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[bookmark: _idxc67dpn7n7]Abstract
With the rapid development of technology, social media platforms provide brands and customers with easy access to each other across various industries. The global pandemic also accelerates the adoption of social media platforms as one primary and essential marketing channel of a brand’s overall marketing strategy. However, the dilemma between the wide accessibility of social media and the exclusivity of luxury brands has hindered many luxury brands from adopting social media marketing. This paper examines how existing luxury brands do social media marketing on WeChat in a way that fits into their established brand images. I collected 10,033 WeChat official account articles from January 2019 to November 2020 of 28 luxury brands and 28 non-luxury brands, and analyzed the two groups from four major aspects (posting-related, content-related, interaction, and localization). The result points out that luxury brands tend to post articles at a lower frequency, with fewer words and more vivid elements (i.e., images, videos, audio). They are more likely to include more informative and persuasive brand-image-related content and conduct a “hybrid-content” strategy, which includes both standard and localized content for the Chinese market. The analysis also shows that luxury brands receive more interactions and engagement from their followers. This paper suggests that luxury brands should incorporate social media marketing into their overall marketing strategies to benefit from synergies across channels, and take the initiative to carefully decide differentiated content for each social media platform based on brand image and target audience.
Keywords: Social media marketing; Luxury brand; Brand image; WeChat official account

1. [bookmark: _uvwgia8ev4bs]Introduction
Visibly but unconsciously, social media have gradually become an indispensable component for many people in their daily lives. As of 2021, there are more than 3.96 billion social media users worldwide, showing an almost 14% increase compared with the previous year (Dean, 2020). Given the phenomenon that people spend an increasing amount of time on social media platforms every day and social media platforms rapidly innovate new features, social media platforms have become more and more attractive to various brands as a new way of communication and marketing (Kumar et al., 2016, p. 7). At the same time, the proliferation of social media platforms has also provided brands with the opportunity to explore new digital marketing strategies and integrate them into their traditional marketing strategies, to increase brand awareness and drive company performance. Dwivedi et al. (2020) state that companies can benefit a lot if they incorporate social media marketing strategies into their business plans nowadays. Previous studies have shown that brands that invest more in social media marketing have better sales performance than those that do not use social media (Wan & Ren, 2017; Kim et al., 2015). 
Meanwhile, whether luxury brands should use social media marketing has always been controversial. There is a phenomenon that brands that do better in social media marketing are usually fast-moving consumer goods companies such as Sephora. Luxury brands seem to lag or hesitate in this aspect due to various concerns. For instance, Phoebe Philo, the former designer of Celine, was extremely reluctant to join social media platforms. Bottega Veneta revived with the help of social media and influencers, but closed all its social media platforms recently. If we start from the origin of the word “luxury,” it derives from Latino, meaning distance and excess (Kapferer, 2012). For example, do the mass social media platforms contradict the exclusivity and scarcity of luxury brands? Does the free-sharing culture of social media hurt their brand images? 
Even before the outbreak of the global pandemic, Business of Fashion (BoF) and McKinsey & Company predict that one of the ten trends in 2020 is new generations of social media and brands spending more expenditures on new social media platforms in The State of Fashion 2020 (Amed & Berg, 2019). Nevertheless, at that time, the focus was still on looking for the balance between exclusivity and the mass crowd to resolve the conflict. According to The Special Covid-19 Edition of The CMO Survey, social media platforms became a critical and indispensable part of marketing during the pandemic (Moorman & McCarthy, 2021). Some luxury brands were less affected or switched to alternative business models more smoothly because of their “digital know-how” (Gonzalo et al., 2020). Other luxury brands, such as Salvatore Ferragamo, had to reconsider their marketing strategies and decide whether they should emphasize social media marketing, since the traditional in-person shopping experience that luxury brands could offer in the past became unavailable when everyone had to practice social distancing. BoF & McKinsey also state that “the pandemic will accelerate trends that were in motion prior to the crisis, as shopping shifts to digital [platforms]” in their latest The State of Fashion 2021 (Amed & Berg, 2020). The pandemic has also boosted the usage frequency of digital platforms such as online shopping websites and live streaming, which offers more agility and adaptability. If we take a look at countries that have mostly recovered from the pandemic, probably, these “digital spirits” will still be dominant in the foreseeable future and become a post-pandemic new normal. 
[bookmark: _uwvky1238dpk]
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2. [bookmark: _6286e3lk2o6]Research Question
This paper explores the relationship between social media marketing strategies and images of luxury brands. Specifically, it focuses on the following research objective: If luxury brands have to adopt social media marketing, how should they do differently from mass brands to maintain their brand images? I will specifically dig deeper into how luxury brands perform their social media marketing strategies in China, one of the countries that show significant growth potential in the luxury market and have recovered quickly from the pandemic. 
A more detailed analysis will be based on WeChat, one of the most popular social media platforms in China with more than 1.2 billion monthly active users (Dean, 2020). WeChat provides brands with official accounts so that brands can make posts as a way of marketing. It also divides official accounts into two categories: subscription accounts and service accounts. Luxury brands usually use subscription accounts to post brand-related informative content and use service accounts to provide better online/offline customer services. Both categories can help brands approach individual consumers or potential consumer base more easily (Fan, 2020). With its seamless integration of other in-app functions such as mini-programs and moments, luxury brands can better promote themselves with innovative marketing strategies, thus enhancing their brand awareness and image and expanding their potential customer base.
McKinsey & Company (2019) states that “Chinese consumers are set to contribute almost two-thirds of global growth in luxury spending” in its China Luxury Report 2019 (p. 4), showing the great potential of the Chinese luxury market. In addition, The State of Fashion 2021 also predicts that the luxury segment will benefit from “a strong recovery in markets like China” since China has been recovering from the pandemic and difficulties to travel abroad may also significantly boost the luxury segment within the China market (Amed & Berg, 2020).
At the same time, with total spending of over $79 billion in 2020, China is the second-largest digital advertising spending country in the world (Digital Advertising - Worldwide | Statista Market Forecast, n.d.). Social media advertising spending accounted for more than 30% of digital advertising in China, reaching about $25 billion in 2020 (Digital Advertising - Worldwide | Statista Market Forecast, n.d.). It also predicts that more than 22% of the digital advertising spending in China in 2021 will be accounted for by the retail industry (Digital Advertising - Worldwide | Statista Market Forecast, n.d.). Asia, especially China, is taking the lead of social media innovation where brands can take advantage of the massive number of potential consumers (Amed & Berg, 2019, p. 37). If luxury brands can identify effective social media marketing strategies, they may benefit from first-mover advantages and launch more customized marketing strategies for different countries and regions. It might also push luxury brands that are less willing to adopt social media marketing strategies to follow the trend as the demonstrated potentials may significantly improve brand performance. 
This paper uses an inductive approach and covers both qualitative and quantitative data. Most analysis is based on the data gathered from WeChat official accounts. Other industry data such as market share of luxury brands in China are referred from Passport. After comparing various aspects of how luxury brands perform differently on WeChat, more detailed suggestions on how luxury brands can adopt social media marketing will be provided with reference to prior research on social media marketing and the brand image of luxury brands.
The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Sector 3 provides an overview of previous literature on social media marketing theories, social media marketing strategies of luxury and non-luxury brands, and their potential effects on brand image. Sector 4 explains the criteria of brand selection and data collection. Sector 5 goes deeper into the data to analyze how existing luxury brands do social media marketing differently from non-luxury brands from four various aspects. Sector 6 comprehends the key findings observed, provides suggestions for social media marketing strategies of luxury brands, and briefly discusses the limitations of the paper.
[bookmark: _f3r2cmsdu0n0]

3. [bookmark: _p5e1w580pa7g]Literature Review
Social media platforms refer to Web 2.0 Internet-based applications such as Instagram and Weibo, where users can generate and post information (Obar & Wildman, 2015). With the proliferation of mobile devices and social media platforms in the recent decade, much emphasis has been put on social media marketing and how it can affect brand equity creation, including, but not limited to, brand awareness and brand image (Godey et al., 2016). 
Social media marketing activities can have both, directly and indirectly, positive effects on brand equity and firm performance (Bai & Yan, 2020; Colicev et al., 2018; Dwivedi et al., 2020; Stanko et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2019). Several papers state that, regardless of the type of content, all kinds of social media content posted by brands can significantly affect followers’ engagement (Lee et al., 2018; Stanko et al., 2019; Wan & Ren, 2017). In particular, posting informative and persuasive content such as brand image-related content can significantly positively affect consumer engagement and sales performance (Colicev et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2018). Building on this conclusion, Bai & Yan (2020) conduct research based on brands from various categories that run Weibo accounts as their social media marketing strategy, and state that firm-generated content on social media platforms in China also impacts firm values and consumer engagement positively. Besides, they also point out that brands that show a more interactive and vivid personality tend to have more likes and comments, highlighting the importance of “value co-creation” between consumers and firms (Bai & Yan, 2020).
Scholars that focus more on social media marketing strategies shed light on various aspects, including content preferences, platform selection, and coherence with overall marketing strategy. Given that building brand image is the priority of many brands that adopt social media marketing, it is essential for brands to carefully filter the content in order to build or enhance emotional connection with consumers (Dwivedi et al., 2020; Moorman & McCarthy, 2021). For instance, Fan advises that including more visual elements such as images and infographics in WeChat articles can effectively engage followers (Fan, 2020). What’s more, brands should also carefully consider the social media platforms that they want to join based on their brand image and target audience. After deciding the platforms, brands also need to develop customized content to take advantage of unique and new features on existing social media platforms (Moorman & McCarthy, 2021). At the same time, it is suggested that social media marketing strategies should be an integrated part of the overall marketing strategies so as to benefit from the synergy between traditional marketing channels and social media platforms (Kumar et al., 2016; Moorman & McCarthy, 2021). 
Social media marketing can also positively impact value equity, relationship equity, and brand equity of luxury brands (Godey et al., 2016; Kim & Ko, 2012; Phan et al., 2011). By observing five luxury brands, Godey et al. (2016) conclude that even if luxury brands do not develop region-specific content, social media marketing activities can still positively affect brand image. The rejuvenation of Burberry, one of the earliest luxury brands joining social media marketing, shows that social media platforms can increase brand awareness, acquire potential customers and reposition overall brand marketing focus (Phan et al., 2011). However, Park et al. (2020) point out that the negative backfire of luxury brands doing social media marketing may be overlooked. It is also essential to investigate potential side effects to critically understand luxury brands’ social media marketing strategies (Park et al., 2020). The perception that luxury products and digital channels are incompatible partly hinders luxury brands from making bold attempts on social media platforms (Arrigo, 2018). Given the fact that “luxury brands were inherently psychologically distant than mainstream brands,” luxury brands with higher consumer engagement may lower their value perceptions and hurt their well-established brand images (Park et al., 2020, p. 529).
Prior research, however, mainly focuses on how firm-generated content on social media platforms could affect firm performance and brand value (Bai & Yan, 2020; Colicev et al., 2018; Dwivedi et al., 2020; Godey et al., 2016; Stanko et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2019). Not much light has been shed on how luxury brands should do their social media marketing in China, or how luxury brands should perform differently from mass brands. Given the fact that social media marketing strategies are not a one-fit-all solution and brands need to develop various social media marketing strategies based on the platform and their target customers, I think it is also worth digging into how existing luxury brands who have joined WeChat, one of the largest social media platform in the most promising country for luxury brands, perform their social media marketing strategies as guidance for latecomers.

4. [bookmark: _pibuhi1e5jkd]Data & Methodology
This paper uses an inductive approach and the majority of the analysis is based on primary data gathered from WeChat articles. 28 personal luxury brands that account for greater than 60% of market shares in China in 2018 and 28 non-luxury brands based on brand shares in China in 2019 are selected for further analysis (Euromonitor International, 2020; Statistics Redesign | Passport, n.d.). In this paper, personal luxury brands refer to apparel and footwear, eyewear, jewelry, leather goods, and super-premium beauty and personal care products. Table 1 in the Appendix includes all the brands selected.   
	To reduce potential biases of data selection, I selected all the WeChat articles (3302 articles for luxury brands and 6731 articles for non-luxury brands) from January 2019 to November 2020 based on the registration date of WeChat official accounts of each brand. The majority of the analysis focuses on comparing quantitative data (e.g., number of articles posted, post frequency, and average word/image count of each article) of luxury and non-luxury brands. I also look at more detailed parts such as whether the brand interacts with followers and whether it includes localized content. After observing the patterns and differences of luxury and non-luxury brands, key findings and a more general conclusion will be highlighted. Suggestions for luxury brands that want to adopt social media marketing will also be discussed. 
[bookmark: _e03c4jn9rf9l]
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5. [bookmark: _4b1w1t4xz52g]Analysis
	Building on the literature review, the following sector focuses on four main aspects of social media marketing of luxury brands on WeChat: (a) posting-related, (b) content-related, (c) interaction, and (d) localization aspects. A general conclusion is given for each aspect, and a more detailed analysis is provided by comparing how luxury and non-luxury brands perform and whether they show significant differences in each dimension (see figures 1-8 in Appendix). 
a. [bookmark: _7jthleplydxf]Posting-Related Aspects
Number of Articles Posted (Figure 1). 
· General conclusion: The average number of articles posted (p-value < 0.05) by luxury brands is about half of that of non-luxury brands.
· Luxury brands: On average, each brand posted 118 articles during the period, which is about 1 article per week. Dior posted significantly more articles than other brands (546 articles). Compared with other categories, fashion brands, on average, post more articles.
· Non-luxury brands: Each brand posted about two articles per week. Fashion and jewelry brands post more articles than other categories.
Number of Times Posted (Figure 1).
· General conclusion: The average post frequency (p-value > 0.05) of luxury brands is slightly lower than non-luxury brands. The overall pattern of post frequency of luxury brands is distributed more evenly across the group.
· Luxury brands: All the brands posted about 97 times on average during the period. The only brand that posted much more frequently is Dior (522 times).
· Non-luxury brands: These brands posted about 116 times on average, which is about 2 articles per time. 
Frequency of Posts on Each Date of the Week (Figure 2, 3).
· General conclusion: Both luxury and non-luxury brands post more articles on Thursday and Friday, and fewer articles during the weekend. The result also shows that the number of articles posted on Thursday (p-value < 0.05), Friday (p-value < 0.05) and Saturday (p-value < 0.05) is statistically significant. Taking into consideration that the total number of articles posted by luxury brands is about half of that of non-luxury brands, it also shows that the percentage of articles posted on Wednesday (p-value < 0.05) and Saturday (p-value < 0.05) is statistically significant. 
· Luxury brands: Both the total number of articles and percentage of articles show an inverted v-shape, reaching the highest point on Thursday. Luxury brands posted most frequently on Thursday and slightly less frequently on Friday each week. They tend to avoid posting articles during the weekend, and one-fourth of the brands posted no more than 1 article on Sunday.
· Non-luxury brands: They frequently posted on Friday, slightly less frequently on Thursday and the least on Sunday. The post frequency of the rest of the week remains basically the same.
Number of Articles Posted Every Time (Figure 4, 5).
· General conclusion: Luxury brands tend to post fewer articles per time, usually 1 or 2 articles, and no more than 4 articles per time.
· Luxury brands: Luxury brands post only 1 article the majority of the time. About 80% of the time, they only posted 1 article (p-value < 0.05). They posted 2 articles (p-value < 0.05) almost 20% of the time. Hugo Boss and Yves Saint Laurent, Armani and The History of Whoo posted two articles per time more frequently (i.e., more than 30% of the articles were not headlines) than other brands did. The percentage of 3 or 4 articles per post (p-value < 0.05) is also statistically significant. Only 10 brands posted 3 articles per time, and 5 brands posted 4 articles per time. The only outlier here, Armani, posted 3 or 4 articles per time significantly more frequently than others (the “% of 3 articles per post” category accounts for about 21% of all the articles, and the “% of 4 articles per post” is about 5% of all the articles).
· Non-luxury brands: The distribution of the number of articles per time varies a lot compared to luxury brands. Most brands tend to post at least 3 or 4 articles per time, and about half of them post 5 or 6 articles per time frequently. Brands like Chow Tai Fook even once posted 8 articles per time, which is the maximum number of articles that a WeChat official account can post at a time.
b. [bookmark: _a2n8yrynn28d]Content-Related Aspects
Average Word Count (Figure 6).
· General conclusion: Luxury brands, on average, use significantly fewer words (p-value < 0.05) than non-luxury brands. 
· Luxury brands: Average word count per article is about 85 words. Those that include fewer words are mainly jewelry and skincare brands. Givenchy is the only brand that has hugely more words per article (622 words).
· Non-luxury brands: Average word count per article (190 words) is more than twice the number of luxury brands. 
Average Image Count (Figure 6).
· General conclusion: Luxury brands, on average, use slightly more images (p-value > 0.05) than non-luxury brands. 
· Luxury brands: Average image count per article is about 20, and all brands include more than 10 images per post. Fashion brands tend to include more images in their articles. 
· Non-luxury brands: Each article has about 17 images on average. However, the number for each brand fluctuates a lot. Uniqlo has almost 40 images per article, and Innisfree posts less than 10 images per article.
Average Video Count (Figure 7).
· General conclusion: Luxury brands include about twice as many videos (p-value < 0.05) in their articles as non-luxury brands do.
· Luxury brands: The average video count is about 0.6 videos per article, and all of the brands have included videos in their articles. Fashion brands tend to include more videos than other categories do. Dior and Armani have more than 1 video per article on average.
· Non-luxury brands: There are about 0.3 videos in one article. Adidas has the highest video count, which is about 0.7 per article.
Average Audio Count (Figure 7).
· General conclusion: Luxury brands are less likely to include audio in their articles (p-value > 0.05). However, for luxury brands that have used audio or music, they tend to include more frequently than non-luxury brands.
· Luxury brands: Among the 28 brands, only 4 brands (i.e., La Mer, Moncler, Michael Kors and Omega) used audio/music in their articles. The average audio count is 0.06 per article, and La Mer has a relatively higher audio count (0.15 per article) than other brands.
· Non-luxury brands: Even though one-fourth of the brands included audio in their articles, the average count (0.01 per article) is lower than that of luxury brands.
c. [bookmark: _plxronlsrbbp]Interaction Aspects
Number of Likes & WoWs (Figure 8).
· General conclusion: Luxury brands usually receive more likes and WoWs (p-value < 0.05) from followers than non-luxury brands.
· Luxury brands: On average, luxury brands receive 108 likes and 266 WoWs per article. Jewelry brands tend to have higher numbers of likes and WoWs compared to other categories. Tiffany & Co. (543) and Cartier (402) received much more likes than other brands, and Tiffany & Co. also had a lot more WoWs (1237).
· Non-luxury brands: The number of likes (34) is about one-third of luxury brands, and the number of WoWs is about one-half (144). Fashion brands receive more likes and WoWs than other categories.
d. [bookmark: _s5uo2ib3k6rp]Localization Aspects
Number & Percentage of Localized Content (Figure 9).
· General conclusion: Here localized content includes articles related to Chinese festivals (e.g., Chinese New Years, 520, 618, Chinese Valentine’s Day, Double 11), local brand ambassadors, key opinion leaders, and events (e.g., fashion shows, exhibitions). Even though the absolute number of articles (p-value > 0.05) of luxury brands is only one-half of non-luxury brands, the percentage of localized content (p-value < 0.05) is higher than that of non-luxury brands.
· Luxury brands: About 25% of all the articles are localized content for Chinese consumers. Almost every brand posted articles with localized content during the selected period, except Patek Philippe. Some brands posted many articles with their local ambassadors (e.g., Calvin Klein and Dior), while others focused more on promoting events held in China (e.g., Tiffany & Co. and Cartier).
· Non-luxury brands: 17 local brands (e.g., Li-Ning, Anta, and Chow Tai Fook) are excluded here as most of their content is targeted for the local market, and they sometimes include “globalness” in their posts. Only about 15% of the articles are localized content.


6. [bookmark: _zbq31j6ea23f]Conclusions
[bookmark: _c778tmppgwkp]Key Findings & Implications
This paper discusses how luxury brands can apply social media marketing in a way that fits into their brand images on WeChat. Compared with non-luxury brands, luxury brands tend to post shorter articles with more images, videos and audio less frequently. It might also be better to include more informative or persuasive brand image-related content than straightforward sales promotions to receive more likes and WoWs from followers, which resonates with Bai & Yan’s (2020) finding that informative content can have a positive impact on consumer interaction. Just as Kapferer’s (2012) idea of “[g]lobal brands, but local services,” including a proper amount of localized content can also show luxury brands’ empathy with their target customer group, thus creating more emotional connections beyond a direct relationship with consumers and building a larger local brand community (Arrigo, 2018; Yu & Hu, 2020). 
It also has managerial implications for luxury brands that have joined or might join social media marketing in the future. To start with, even though the brand image is the perception from consumers’ side, the majority of the information they get on social media platforms is still generated by luxury brands themselves. What matters most is the information delivered by the brand through social media platforms. They can first decide the brand image that they want to deliver to customers, and take the initiative to create relevant content for their core values. Brands can use social media platforms not only as an information distribution platform but also as a channel to collect feedback or new ideas from customers to adjust future content, thus enhancing interactions and value co-creation (Arrigo, 2018). It might even be more effective to use differentiated marketing plans based on the target community even within one social media platform. Unique, diverse and shareable content can add density to the brand and thus improve people’s perception of the brand image. Content that has connections among each other may also be more effective since building a brand image is “not a one-shot action. It has to be produced continually like innovations” (Kapferer, 2012, p. 143). 
It also means that luxury brands should take a different mindset when it comes to social media marketing. Instead of ignoring social media platforms to untangle the conflict between exclusivity and accessibility, luxury brands can embrace digital, take advantage of social media’s free-sharing culture and switch their attention to “maintain[ing] a digital presence without damaging the essence of luxury brands” (Arrigo, 2018). Digital is no longer a supplement for traditional business models and, in fact, a complete emerging business model that can boost firm performance (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). Aligning with their overall marketing strategies, luxury brands can create a strong digital presence with selective social media platforms and individually targeted approaches for each platform in order to create synergies across traditional and digital marketing channels (Kumar et al., 2016; Moorman & McCarthy, 2021).
[bookmark: _91uky8xaiehu]Limitations
This paper also has limitations that can be further explored in future research. One most significant limitation is that since there are no solid theoretical theories to support the current findings, the pattern observed may not be the best way for luxury brands to adopt social media marketing. Due to data accessibility, it is difficult to conduct more detailed comparisons on the relationship between consumer engagement and brand image perception. Lastly, since social media marketing never has a one-strategy-fit-all solution, suggestions on how luxury brands can do social media marketing on WeChat may not work on other social media platforms. Luxury brands still need to invest much effort to decide their strategies for each social media platform and adjust accordingly based on their target regions or countries.
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Table 1
Luxury and Non-Luxury Brands Selected
	Category
	# of Brands
	Luxury Brands
	Non-Luxury Brands

	Fashion
	17
	Armani, Burberry, Calvin Klein, Chanel, Coach, Dior, Ermenegildo Zegna, Fendi, Givenchy, Gucci, Hermes, Hugo Boss, Louis Vuitton, Michael Kors, Moncler, Prada, Saint Laurent
	
Adidas, Anta, Bosideng, Converse, HLA, Jack & Jones, Jordan, Li-Ning, Fila, Only, Peacebird, Semir, Skechers, Uniqlo, Vero Moda, Zara

	Watches
	4
	Longines, Omega, Patek Philippe, Rolex
	Casio, Fiyta, Tian Wang, Tissot

	Jewelry
	4
	Bvlgari, Cartier, Swarovski, Tiffany & Co
	Chow Sang Sang, Chow Tai Fook, Lao Feng Xiang, Lao Miao

	Skincare
	2
	La Mer, The History of Whoo
	Chando, Pechoin

	Makeup
	1
	Yves Saint Laurent
	Innisfree





Figure 1
Number of WeChat Articles Posted and Times Posted From Jan. 2019 to Nov. 2020
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Figure 2
Number of Articles Posted on Each Date of the Week From Jan. 2019 to Nov. 2020
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Figure 3
Percentage of Articles Posted on Each Date of the Week From Jan. 2019 to Nov. 2020
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Figure 4
Number of Times Each Article Posted From Jan. 2019 to Nov. 2020
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Figure 5
Percentage of Number of Articles Posted Per Time From Jan. 2019 to Nov. 2020
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Figure 6
Average Word and Image Count of Each Article From Jan. 2019 to Nov. 2020
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Figure 7
Average Video and Audio Count of Each Article From Jan. 2019 to Nov. 2020
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Figure 8
Average Number of Likes and WoWs of Each Article From Jan. 2019 to Nov. 2020
[image: ]

Figure 9
Number and Percentage of Localized Content From Jan. 2019 to Nov. 2020
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