
 

International Journal of Multidisciplinary Academic Research  

(ISSN:- 2582-8452) 

    www.multiacademicjournal.com                                             Received date: 05-11-2021                                                                                          

vol. 3 iss. (1) 2021                           Acceptance date: 14-12-2021 
 

 
 

5 

 

A conceptual review: impact of social media influencers in the branded fashion retail business 
 

Darshana Jayasinghe 

 

University of Kelaniya, Colombo, Sri Lanka 

 
 

Abstract: Branded fashion being an industry that is heavily driven by consumer perception, influencer marketing plays a major role. Over the 
course of history of the industry, marketers have used celebrities and, more recently, social media influencers to reach the intended audience. 
The purpose of this study is to review the impact of the social media influencers (SMIs) in the branded fashion industry and explore what makes 
them more powerful tools of communication than celebrities used in advertising using existing literature, and to provide a framework on 
attributes necessary for the success of social media fashion influencers (SMFIs). While there is a substantial amount of literature on various 

aspects of social media, SMIs, and the branded fashion industry separately, the existence of literature on the effects of SMI in the branded 
fashion industry is limited and the amount of literature reviews involving the Sri Lankan context is barely existent. In order  to bridge that gap, 
the researcher in this study has followed a deductive approach to explore the importance of SMIs in the branded fashion industry by researching 
various types of extant literature, and to provide a framework of necessary attributes for the success of SMFIs, while incorporating the Sri 
Lankan context. 
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Introduction 

As one of the oldest industries in the world, fashion industry 

has evolved substantially with the 4th industrial revolution 

(Gonda, Gorgenyi-Hegyes, Nathan, & Fekete-Farkas, 2020) 
[6]. Fashion industry is a major contributor for the gross 
domestic product across the world—the global apparel 

industry, a close associate of the fashion industry, is estimated 

to be to be US$ 1.5 trillion in 2020 with projections to 

increase up to US$2.25 trillion in 2025 (Shahbandeh, 2021) 
[20]. Being a massive industry that heavily relies on people’s 

perception of a product that in its basic form can have the 

same utility compared to intricate versions, the growth of the 

industry heavily depends on marketing, especially in the 

branded fashion industry with players such as Giorgio 

Armani, Victoria’s Secret, Gucci, Ralph Lauren, etc. 

compared to generic fashion. Major determinants that 
contribute to building perception for branded fashion are 

noted to include quality, trust, psychological factors, and 

social factors (Dangi, Saini, Singh & Hooda, 2021) [2]. 

Looking at the Sri Lankan branded fashion industry (with 

brands such as Odel, Spring & Summer, Hameedia), the 

consumer has shown to prefer similar qualities when choosing 

branded fashion items (Mudiyanse, 2021). [12]  

In order to convey the appeal of a certain brand in line with 

the abovementioned factors to the target audience, marketers 

have resorted to various creative and innovation means to 

increase the effectiveness of the communications as well as to 
remain competitive. With technological and subsequent 

cultural changes, marketers in the fashion industry, including 

those across almost all industries, have gradually turned from 

conventional marketing practices to digital marketing (Yodi, 

Widyastuti, Noor, 2020). [27]  

Branded fashion industry has relied on reaching its intended 

audiences through the use of influencers who most commonly 

were celebrities involved in film industry, music industry, 

sports industry, etc., with a substantial follower base who 
would believe and follow what they do and what they 

communicate. These individuals are used by marketers as 

message mediators, brand ambassadors, and storytellers 

(Santiago & Castelo, 2020) [18]. By associating a brand or 

product with such individuals, marketers expect to attract and 

establish brand love and loyalty (Veirman, Cauberghe, & 

Hudders, 2017) [25]. With the proliferation of social media, the 

importance of influencer marketing has exploded as social 

media has created new platforms for celebrities of all kinds to 

reach their audiences directly. Furthermore, it has created new 

opportunities for marketers to utilize the power of influencers 
to reach the consumers at a more intimate level to establish 

brand loyalty and drive conversions. In addition, the social 

media influencers (SMIs) are able to use multiple types of 

communication such as imagery, videos, and written content 

such as blogs to connect better with the audience and to 

remain with their audience virtually everywhere due to the 

mobility associated with social media.  

The value of SMIs was especially noticeable during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic caused several 

industries to experience declines and setbacks, including 

branded fashion industry. According to McKinsey Global 
Fashion Index (2021), the profits of the global fashion 

industry declined by 93% in 2020 compared to 2019. 

However, during the period from 2019 to 2021, the number of 

monthly active users worldwide increase by 19% for 
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Facebook and 38% for TikTok (Statista, 2021) [21]. 

Furthermore, digital channels have become a key driver for 

the fashion industry during the pandemic—it will be the key 

driver for many other businesses also going forward. 

According to a report published by McKinsey & Company in 

2020, more than 20% annual digital growth was anticipated in 
2021 globally. Such growth trends indicate opportunities for 

marketers in the branded fashion industry to expand their 

reach to its consumers through SMIs, especially in the 

branded fashion industry through social media fashion 

influencers.  

 

1.1 The purpose of this study 

The purpose of this study is to review the impact of the social 

media influencer marketing in the branded fashion industry 

and explore what makes them more powerful tools of 

communication than celebrities used in advertising—

especially in the post the pandemic period—using existing 
literature.  As observed by Enberg (2020) [3], the trends of 

using influencer marketing are not new, but they have been 

accelerated by the pandemic. During the pandemic, influencer 

marketing became a method of brand building and promoting 

products and services by brands using influencers matching 

the intended targeted audience (Francisco, Fardos, Bhatt, & 

Bizel, 2021) [5]. With the increasing usage of social media by 

consumers as well as brands to promote their content, the 

competition has tremendously increased on social media 

among brands requiring powerful communication strategies to 

reach the target audience in a cost-effective manner. Social 
media marketing has been practiced by brands through 

various forms of content to reach the consumers; however, in 

an ever-competitive space to gain the attraction of the 

consumers and to create purchase intent, an approach that 

involves reaching the consumer on a more personal level is 

needed. As the modern-day consumers enjoy a greater range 

of information channels than earlier, the marketers should 

entice the fashion shoppers with the optimum use of digital 

media (Rathnayaka, 2018) [16]. Digital marketing in branded 

fashion industry requires identification of consumer 

preferences and the changes are much complex and important 

(Rathnayaka, 2018) [16].  
With such a backdrop, the importance of SMIs has become 

immense for the branded fashion industry, which will be 

explored in this study. For this, a variety of literature were 

reviewed including journal articles, whitepapers, statistics 

websites, etc. to gather information on the various aspects of 

the topic in question. However, while there is a substantial 

amount of literature on various aspects of social media, SMIs, 

and the branded fashion industry separately, the existence of 

literature on the effects of SMI in the branded fashion 

industry is limited—the amount of literature reviews in this 

regard in the Sri Lankan is barely existent. By following a 
deductive approach, this study explores the importance of 

SMIs and their necessary attributes in the branded fashion 

industry, while incorporating the Sri Lankan context in order 

to provide a new approach for marketers in Sri Lanka when 

selecting SMIs to promote branded fashion instead of merely 

replying on numerical indicators. 

 

2.0 Literature Review 

As demonstrated in the following extant literature review 

using selected articles from Scopus & Science Direct 

databases, various sources have discussed the role of 
celebrities, social media, and SMIs in the branded fashion 

industry. Various authors have demonstrated the effectiveness 

of each of those avenues in influencing the consumer on 

brand perception and purchase intent. 

 

2.1 Celebrity endorsement 

The key factors that affect consumer perception in brand 
building applicable for branded fashion industry are discussed 

in a study published Dangi et.al. in 2021. In their study, Dangi 

et.al. (2021) [2] found that quality, trust, psychological factors, 

and social factors play a major role in forming a brand 

perception by consumers.  In order to address these facets in 

the communications by fashion brands, marketers have 

utilized methods such as celebrity endorsements which have 

been demonstrated in electronic advertising media as well as 

in visual merchandise at outlets. On the role and the 

effectiveness of using celebrities in advertising, 

Schimmelpfennig & Hunt (2019) [19] demonstrates that 

celebrities add additional subtleness, complexity, and power, 
along with personality and a sense of lifestyle which 

otherwise would not be delivered from another channels, such 

as nameless models. The research by Schimmelpfennig & 

Hunt (2019) [19] specified few instances of successful 

applications of celebrity endorsements on branded fashion (as 

well as a closely related industry, cosmetics) involving Kate 

Moss with DECORTÉ and David Beckham with H&M.    

 

2.2 Importance of social media marketing in branded 

fashion 

As the audience started shifting from mass electronic media to 
social media, fashion brands expanded its presence to social 

media platforms to reach the consumer. Fashion brands have 

reinvented themselves through digital marketing, as Muniesa 

& Giménez (2020) [13] recognized in their study, to approach 

emerging markets seeking to consume fashion, with younger 

audiences who are associated with digital platforms.  

As people continue to spend more of their time online, social 

media has become a platform for trendsetting (Chu & Seock, 

2020) [1]. Social media platforms, according to Chu & Seock 

(2020) [1], have become the primary information source for 

consumers, making them a powerful marketing tool for 

fashion businesses. The study recognized Instagram as the 
most influential for fashion insight, and explored the impact 

of social media on the fashion industry which allows 

publishing rich media such as images and videos, as well as 

text content about the products to create brand awareness and 

attract customers (Chu & Seock, 2020)  [1].  

 

2.3 Impact of social media during the pandemic 

The importance of social media marketing became especially 

clear with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

showed a great increase in social media usage and businesses 

using social media platforms to expand their reach. The 
findings by Mason, Narcum, & Mason in 2021 demonstrated 

that consumers have increasingly utilized social media as a 

tool for identifying products, researching, and making product 

purchases during COVID-19 pandemic.  

In the branded fashion industry, visual merchandising features 

in stores are extremely important, which enhances customers’ 

buying intent (Mondol, Salman, Rahid, & Karim, 2021) [11]. 

In-store visual merchandising involves visual and sensory 

elements including informational posters, salespeople, and 

signage which are designed to convey the brand identity to the 

customers (Roggeveen, Grewal, Kasberg, Noble, Nordfalt, 
Patrick, Schweiger, Soysal, Dillard, Cooper, & Olson, 2020). 



 

7 

 

International Journal of Multidisciplinary Academic Research 

Such visual elements lead consumers to form opinions and 

emotions about the retailer’s brand identity and image 

(Roggeveen et.al., 2020). With the pandemic, branded fashion 

industry was deprived of this critical element in enhancing the 

brand perception and purchase intent among the consumers as 

people were restricted from physically visiting the outlets and 
experiencing the visual merchandising. While the social 

media advertising rose during the period, fashion brands were 

able to deliver some form of visual merchandising through 

social media marketing using rich media.  

 

2.4 Role of Social media influencers 

Although social media marketing enables fashion brands to 

generate value-added content to address mass consumer 

needs, Chu & Seock (2020) [1] identified that social media 

marketing lacks the ability to effectively connect with the 

consumer and to create emotional attachments. While brands 

find social media marketing alone challenging for connecting 
with the consumers at a deeper level, social media influencers 

(SMIs) have enabled brands to accomplish establishing that 

connection. While SMIs are third parties separate from a 

particular brand, their opinions carry the power to influence 

the audiences towards the brand that is being promoted 

(Naeem & Ozuem, 2020) [15]. Analyzing the role of SMIs, 

Abdullah et.al. (2020) have found that SMIs are seen by the 

targeted audiences to be more believable than the paid 

advertisements disseminated by a given brand. SMIs are able 

to reach their intended audience at a closer level and form 

closer connections, leading to increased authenticity in their 
communications, making them “modern day opinion leaders” 

(Naeem & Ozuem, 2020). SMIs act as content creators, 

content multiplicators, moderators, and protagonists (Enke & 

Borchers, 2019) [4]. 

The effectiveness in reaching consumers have been 

particularly important for fashion brands, especially during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The importance of SMIs in the 

branded fashion industry is evidenced by the increase in using 

SMIs for promoting branded fashion. It has been observed 

that the market size of the global fashion influencer marketing 

in 2019 was valued at USD 1.5 billion and from 2020 to 2027 

it is expected to expand at a compound annual growth rate 
(CAGR) of 35.7% (Grand View Research, 2020). 

 

2.5 Importance of micro social media influencers 

While the SMIs have demonstrated their importance in the 

branded fashion, the emergence of micro social media 

influencers has further contributed to the importance of SMIs 

in the industry. While micro-influencers are noted to be 

significantly cost effective as noted by Sinha & Fung in their 

2021 study, fashion brands have the opportunity to target 

different groups at even closer levels through these 

influencers since their follower bases tend to be more closer 
and personalized due to smaller base.  

As the importance of SMI in the fashion industry has been 

demonstrated, “a veritable surge in the popularity of social 

media micro-influencers among the younger generations like 

Millennials and Generation-Z” (Sinha & Fung 2021) [22]. In 

their study, the researchers demonstrated how the amateur 

micro-influencers have achieved certain fame through their 

charismatic appeal specialized expertise “by focusing on a 

very narrow domain of interest within a large set of product 

and service categories” (Sinha & Fung 2021) [22]. The study 

provides certain examples where the micro-influencers’ 
growing popularity has been utilized by online fashion 

marketers, such as Asos, Boohoo, and Fashion Nova, by 

collaborating with the micro-influencers to showcase their 

products on social media platforms like Instagram (Sinha & 

Fung 2021). Sinha & Fung (2021) [22] recognized that this 

marketing approach to be highly cost-effective and making 

traditional and expensive marketing methods like television 
advertising and celebrity endorsements unnecessary. 

 

3.0 Methodology 

As demonstrated in the above literature review, various 

authors have discussed the role of celebrities, social media, 

and SMIs in the branded fashion industry and the 

effectiveness of each of those avenues in influencing the 

consumer. The researcher has followed a deductive approach 

in this study to explore the importance of SMIs and their 

necessary attributes in the branded fashion industry through 

research of various sources and media (such as journal 

articles, websites, etc.). By compiling the information 
collected from those sources, the researcher has proposed the 

framework described in the conclusion of this study. 

 

4.0 Discussion 

As noted in the extant literature review, methods used in the 

branded fashion industry for reaching the audience involves 

direct communications by the brand about the product, 

complemented by endorsement by a third party such as a 

celebrity or an influencer. A key reason one can deduce for 

such an approach is that the consumers of branded fashion 

prefers the brand to form a deeper connection based on 
quality, trust, psychological factors, and social factors (Dangi 

et.al., 2021) [2]. As Schimmelpfennig & Hunt demonstrated 

(2019), celebrity endorsements used in branded fashion fulfil 

those aspects to some extent since celebrities provide 

subtleness, complexity, power, personality, and a sense of 

lifestyle. Although celebrity endorsements have aided fashion 

brands to build brand perception with their audiences, SMIs 

have enabled companies to reach their audiences at a deeper 

level. Celebrities have been able to reach the masses, resulting 

in the message being reached to a wider audience. However, 

they are not able to reach them on a more intimate level to 

create authenticity and delivering detailed information about 
the brand or the product being endorsed. The celebrities used 

in marketing are often seen as props in advertising, with 

limited personalized touch with the audience. In each of these 

communications, the celebrity is used as a symbol to inspire 

the consumer to be like them by using the branded fashion 

items that are being marketed. SMIs on the other hand are 

closer to their audiences, maintain more personal following, 

command opinion on their followers, and they are more aware 

of the perceptions and behaviors of their audience. These 

qualities enable them to be opinion leaders which result in the 

audience being convinced of a product or a brand, leading to 
purchase intent. SMIs, are able to provide in-depth reviews of 

products after actually using, which is not offered by 

mainstream celebrities. Because SMIs are interacting with a 

selected group of followers, they are more connected with 

their respective audience creating more authenticity to what 

they say, enabling them to be opinion leaders for their group 

of followers (Naeem & Ozuem, 2020).  

 

4.1 Social media fashion influencers 

In the case of branded fashion industry, a special kind of 

SMIs have been formed in order to effectively connect with 
the audience of fashion brands. Social media fashion 
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influencers (SMFIs), are defined as “social media users who 

have attracted thousands of followers and have the power to 

affect others’ decisions to purchase fashion products” (Shin & 

Lee, 2021). These SMIs are differentiated from the 

mainstream counterparts as these SMFIs have established 

their attributes and follower base to match the aspects related 
to the branded fashion industry.  

While reaching the audience effectively is the main purpose 

of using influencers for communications of a branded fashion 

company, the overly dependence on the number of followers 

of a given influencer should be avoided. In Sri Lanka where 

influencer marketing is somewhat in its infancy, there are a 

significant number of SMIs for marketers to select—Seven 

Media Group has identified the supposedly most popular 

SMIs in Sri Lanka (2020). Despite the high number of 

followers of these SMIs, only a selected group of SMIs can be 

considered SMFIs and the selection should be based on 

careful analysis of attributes that make up an effective SMFI 
that determine engagement with the target audience of the 

brand and brand association. 

 

4.2 Framework of key attributes of successful SMFIs 

As SMIs are a highly effective tool in creating awareness 

among the target audience and driving conversions, 

investigating key attributes required of SMIs in branded 

fashion is appropriate. Wiedmann and Mettenheim (2020) 

have found trustworthiness and attractiveness as the most 

important attributes for success of SMFIs while their expertise 

is not found to be relevant. The role of the SMIs (and SMFIs) 
being the mediator between the consumer and the brand, 

additional attributes such as similarity (with the audience) and 

brand fit are also should be taken into consideration although 

literature in this regard is limited. Being mediators between 

the brand and the consumer, SMFIs serve two kinds of 

stakeholders which may value the attributes differently. In 

order for SMFIs to sustain their status as influencers, the 

followership is essential which is built on trustworthiness and 

attractiveness. Furthermore, as noted by Naderer et.al. (2021), 

the influencer’s similarity to the audience increases the appeal 

to the target audience. On the other side of the framework of 

attributes of successful SMFIs, they should appeal to the 
fashion brands in order for them to be chosen to be the 

messengers (increasing SMFIs’ earning potential). When 

fashion brands consider SMFIs, the brand fit and the 

trustworthiness to communicate the message effectively plays 

a key role to ensure that the brand image is maintained and 

communicated to the target audience, and the brand’s 

message is effectively converted in a way that appeals to the 

audience. 

 

5.0 Conclusion 
Through this paper, the researcher explored the concepts 

associated with the impact of the social media influencer 

marketing in the branded fashion industry, and what makes 

SMFIs powerful tools of communication compared to 

celebrities. Also, the paper analyzed the impact of the 

pandemic on influencer marketing and overall social media 

marketing to identify the importance of SMIs while reviewing 

attributes that are necessary for the success of SMFIs. The 

research was conducted using the existing literature on 

various concepts involved in the study using the deductive 

approach. Through the literature analysis, it was 

conceptualized that the impact on SMFIs is substantial due to 
the close connection they form with their followers which 

enable them to deliver communications from fashion brands 

in a more detailed and trustworthy manner, compared to other 

forms of communications. The effect was observed to be even 

stronger with micro-influencers who are even more connected 

and intimate with their respective audiences than mainstream 

social media influencers. As a result of the study, the 

researcher proposes a conceptual framework for being a 

successful SMFI, based on the key required attributes of 

SMFIs. 

In this conceptual framework, the required attributes in 
SMFIs include two parts: attributes that matter to the audience 

and those that matter to the fashion brands. The perceived 

trustworthiness, similarity, and attractiveness drive the 

audience to engage with the SMFIs and follow the actions and 

commands by the SMFIs—which results in creating brand 

engagement and brand love within the audience when the 

SMFIs’ communications originate from a fashion brand. By 

creating brand engagement and brand love, SMFIs effectively 

undertakes brand evangelism which in turn contribute to 

purchase intent, positive brand referral, and if intended, 

oppositional brand referral against rival brands. 

Trustworthiness and brand fit of SMFIs, the attributes that 
matter to the brands, enable fashion brands to ensure that a 

given SMFI will be able to effectively communicate the 

message to the audience to become a brand evangelist.   

 

 
 

Fig 1 Framework of key attributes of successful SMFIs 

 

While research and studies on SMIs (and SMFIs) have grown 

in recent years, their effect on growth of brands has not been 

fully validated. SMIs have become a global phenomenon—

wherever there is social media penetration—and marketers 

have identified them as a highly effective strategic 

communication tool. As marketing continues to be 

personalized, further research on SMIs can be expected. 
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