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Abstract:

This study aimed to design and explain a hierarchical model of the factors influencing social media marketing—based customer behavior in
the apparel industry using interpretive structural modeling. This applied study employed a mixed qualitative—structural design. The study
population consisted of academic and executive experts in marketing, consumer behavior, brand management, electronic commerce, and the
apparel industry in Tehran. Eighteen participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling. In the first stage, data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed through coding and conceptual categorization. In the second stage, pairwise
relationships among the identified factors were determined using an interpretive structural modeling questionnaire. The structural self-
interaction matrix and the initial and final reachability matrices were then developed, and transitivity was applied. Factors were hierarchically
partitioned using reachability and antecedent sets. Their driving power and dependence were also examined through MICMAC analysis. The
analysis identified 12 main factors and produced a seven-level structural model. Content quality and relevance and influencer credibility were
located at the most foundational level and had the highest driving power. Electronic word of mouth and brand interaction and responsiveness
were placed at the sixth level, while visual attractiveness and customer trust were positioned at the fifth level. Perceived value, perceived risk
reduction, and customer engagement were located at the fourth level. Purchase intention, repeat purchase, and brand loyalty and advocacy
were positioned at the third, second, and first levels, respectively. MICMAC analysis indicated that content quality, visual attractiveness,
influencer credibility, electronic word of mouth, and brand interaction were independent factors. Customer trust was identified as a linkage
factor, whereas perceptual and behavioral outcomes were classified as dependent factors. Customer behavior in social media—based apparel
marketing follows a multilevel and sequential process that begins with communication and content-related drivers and proceeds through trust,
perceived value, risk reduction, and engagement toward purchase intention, repeat purchase, and brand loyalty; therefore, apparel brands
should manage the model’s foundational factors in an integrated manner to achieve sustainable customer loyalty.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

The rapid diffusion of social media has fundamentally transformed the relationship between firms and consumers by
changing marketing communication from a largely one-way process into an interactive, participatory, and data-driven system.
Customers are no longer passive recipients of commercial messages; rather, they actively search for information, compare
products, evaluate other users’ experiences, produce content, interact with brands, and influence the purchasing decisions of
other consumers. These developments are especially important in the apparel industry, where purchase decisions are strongly
affected by visual presentation, fashion orientation, personal identity, perceived social approval, brand symbolism, and
customers’ evaluations of product quality and style. Consequently, social media platforms have become central environments
in which apparel customers form perceptions, develop trust, evaluate value, reduce uncertainty, and make purchase decisions
(Karunarathne & Wanninayake, 2025; Surjono, 2024).

Social media marketing refers to the planned use of social networking platforms to create, communicate, distribute, and
exchange content with the aim of building customer relationships and influencing consumer responses. In contrast to traditional
media, social media enables immediate feedback, personalized communication, public interaction, and the rapid dissemination
of user-generated content. Research has shown that social media marketing can influence purchase decisions through
mechanisms such as customer experience, brand awareness, perceived value, and brand engagement (Gad, 2026; Simamora,
2025). Nevertheless, the influence of social media marketing is rarely direct or linear. Customers’ responses are typically
shaped through interconnected cognitive, emotional, social, and behavioral processes.

The apparel industry has characteristics that make social media marketing particularly influential. Customers purchasing
clothing online cannot physically examine fabric, color, fit, texture, or production quality before purchase. They therefore
depend on product images, videos, descriptions, reviews, influencer demonstrations, and other forms of social information.
High-quality and relevant content can improve product understanding, strengthen perceived value, and encourage customer
engagement, whereas exaggerated, repetitive, or inaccurate content may reduce trust. Artificial intelligence and social media
analytics have also increased the capacity of firms to identify customer preferences, optimize digital campaigns, personalize
content, and predict behavioral patterns (Talha, 2025). In addition, technological applications in the fashion industry can
improve transparency and the communication of environmental and social responsibility, which may influence customers’
perceptions of brand credibility (Strazzullo, 2025).

Influencer marketing has also become an important component of apparel marketing. Influencers can demonstrate products
in realistic situations, present styling ideas, and reduce the psychological distance between customers and brands. However,

influencer effectiveness depends on more than follower numbers. Credibility, expertise, attractiveness, perceived authenticity,
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brand-influencer fit, and content quality jointly shape audience responses (Rajeshwari, 2025; Sporl-Wang et al., 2025).
Configurational research further suggests that different combinations of influencer characteristics and content features may
produce successful marketing outcomes, meaning that no single characteristic is sufficient in all conditions (Ma et al., 2025).

Electronic word of mouth and brand interaction are additional mechanisms through which social media affects behavior.
Customers frequently rely on reviews, recommendations, ratings, and user-generated content to evaluate apparel products and
reduce uncertainty. Positive electronic word of mouth may increase trust and willingness to buy, whereas negative experiences
can spread quickly and damage brand perceptions. Co-creation and electronic word of mouth can also strengthen dynamic
brand experience and customer equity (Qadri, 2025). Similarly, interactive communication can revitalize brands by restoring
perceived authenticity and strengthening customer participation (Zhou & Li, 2025). Therefore, responsiveness and interaction
should be viewed as relational capabilities rather than merely technical communication functions.

Trust is particularly important in online apparel purchasing because customers face uncertainties related to size, color,
authenticity, payment security, delivery, exchange, and return procedures. Social media marketing may strengthen trust by
providing transparent information, responsive communication, credible endorsements, and access to other customers’
experiences. Trust subsequently affects perceived value, perceived risk, purchase intention, and loyalty. Previous findings
indicate that social media marketing can strengthen brand experience among sportswear customers (Zare et al., 2025) and may
enhance loyalty through brand-related psychological mechanisms in online fashion retailing (Karunarathne & Wanninayake,
2025). Social media activities may also increase willingness to pay a premium and brand loyalty through brand equity
(Pashazadeh & Abdi, 2025).

Despite the growing body of research on social media marketing, purchase decisions, influencer effectiveness, brand
experience, and loyalty, most previous studies have examined a limited number of variables through linear statistical models.
Such approaches provide valuable evidence but do not fully explain the hierarchical structure among the factors influencing
customer behavior. Managers need to know not only which factors are important, but also which factors are foundational,
which variables serve as connecting mechanisms, and which outcomes are highly dependent on the performance of other
elements. Accordingly, an interpretive structural modeling approach can clarify the direct and indirect relationships among
factors and reveal the hierarchical architecture of customer behavior. The purpose of this study was to design a social media
marketing—based customer behavior model in the apparel industry using interpretive structural modeling.

Methods and Materials

This applied study used a mixed qualitative—structural design based on interpretive structural modeling. The study
population consisted of academic and executive experts in marketing, consumer behavior, social media marketing, brand
management, electronic commerce, and the apparel industry in Tehran. Participants were selected through purposive and
snowball sampling. Eligibility required relevant academic expertise or at least five years of professional experience in apparel
marketing, digital sales, branding, social media management, or consumer research. Data collection continued until theoretical
adequacy and repetition of expert judgments were reached. The final sample consisted of 18 experts, including 7 university
faculty members and researchers and 11 managers and practitioners in apparel marketing, online retailing, brand management,
and digital advertising.

Data were collected in two stages. First, semi-structured interviews were conducted to identify factors influencing customer
behavior in the context of social media marketing. Interview questions focused on content quality, visual presentation,

influencer credibility, electronic word of mouth, brand interaction, trust, perceived value, perceived risk, customer engagement,
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purchase intention, repeat purchase, and loyalty. Interviews lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes and were transcribed
verbatim. Initial codes were extracted, similar concepts were combined, and related concepts were organized into subcategories
and main factors. Expert review was used to assess conceptual clarity, relevance, and comprehensiveness.

In the second stage, an interpretive structural modeling questionnaire was developed in the form of a pairwise relationship
matrix. Experts determined whether each factor influenced another factor, whether the relationship was reversed, whether it
was mutual, or whether no direct relationship existed. The resulting structural self-interaction matrix was converted into an
initial binary reachability matrix. Transitivity was then applied to obtain the final reachability matrix. Reachability and
antecedent sets were calculated for each factor, and iterative level partitioning was performed. Finally, driving power and
dependence were calculated and the factors were classified through MICMAC analysis.

Findings

The participants had a mean age of 42.61 years with a standard deviation of 7.84 years, and their mean professional
experience was 14.28 years with a standard deviation of 6.17 years. Thirteen participants were men and five were women. Nine
participants held master’s degrees, six held doctoral degrees, and three held bachelor’s degrees.

Qualitative analysis initially produced 167 codes. After eliminating repetition and combining overlapping concepts, 38
initial concepts and 19 subcategories were obtained. Further refinement resulted in 12 main factors: content quality and
relevance, visual attractiveness and product presentation, influencer and brand-promoter credibility, electronic word of mouth,
brand interaction and responsiveness, customer trust in the brand and seller, perceived value, reduction of perceived risk,
customer engagement and participation, purchase intention, repeat purchase, and brand loyalty and advocacy.

The final interpretive structural model contained seven levels. Content quality and relevance and influencer credibility were
located at the seventh and most foundational level. Electronic word of mouth and brand interaction and responsiveness were
positioned at the sixth level. Visual attractiveness and product presentation and customer trust were placed at the fifth level.
Perceived value, perceived risk reduction, and customer engagement were positioned at the fourth level. Purchase intention
was located at the third level, repeat purchase at the second level, and brand loyalty and advocacy at the first and final level.

The final reachability matrix showed that content quality and influencer credibility had the highest driving power, each with
a score of 9. Electronic word of mouth and brand interaction each had a driving power of 8. Brand loyalty and advocacy had
the highest dependence score of 12, followed by repeat purchase with 11 and purchase intention with 10. Trust had a driving
power of 6 and a dependence score of 5, indicating a central connecting role.

MICMAC analysis classified content quality, visual attractiveness, influencer credibility, electronic word of mouth, and
brand interaction as independent factors. Trust was classified as a linkage factor because it was influenced by several antecedent
variables while also affecting multiple downstream variables. Perceived value, perceived risk reduction, customer engagement,
purchase intention, repeat purchase, and loyalty were classified as dependent factors. No factor was placed in the autonomous
cluster.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that customer behavior in the apparel industry develops through a multilevel and sequential
process. The model begins with foundational communication and source-related factors and ends with long-term behavioral
outcomes. Content quality and influencer credibility function as primary drivers because they shape customers’ initial

interpretations of the brand and influence subsequent interaction, trust, perceived value, and engagement.
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Electronic word of mouth and brand responsiveness represent the social and relational mechanisms through which marketing
messages become credible and behaviorally meaningful. Customers use other users’ experiences to verify brand claims, while
responsive communication signals professionalism and concern for customer needs. These mechanisms are particularly
important in apparel purchasing because customers face substantial uncertainty regarding fit, color, quality, delivery, and
product return.

Trust emerged as the principal linkage factor in the model. This indicates that the effect of content, influencers, user reviews,
and responsiveness depends largely on their ability to create confidence in the brand and seller. Trust then improves perceived
value, reduces perceived risk, and facilitates purchase intention. Therefore, trust is not merely another outcome of
communication; it is the structural bridge through which social media marketing is converted into behavioral decisions.

Perceived value, perceived risk reduction, and customer engagement were identified as intermediate mechanisms leading to
purchase intention. Customers must perceive that a product offers appropriate benefits relative to its price, feel sufficiently
protected against online purchasing risks, and develop cognitive or emotional involvement with the brand. Purchase intention
subsequently leads to repeat purchase, while repeated satisfactory transactions gradually produce loyalty and brand advocacy.

The positioning of loyalty at the highest and most dependent level suggests that loyalty cannot be created through isolated
promotional activities. It is the cumulative result of consistent content, credible communication, positive social evidence,
responsive interaction, trust, value creation, risk reduction, engagement, and satisfactory purchasing experiences. Accordingly,
apparel firms should avoid evaluating social media success solely through superficial indicators such as follower numbers,
views, or likes. Effective evaluation should include trust, engagement quality, conversion, repeat purchase, recommendation,
and customer advocacy.

In conclusion, the study developed a seven-level interpretive structural model of social media marketing—based customer
behavior in the apparel industry. The model identifies content quality and influencer credibility as foundational drivers, trust
as the central linkage mechanism, and loyalty as the final dependent outcome. The findings provide a structured basis for
prioritizing marketing activities and show that sustainable customer loyalty requires coordinated management of

communication, interaction, perception, and post-purchase experience.
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