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ABSTRACT

This dissertation aims to understand the role of social media in the creation of an emotional bond
between consumers and luxury fashion brands along with the ways to create, maintain or enhance
the bond. The influence of consumers’ interest in and use of social media to their attachment with

luxury brands is also aimed to be pointed.

Considering the subjective nature of personal feelings and its influence on the research, semi-
structured interviews with open-ended questions were employed. By using purposive sampling
technique in order to obtain data that will answer the research questions, twelve luxury brand

followers were chosen to take part in the interviews.

This study supports and confirms certain characteristics of attachment, social media and luxury
brands pointed in the literature review. It also discovers the emotional aspects emerged through
following luxury brands’ social media accounts. Getting closer with the brand was found to be the
main effect of following a luxury brand rather than an emotional bond. This was the result of getting

to know the brand more and realizing that the luxury brand cares about their consumers.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION



1. Introduction

The first chapter outlines the reasons, objectives and structure of this research which examines the
creation of an emotional bond through social media channels by luxury fashion brands. The chapter
starts with explaining the reasons and interests that leads the researcher to choose this specific
topic. Next, the aim and scope of the study is provided. The chapter finishes with a structure of the

research in order to make the study easier to follow by readers.

1.1.Reasons and Interests towards the Research Topic

The main aim of this dissertation is to understand whether if luxury fashion brands can create
attachment with their consumers of followers by using social network sites which is one of the social
media channels. Attachment is an emotion-laden bond that connects consumers to brands (Park et
al., 2010) and is critical in consumer behaviour as it might predict loyalty, purchase intentions of the
brand and positive word-of-mouth (WOM), which increases company financial performance (Batra
et al., 2012; Park et al., 2010; Bian and Forsythe, 2012). Emotional bonding matters for luxury goods
as it is one way for consumers to carry symbolic meanings and link those meanings to their own
identity (Nueno and Quelch, 1998). The consumption of luxury brands is a hedonic consumption that
symbolize economic power, taste of fashion and other symbolic values for consumers (Tynan et al,
2010; Vigneron and Johnson, 2004). Since consumers can express their ideal images by fashion
(Thompson and Haytko, 1997) and it is assumed that emotional attachment occurs when consumers
use products to define themselves (Maléar et al., 2011), the concept of being obsessed with luxury
fashion brands is quite consistent with the concept of emotional brand attachment that will be

discussed in this study.

Meanwhile, today social media is being used by consumers not only to connect with one another,
but also to connect with brands (Wolny and Mueller, 2013). With a platform where users can
express preferences, interests and networks, brands can easily create an identity that consumers can

link to. Thus, it needs to be a part of luxury fashion brands’ marketing mix also, even though they



preserve much more prestige than other brands. However, luxury is reserved to an elite and social
media is free for everyone to engage and interact with brands. Therefore, for luxury brands social
media creates a risk of losing their mystery and uniqueness in customers’ eyes. However, despite the
fact that luxury brands’ identities are based on exclusivity (Phau and Prendergast, 2000), according
to Abrams Research, with over 75 percent of wealthy Internet users actively using social media, it is
now beyond the question of whether luxury brands should use it or not. Thus, the differences
between the characteristics of social media and luxury brands (Okonkwo, 2009) may require
different strategies to overcome. As luxury fashion brands carry the message that consumers want
to be linked with, following them through social media may also help consumers to maintain their
ideal status or image. However, no study has investigated if luxury fashion brand can build, maintain
or increase an emotional bond through social media usage. Thus, it is worth study to find out if
attachment is one of the outcomes of social media usage by luxury fashion brands who serve to a

niche market.

This certain topic is of interest to the researcher, who has a high interest in fashion as a customer,
primarily because of the desire to build a career in the luxury fashion industry. Secondarily, being an
active fashion customer which can even be seen as obsession, made the researcher a passionate
follower in social media. However, luxury brands appeal to luxury shoppers, a niche market with
small number of audience and competitors. This leads these brands to use a different marketing
strategy toward their customers. Hence, understanding and learning the outcomes of using social
media usage which is taking over the marketing world in depth from a consumer perspective will

provide a useful insight for the researcher regarding her future career.



1.2.Aims and Scopes

Given that there was a lack of focus on emotional attachment as an outcome, the aim of this
dissertation is to find out the ability of social network sites in creating an emotion-laden bond
between luxury fashion brands and their consumers. Thus, this study will focus on these research

objectives:

1. To find out if luxury fashion brands can create an emotional attachment through social network

sites

2. To gain insight into how brands can create emotional attachment through social media

3. To understand if the consumers’ interest in and use of social media affect the level of an

emotional attachment.

Since there was no previous research about this specific topic to follow, an inductive approach is
chosen, which makes the research exploratory. Semi-structured interviews were employed, hoping
to gain insight about consumers’ deep feelings. Also, documents from the brands’ social network
accounts that the participants were asked to brought to the interviews were analysed. Thus,

qualitative method was chosen regarding the subjectivity of feelings.

The participants of this research were twelve European followers from the generation Y. Generation
Y was chosen because of the fact that they are the ones who use social media the most (Nielsen,
2012). There was not a limitation for the participants to be shoppers of their chosen brand to also
understand if purchasing was a necessity for an attachment with the brand. Purposive sampling was

applied.

1.3.Structure of the Dissertation

This dissertation is consisted of seven chapter except from this one: literature review; methodology;
findings; discussion; conclusions; managerial implications and further investigations. In chapter 2,

existing literature is discussed and reviewed. The chapter comprises 3 main parts which are



emotional attachment, social media as a marketing tool and luxury brands and consumption in
general. Emotional attachment as a concept, including its role in consumer behaviour and its
relationship with consumers’ self-concept is described in order to provide the foundation and basis
for the study. Next, social media in general and as a marketing tool is explained, focusing on social
network sites to explain the link between attachment and social media usage. Finally, the
dimensions of luxury goods and its consumption is analysed to explore the ability of luxury brands to

create an emotional bond through social network sites.

In chapter 3, the methodology that is adopted in this study is discussed. This chapter considers the
researcher’s ontological and epistemological assumptions among with the justification of the choice
of qualitative method. Employing semi-structure interview and documents will then be explained.
Afterwards, the data collection procedure which involves sample, semi-structured interviews and

documents are described to give readers a whole picture of the research process.

In the fourth chapter of this dissertation, the data collected from the participants are analysed.
Findings provided from the semi-structured interviews and documents are shown. These findings are

then discussed in chapter 5.

The chapter 6 is the conclusion that will answer the research questions. After explaining the
managerial implications found in the data in chapter 7, further investigations will be provided that

will bring the readers to the end of this study.

10



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
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2. Literature Review

2.1.Introduction

This chapter aims to accomplish to critically analyse the literature related to emotional attachment,
review the existing literature on the role of social media in marketing and understand the literature

related to the luxury market, its features and application on social media.

The chapter contains three parts: attachment, social media and luxury brands. In order to lay the
foundation of this research, attachment will be discussed first as it is crucial to acknowledge the
concept of attachment itself before understanding its relationship with social media and luxury
brands.

2.2.Attachment

2.2.1. What is an attachment?

The foundation of the study of emotional attachment was conducted by Bowlby (1979) in the light of
family-infant relationships. According to him, an attachment is the attraction that one individual has
for another, and it is a form of the social behaviour that results in a person attaining and retaining
proximity to some other preferred individual. It is an emotion-laden bond including another person
or a specific object (Bowlby, 1979). Attachment has been described by various researchers. Schultz
et al. (1989) construe it as a person-material possession association and suggest that it represents
the degree of perceived linkage between an individual and an object. They also suggest that
attachment is reflected in individuation, integration and temporal orientation and is an intersection
or joining of the individual and the object. Ball and Tasaki (1992) described attachment as the extent
to which an object is owned or used by an individual to maintain his or her self-concept. Thus, it can
be concluded that attachment plays a significant role in people’s lives and even shape their

behaviour (Fehr and Russell 1991).
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Individuals interact with thousands of people, products or brands in their lives. However, there is
always a best friend, a special person or a favourite item of clothing, toy, place etc. The objects
people are emotionally attached to are few in number and have a significant place in people’s lives.
The reason for that is that an attachment with an object develops over time and to a degree based
on interactions between the individual and the attachment object (Baldwin et al., 1996). Ball and
Tasaki (1992) suggested that as attachment and length of ownership increase, so should the
emotional significance of the object. Just like memories, forming the base of a bond in a friendship.
A person does not become significant in someone’s life without the experiences that made him or
her realise that they belong together, and those experiences come with time. However, Ball and
Tasaki (1992) emphasized that attachment is more than memories; it is strongly related to emotional

significance, but should be differentiated from it when the object reflects the self.

According to Bowlby (1979), the formation of the bond that indicates attachment can be described
as falling in love. Researchers focusing on love have suggested various structures or categories of
love. For example, Fehr (1988) have identified 68 features of love in her study. Aron and Westbay
(1996) extended this study by showing that the features of the prototype of love have dimensional
structure; Passion, Intimacy and Commitment. They also stated that people show individual
differences in the emphasis of their personal prototype of love. Features of the prototype of love
that they have found is important as they appear to be strong indicators of how one thinks about
love. Thus, because some people use the word “love” loosely and merely mean they have meaning
in their lives, using their study will help this study to understand the importance of trying to find out
the participants’ deeper feelings towards luxury fashion brands by asking them more questions that

will help them talk about their feelings unconsciously.

2.2.2. Attachment in Consumer Behaviour

The feeling of love does not have to be romantic in order to influence people’s decisions. It can be

friendship, family or in a marketing concept, a consumer can be attached emotionally to a brand

13



(Albert et al., 2008; Belk, 1988; Kleine et al., 1993; Malar et al., 2011; Thomson et al., 2005). Brand
love, defined by Carroll and Ahuvia (2006), is a mode of satisfaction. Some satisfied consumers
develop a passionate emotional attachment to a brand. Obviously, as the degree of emotional
attachment to a person differs from another, individuals attach emotionally to only certain brands
(Thomson et al., 2005). Brand love includes different cognitions, feelings, sense of connectedness
and behaviours such as frequent interactions or resource investment in its core phenomena (Batra
et al., 2012). It is more than a simple brand affect (Carroll and Ahuvia, 2006). Just as people can like
many other people but love only few of them, consumers can be affected by many brands but love
few of them which precludes negative feelings such as dislike or hate (Carroll and Ahuvia, 2006).
Meanwhile, according to Batra et al. (2012) brand love is never claimed to be unconditional and
brands are usually loved because they are the best available. They also found that consumers are
not concerned with what they can do for the brand, but with what it can do for them. While Albert
et al. (2008) suggest that functional quality and the ability of the brand to make the consumer feel
good were associated with lower levels of love, Batra et al. (2012) reveal them as positive
components. So, it can be assumed that both functional and hedonic aspects of a brand can form a

foundation of love.

In this study, love is mentioned as an emotion to be felt for either opposite sex, family, friends or
brands. However, Batra et al. (2012) criticized prior research about brand love for two reasons. First,
they argued that brand love is a phenomenon that needs to be built separately from interpersonal
love on an understanding of how consumers experience it. They studied brand love as another kind
of love which has different features than romantic, parental or compassionate love and suggested
that theories of interpersonal love cannot be applied to brand love. Rather than applying
interpersonal love theories, they considered the antecedents of brand love prototype as great
quality. Despite agreeing that these are all different kind of love types, regarding how selfish people
are in nature, the base of all types of love should be coming from one dimension which is self-
concept. In this study, love is described as the feeling that one feels to an object which is perceived

14



to represent the self-concept (Malar et al., 2011). People do not even start a relationship with an
individual if they do not see that person fitting in their self-concept. People are selfish in nature and
cannot be attached to something that doesn’t provide them with needed benefits (Shaver et al.,
1987). Therefore, when it comes to feelings and relationships, people only think about how the
attachment object will display the self and this will be the same whether it is a brand, a toy or an

individual.

As a second criticism, Batra et al. (2012) distinguished brand love emotion and brand love
relationship. Consumers mentioned emotion of love less than other emotions such as happiness or
anxiety in their study. That led them to suggest that brand love is a long-term relationship between
the brand and the consumer that involves cognitive, behavioural and affective experiences. This is
also agreed by Carroll and Ahuvia (2006) while comparing a short-term outcome, satisfaction, and
brand love. Still, it is agreed that brand love can be considerably more intense than simple liking
(Carroll and Ahuvia, 2006). Thomson et al. (2005) labelled the feelings that consumers can feel
toward a brand as Affection, Passion and Commitment. Meanwhile, Batra et al. (2012) identified ten
components of brand love including high quality, strongly held values, intrinsic rewards, self-identity,
positive affect, passionate desire, emotional bond, willingness to invest, frequent use and length of

use.

The concept of being attached to a brand emotionally matters to consumer behaviour as it might
predict their commitment to the brand and their willingness to make financial sacrifices in order to
maintain it (Batra et al., 2012; Malar et al., 2011; Thomson et al., 2005). In other words, it is assumed
that consumers who are attached to a brand stay loyal to it and are usually ready to pay a price
premium which results with an increase of company financial performance (Batra et al., 2012; Park
et al., 2010). Researchers also add purchase intentions (Bian and Forsythe, 2012), positive WOM and
resistance to negative information to attachment’s outcomes for companies Batra et al., 2012). The

feelings that a customer has toward a brand have the potential to differentiate one brand from
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another (Malar et al., 2011) which can lead emotional attachment to be considered as a measure of

marketing effectiveness.

In a marketing context, brand attachment is more likely to be confused with brand attitude.
Researchers studied the difference between both (Park et al., 2010; Thomson et al., 2005). Thomson
et al. (2005) highlighted the importance of the difference between brand attitude and attachment
by mentioning that individuals might have a positive attitude toward a brand without having had any
experience with it. Their findings show that while brand attitude predicts purchase behaviour, brand
attachment predicts actual behaviour and intentions of consumers to use significant resources such
as time, money and reputation. In conclusion, “attachment is correlated with but logically precedes

attitude” (Schultz et al., 1989 pp.361).

2.2.3. Attachment and the Self

According to Albert et al. (2008), love is a process whereby the self expands to new persons who
later become included in the self. Additionally, consumer researchers have suggested that
possessions play a role in maintaining and supporting the self-concept (Aron et al., 2005; Belk, 1988;
Schultz et al., 1989). As an example, Aron et al. (2005) suggested that people have drivers that
motivates them to include others into their conception of self. In a marketing context, these others
are brands. Once an object or a brand is chosen to define the consumer’s self, the consumer may
tend to show greater efforts to maintain the object in addition to more protective behaviours (Ball
and Tasaki, 2001). In conclusion, it is assumed that when consumers use products to define
themselves or purchase brands to express their self-concept (Aaker, 1999; Belk 1988) emotional
attachment may occur (Malér et al., 2011) and the more a brand reflects the consumer’s self or is a

part of it, the stronger is the emotional attachment (Aron et al., 2005; Park et al., 2010).

Malar et al. (2011) extended the relationship between self-concept and emotional attachment by
comparing the impact of consumers’ actual and ideal selves on emotional brand attachment. Their

findings show that actual self-congruence plays a bigger role in developing an attachment than ideal.
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However, this may be different for hedonic and symbolic products such as luxury fashion brands that
is used to express personal identity, goals and interests (Thompson and Haytko, 1997). In addition to
play a role in the differentiation of self from another, attachment is involved in the integration of self
with others (Schultz et al., 1989). Since people are social creatures and need to interact with others
at some point, it makes sense that one develop strong attachments to things which reflect valued

relationships, memories of others both from past and future (Schultz et al., 1989).

If attached objects are the ones which are a part of the self, individuals may own some possessions
which are attached stronger than others (Schultz et al., 1989). As an example, it is more likely that an
individual relates the phone that he uses personally more than a washing machine which is only
been bought for its utilitarian benefits. Thus, while there is a strong attachment towards the phone
which is being used as a symbol of the individual’s personality, weak attachment may occur towards
the washing machine. This difference can also be seen in the individual’s thoughts, feelings and
behaviours (Schultz et al., 1989). However, little emphasis was put by Schultz et al. (1989) on the
strength of emotional attachment to brands regarding if they are high or low involvement products.
In addition, little emphasis was put on whether if the attachment to hedonic products is the same as
the attachment to utilitarian products. Meanwhile, if attachment objects of hedonic products are
most likely to be displayed constantly (Schultz et al., 1989), it is reasonable to assume that people
would be attached to products which are symbolic more than they are attached to products which

are utilitarian.

Thomson et al. (2005) mention that emotional attachment is often beyond one’s control, hence it is
more relevant to the realm of emotions than it is to the realm of cognition. This is consistent with
their one finding which shows that brands in the strong emotional attachment condition are more
likely to be symbolically or hedonically related and which are chosen not by their utilitarian features
but by their self-relevance. Moreover, these brands are often high-involvement products (Thomson

et al., 2005) that requires careful consideration or financial sacrifices. If cognition was playing a role
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in the decision making process of these brands, a more rational option could be chosen regarding
their prices usefulness. However, as people cannot control who they love, they cannot control what

brand they choose if they are emotionally attached.

One way to create a brand identity which consumers can link to their self-concept is by the use of
social media. Regarding its ability of reaching thousands of people with a few keystrokes, managers
have the chance of harnessing it for the benefit of the organization. Most companies are already
using these social network sites which enables users to create profiles and share personal
information to create brand identity. Mangold and Faulds (2009) suggest that creating communities
of individuals that share the similar desires, providing exclusivity or supporting causes that are
important to consumers, helps to shape consumers’ discussions. Regarding this suggestion that
companies can influence the conversations that consumers have with each other (Mangold and
Faulds, 2009), the question coming to mind is whether if they can also create feelings toward their
brands by using social media. Given that the profiles in social media consist of users’ images, friends
and lists of interests and preferences; it would not be surprising if individuals link some profiles to
their self and be attached to them. Therefore, it is assumed in this research that social media can be
an opportunity for companies to create an emotional bond between their brand and consumers. In
order to analyse this assumption, social media in general and its use as a marketing tool will be

discussed in the next part of this chapter

2.3.Social Media

2.3.1. The Dimensions of Social Media

Social media consist of online applications and is a platform where individuals and communities
share, create or discuss contents that are generated by users themselves (Kietzmann et al., 2011;
Trusov et al., 2009). In this study, social media is accepted as a group of Internet-based applications
that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0 and that allow the creation of

User Generated Content-as described by Kaplan and Heanlein (2009). In other words, users are now
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able to interact and collaborate with each other via social media dialogues as creators of user-

generated content in a virtual community, rather than viewing the content passively.

There are various types of social media even though Kaplan and Heanlein (2010) mention that there
is no agreed typology about it. Some of different social media sites are differentiated as social
networking (Facebook, Myspace), social bookmarking (Digg), commerce communities (Ebay), video-
sharing (Youtube, Vine), picture-sharing (Instagram, Pinterest), music-sharing (last.fm), professional
networking (Linkedin), blogging, microblogging (Twitter), collaborative projects (Wikipedia), forums-
social communities, location-specific information (Foursquare), virtual game worlds (World of
Warcraft) and virtual game worlds (Second Life) (Fischer and Reuber, 2011; Kaplan and Haenlein,
2010; Mangold and Faulds, 2009). Kietzmann et al (2011) identify seven blocks that social media
involves which include identity, conversations, sharing, presence, relationships, reputation and
groups. They also added that none of today’s social media sites focus solely on one function. For
instance, Facebook enables many functions such as conversations, sharing, relationships and

identity.

In a marketing context, social media is a consumer generated media that “describes a variety of new
sources of online information that are created, initiated, circulated and used by consumers intent on
educating each other about products, brands, services, personalities and issues” (Blackshaw and
Nazzaro, 2004, p.2). Moreover, now it has various impacts on a firm’s marketing success. By using
social media as a marketing tool companies can influence various aspects of consumer behaviour
such as awareness, information acquisition, opinions, attitudes, purchase behaviour and post-
purchase evaluation (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). For instance, 36% of consumers thought more
positively about brands which have blogs (Kim and Ko, 2012). Another example, as suggested by
Chen et al. (2011) and Henning-Thurau et al. (2010), online word-of-mouth has a significant
influence on purchase behaviour and according to DEI Worldwide (2008), 45% of consumers who

have visited social media to get information are engaged with online word-of-mouth. While social
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media enables companies to talk to their customers, it also enables customers to talk to one
another- as they already are doing by word-of-mouth communication. However, Mangold and
Faulds (2009) underpin the important difference between the two as social media has a dangerous
power of having the ability to tell thousands of people unlike word-of-mouth. In addition, Trainor et
al. (2012) concluded that social media usage enhances customer relationship performance of a firm.
Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that social media is set of goals that companies should be

active and take care of (Kaplan and Heanlein, 2010).

Social media is also a multidimensional channel that can fulfill business purposes such as branding,
customer services, retailing and client networks. Not only communicating in social life, but also
communicating with customers have changed significantly after the increasing usage of social media
(Mangold and Faulds, 2009). As cited in Kaplan and Heanlein (2010), according to Forrester
Research, 75% of Internet surfers used social media in the second quarter of 2008. Nevertheless,
although its principle role is communications, it has evolved beyond the communications function
and become a real world which users- who are also consumers- can also congregate and connect

with each other independently, hence making them “kings” (Okonkwo, 2009).

Along with being an interaction and information tool, social media is also a business tool. It is a
consumer-to-consumer (C2C) e-marketplace where users can sell to or buy from their contacts (Han
and Windsor, 2011) hence giving users multiple roles such as buyer and seller. As cited in
Fetherstonhaugh (2010), OgilvyOne found out that 49% of sellers are seeing social media as integral
to their sales success. One key factor of this success is being seen as interpersonal trust by
researchers (Clemons et al., 2007; Han et al., 2011). In addition to trust, Han and Windsor (2011) add

perceived emotional, social, price and performance values as indicators of online shopping.

2.3.1 The Power Provided From Social Media to Consumers

Nowadays, it is so easy for one person to freely share his/her thoughts, experiences, pictures, videos

etc. with thousands of other people via social media channels. Moreover, people started
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communicating with each other about products and companies (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). This
feature of social media brings challenges for marketers such as loss of control over the information
available for consumers (Kaplan and Heanlein, 2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011; Mangold and Faulds,
2009). Companies no longer have the power to dictate the content, frequency or timing of
communications and information about themselves (Kaplan and Heanlein, 2010; Mangold and
Faulds, 2009). That power has shifted from companies to consumers, giving companies a new role as
mere observers (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). Communication about brands happens whether the
company wants it or not. An obvious example for this can be given by mentioning how United
Airlines suffered from one simple Youtube video Dave Carroll posted when his guitar was broken
during a flight. Within 4 days of the video being posted online, United Airlines' stock price fell 10%
(Chris, 2009). However, this damage is not dependent on only social media. The fact that United

Airlines did not respond or decline Caroll’s demands played a huge role in this crisis.

Social media may have an influence on companies who do not even use it as a marketing tool
because it is not only starting to become the main source of information, it is also believed to be
true by most consumers (Kaplan and Heanlein, 2010). This feature require companies to be careful
as there are loyal and satisfied customers as well as disappointed ones who may be active social
media users. Kietzmann et al. (2011) suggest to firms the 4 Cs that can be developed for monitoring
and controlling social media: cognize, congruity, curate and chase. These 4 Cs include understanding
the firm’s social media landscape, knowing the main influencers, being consistent with the goals of

the firm in social media activities and knowing who will represent the firm online.

Social media also provide some benefits for companies. As their use increases, firms have the ability
to perform integrated marketing activities with less effort and costs (Kim and Ko, 2012). These
activities include reaching many consumers- both potential and existing- and increasing customer
engagement (Kaplan and Heanlein, 2010) or early discovery of customer needs (Agnihotri et al.,

2012). For instance, after Dave Carroll’s post that was mentioned before, Taylor Guitars who were
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mentioned in the video used the opportunity and offered him two guitars along with posting
another video about the accident. The video had 562,777 views in two minutes and gave the

popularity Taylor Guitars has today.

2.3.2. Social Network Sites

According to Nielsen (2012), social networking is a global phenomenon that has grown rapidly,
especially with the emergence of mobile social network applications. They mentioned that people
continue to spend more time on social networks than any other category of sites. Social network
sites allow users to build a profile and network of friends for social or professional interaction
(Trusov et al.,, 2009). Moreover, regarding the broad options, they have been divided by some
researchers into utilitarian and hedonic social networking sites (Rosen and Sherman, 2006; Van der
Heijden, 2004). In these kind of social media networks users 