achieving sustainable 
competitive advantage. 

ii. Chinese fashion firms have to emphasize on digital marketing for enhancing their 
business performance. 

 
3.  Research methodology 
 
This research employed a mixed-methods methodology combining inductive and deductive 
approaches for building on the strengths of each approach to counteract the weaknesses of the 
other (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011). In this regard, a two-stage approach was adopted with 
the first being qualitative, followed by a complimentary quantitative follow-up stage for 
confirming the initial findings (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). The qualitative data for the first 
stage was collected through a literature review and WeChat interviews with 12 participants 
comprising consumers, CFFs, firms in the fashion industry supply chain (FISC) and the 
marketing staff of CFFs. The quantitative data for the second and descriptive stage was through 
a web survey involving 158 participants. The data from both stages were analyzed. Content 
analysis were used for the qualitative data while descriptive statistics were used to analyze the 
data from the web survey.  

11 CUeJAR  Volume 1  |  Issue 2  |  2019



City University eJournal of Academic Research (CUeJAR), 1(2) 2019; 05-18

4. Results and discussion 
 
The survey questionnaire had four statements covering each research proposition. Four 
discussion topics, aligned to each of the four statements, were addressed by the WeChat 
interview participants. Each proposition was tested by matching the findings of the WeChat 
interviews and the web survey. 
 
 
Research Proposition 1 
 
Chinese fashion firms have appropriate marketing strategies for achieving sustainable 
competitive advantage 
 
The four statements for this Proposition related to marketing strategies, CRM, marketing 
promotion and meeting changing consumer demands for fashions and they are as follows.  
 
Statement 1: Chinese fashion firms have effective marketing strategies for achieving 

sustainable competitive advantage 
 
Statement 2: Chinese fashion firms emphasize on customer relationship management for 

customer loyalty 
 
Statement 3: Chinese fashion firms have effective marketing strategies for promoting their 

fashion products 
 
Statement 4: Chinese fashion firms are effectively responding to meet the changing consumer 

demands for fashion 
 

� The WeChat interview participants agreed that appropriate marketing strategies were 
necessary for achieving sustainable competitive advantage. However, they did not concur 
with the Proposition as reflected by the following comments, “The marketing strategies are 
not effective” and “There is high competition in the domestic market and Chinese fashion 
apparel firms must improve their competitiveness. Many do not have proper strategies to 
face the intense competition and copy each other’s designs”.  
 

� The analysis of the Web Survey data revealed all four groups disagreed with the Proposition 
(Figure 1). Only 35 of the 156 web survey participants supported the Proposition while the 
remaining 16 participants were uncertain.  
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Figure 1: Combined and recoded responses to Proposition 1 by groups 

 
A: Consumers; B: Chinese fashion retailers; C: Firms in the FISC; D: Marketing staff of CFFs  
 
Source: Developed from the survey data. 
 
As reflected by the responses of the WeChat and web survey participants, the Proposition that 
Chinese fashion firms have appropriate marketing strategies for achieving sustainable 
competitive advantage was rejected.   
 
Research Proposition 2 
 
Chinese fashion firms have to emphasize on digital marketing for enhancing their business 
performance. 
 
The four statements for this Proposition, as listed below, related to digital marketing strategies, 
social media and the challenges faced by CFFs. 
 
Statement 1: Chinese fashion firms emphasize on digital marketing for the promotion of fashion 

products 
 
Statement 2: Social media is an important way for Chinese fashion firms to reach out to their 

customers 
 
Statement 3: Chinese fashion firms face challenges for using digital marketing to promote their 

fashion products 
 
Statement 4: Chinese fashion firms should take additional measures including the adoption of 

big data analytics to obtain the maximum benefits from digital marketing 
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� The WeChat interview participants agreed that digital marketing is an important modality 
for Chinese fashion apparel firms to enhance the business performance. This was reflected 
in the comments: 

 
It is very important to adopt digital marketing for fashion products as the world is entering to a 
new era where firms that have the data resources, gain the customers.  
Digital marketing is very important for gaining the customer’s trusts in their products and brands. 
Digital marketing, online and network marketing, are useful marketing tools for firms to increase 
their sales.  
Digital marketing is even more important for Chinese fashion firms that generate most of their 
profits from online sales. 

 
They also emphasized the importance of CFFs adopting BDA as reflected by the following 
comments.  

 
Chinese fashion apparel firms that use big data analytics can become industry leaders as the data 
will be useful for designing products that meet their customers’ expectations. 
Fashion apparel firms can use big data to understand their customer’s needs, adjust strategies in 
a timely manner, and constantly improve their project offerings to ensure that the company's 
marketing strategies take full account of the changing needs of their consumers.  

 
� The coded combined and recoded survey responses, by Groups, to Proposition 2 showed 

that 136 of the web survey participants agreed with the Proposition. Only 9 disagreed, with 
the remaining 11 being uncertain (Figure 2). There were very strong levels of support from 
all four Groups for the Proposition that Chinese fashion firms have to emphasize on digital 
marketing for enhancing their business performance. 

 
Figure 2: Combined and recoded responses to Proposition 2 by groups 

 
A: Consumers; B: Chinese fashion retailers; C: Firms in the FISC; D: Marketing staff of CFFs  
 
Source: Developed from the survey data. 
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4.1 Discussion 
 
The research findings suggested that CFFs are challenged by a highly competitive market and 
need to develop creative fashion ideas to meet changing consumer demands. However, the 
proposition that ‘Chinese fashion firms have appropriate marketing strategies for achieving 
sustainable competitive advantage’ was rejected. This indicates that CFFs have to emphasize 
formulating and implementing effective marketing strategies centred on the holistic marketing 
concept embracing integrated marketing comprising the 4 Ps of product, price, place, promotion 
and the 4Cs of customer solution, customer cost, convenience and communication, as well as 
relationship marketing including CRM and partner relationship management. 
 
Digital commerce, social commerce and m-commerce are generating new electronic markets for 
fashion apparels. The study accepted the Proposition that ‘Chinese fashion firms have to 
emphasize on digital marketing for enhancing their business performance’. It follows that CFFs 
have to adopt effective digital marketing as well as social media marketing strategies since social 
media has become an essential marketing tool for the retailing of fashion goods in China. Since 
customers frequently visit social media sites to obtain valuable, relevant and up-to-date contents, 
CFFs have to emphasize content marketing by ensuring quality content as well as mobile and 
Internet advertising which are now the preferred marketing techniques.  
 
The Chinese consumers’ growing demands for new technologies and user experiences have 
generated the NRN ecosystem involving the increasing use of BDA and omnichannel 
technologies to link O2O channels. CFFs have to invest in BDA when forecasting fashion 
trends, personalized marketing, advanced customer profiling, precision marketing and supply 
chain management. Despite its advantages, the smaller CFFs face barriers for adopting BDA as 
it requires high investment costs beyond their affordability and for new tools and techniques to 
capture, store and analyse data. 
 
5. Conclusion and/or recommendations 
 
This paper examined the literature dealing with the effectiveness of digital marketing modalities 
and BDA for the Chinese fashion industry. The study was considered to be significant as CFFs 
face competitive pressures requiring them to improve their competitive positioning by 
emphasizing digital marketing and using digital communication channels, particularly, the 
social media having a profound impact on fashions. This needs to be supported by effective 
digital marketing modalities to cater to the rapidly expanding e-commerce market for fashions. 
The findings also pointed out the need to bridge the gap between customers’ preferences for 
personalized marketing and customer satisfaction by adopting BDA which is useful for customer 
profiling, content personalization, product development and merchandizing strategies.  
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