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1. Introduction 

 
The following chapter bestows background information on the shift from traditional marketing 

to social media marketing on Instagram. The chapter also presents background information 

about branding, brand identity, and brand community. The background leads into the 

problematization of the presented phenomena, where relevant issues are described. The 

introductory chapter also presents the explorative research purpose and the outline of the 

study. 

 

1.1 Background 
Marketing refers to “any actions a company takes to attract an audience to the company's 

product or services through high-quality messaging. Marketing aims to deliver standalone 

value for prospects and consumers through content, with the long-term goal of demonstrating 

product value, strengthening brand loyalty, and ultimately increasing sales” (Forsey, 2022). 

Marketing is older than most people believe, and in fact, has overcome a great transformation. 

Marketing had its beginning with vendors creating the first signature mark that helped them to 

market their offering, reminding the early consumers that a certain product came from a 

specific vendor. Progressively, due to the growing competition and digitalization, marketing 

has moved on from traditional tools such as telemarketing, television, and radio to social media 

since it allows companies to quickly advertise to a large number of people (Tiago & Veríssimo, 

2014). Therefore, this steep development in innovation facilitated marketing management to 

evolve drastically and allowed businesses to follow new and innovative marketing techniques, 

enabling them to sell products and services online (Gillpatrick, 2019) also known as electronic 

commerce (e-commerce) (Molina-Prados et al., 2022).  

 

Social media can be defined as “new media technologies facilitating interactivity and co-

creation that allow for the development and sharing of user-generated content among and 

between organisations and individuals” (Alalwan et al, 2017, p.1178). Social media allows 

consumers and companies to connect worldwide (Li et al., 2021; Vinaika & Manik, 2017), and 

has thus come to play a vital role in companies' marketing and branding (Taiminen and 

Karjaluoto, 2015). With their distinctive nature of being “dynamic, interconnected, egalitarian, 

and interactive organisms” (Peters et al. 2013, p. 281), the exchange that can currently happen 
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on social media, directly on ads, streams, or paid partnership posts, changes the scope of 

everything (McGruer, 2020). Social media allowed for three major shifts in the marketplace, 

the first being the connectedness of consumer and company that was just not possible before 

digitalization. Digitalization changed the nature and scope of marketing allowing companies 

and consumers to build networks and social ties from shared interests or values (Kaplan and 

Haenlein 2010). Second being the interaction and influence of both consumers and company 

having between each other, that involves various actions through passive observations as well 

as communication influencing the choices and behaviours (Chen et al., 2011). Such interactions 

can generate for example co-creation, word-of-mouth (WOM), and improve social equity 

(Nair, 2011). Lastly, it is the proliferation of social media as data enabled to efficiently and 

effectively manage consumer relationships, but also improve decision making within the 

business (Libai et al. 2010). Social media data along with other digital data can serve as a 

crucial source characterised by 3Vs: volume, variety, and velocity fueling the market research, 

consumer analysis, new ideas, and value creation to improve marketing outcomes (Gnizy, 

2020). This approach to targeting consumers allowed companies to do efficient marketing 

research that helps to understand trends and consumer preferences (Akoglu & Özbek, 2021; 

Gillpatrick, 2019; Molina-Prados et al., 2022). Trends within digital marketing showcase a shift 

from passive advertising towards striving to create consumer engagement, due to the 

consumers gaining more power (Mandal & Joshi, 2017; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). 

 

One of the fastest growing and most popular social media platforms in the world is Instagram, 

which was incepted in 2010 (Mahmoud et al., 2021). Instagram has totalled over 1 billion active 

users (Casaló et al., 2021). Most of the users are under the age of 34 (Statista, 2022, and the 

main users of the platform are women between the ages of 18-29 (Chen, 2018; Jones & Lee, 

2022). Among the most followed brands on Instagram is the sports brand Nike (Balan, 2017; 

Jones & Lee, 2022), with 210 million followers (Instagram, n.d.) The social media platform is 

becoming progressively important in corporate marketing besides being used by regular users. 

The reason for that is mainly because Instagram provides a wide reach with a high level of 

interaction on a somewhat small budget (Gillpatrick, 2019; Stoll, 2020, McGruer, 2020). Over 

the past years, the platform has transformed into a place where businesses can grow and profit 

with the continuous expansion of new features and tools (Gillpatrick, 2019). Companies engage 

in continuous branding on their social media as that is the fundamental element of the 

company’s overall social media marketing strategy. Branding also has a critical role in 

establishing distinctness but also a position in the market (Wong, & Merrilees, 2007). Branding 
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can be defined as “endowing products and services with the power of a brand” (Kotler & Keller, 

2009, p.241). Moreover, companies can shape, build, and design their brand image, reflecting 

their brand identity (Ianenko et al., 2019). One of the main goals of social media branding is to 

create and establish a unique selling point (USP), differentiate, and thus create a unique 

branding identity. Kapferer (2012) explained that brand identity “specifies the facets of brands’ 

uniqueness and value.” Colliander and Mander (2018) advocated that social media is a key for 

brand identity building and communicating. Attributable to the positive, personalised 

interactions that make consumers come back. In addition, communicating with consumers in a 

personalised way makes them feel heard, and helps with building and maintaining relationships 

while creating positive WOM (Kotler and Keller, 2009; Wheeler, 2017). This can lead to brand 

community creation that boosts consumer engagement, identification, commitment, and 

membership intention (Phua et al., 2016). Kilambi et al. (2013) explained that social media 

brand communities are influenced easier by brand messages, thus, more likely to share, exhibit 

loyalty, and purchasing behaviour. 

 

Brands can use Instagram to “turn content into commerce” through the different advertisement 

solutions; Photos, Videos, Reels, and Stories (Instagram, n.d). The posts can be boosted to be 

turned into advertisements and targeted to wanted consumer audiences. (Instagram, n.d). An 

important metric for companies to follow is the engagement rate, such as likes and comments 

(Habibi et al., 2014). The more engagement the posts receive, the higher the viral reach is likely 

to be, thus, stronger influence on the brand (Pogorevich, 2020). Therefore, companies employ 

marketing experts to sculpt powerful branding and marketing strategies to achieve high 

consumer engagement and sales (Gillpatrick, 2019; Liu-Thompkins, 2019; Sweeney, 2022). 

However, to create engaging Instagram posts it is necessary for brands to regularly post 

relevant, trendy, and compelling content to attract the wanted audience (Instagram, n.d), based 

on demographics such as age, gender, and location but also interests and previous consumer 

behaviour (Instagram, n.d.). In addition, branded content allows brands to work together with 

Instagram creators to reach new audiences (Instagram, n.d.). With the recent addition of live 

ads and live streams, consumers are able to watch an influencer discuss an offering on 

Instagram and directly interact with them with the possibility of getting responses instead of 

just following. Thus, a new approach to how marketers can approach their targets came into 

the picture. Additionally, through the shopping function, users can directly purchase the 

company's offerings through product tags and posts (Instagram, n.d). Instagram users expect 

brands to post content that is real, inspiring, and creative but also is of relevance to them. 
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Among the top interests followed by communities on Instagram are health, fitness, sports, and 

fashion. Therefore, brands operating in such industries are pressured to be extra creative and 

innovative to be noticed and recognized (Facebook, 2019; Kilambi et al., 2013). 

 

1.2 Problematization 
One of the fastest-growing businesses today with an epochal growth on social media are 

activewear companies (Bringé, 2021). Marci (2022) and Zhou et al.  (2018) advocated that the 

activewear industry, particularly women's activewear, is a lucrative market that has led to many 

new brands entering the market on a global scale. Zhou et al. (2018) stated that women’s 

activewear is in fact dominating the global market of activewear and is predicted to grow in 

the upcoming years. Thus, Zhou et al. (2018) as well as Djafarova and Bowes (2021) claim 

that it is hence necessary for companies to adhere to female consumer’s wants and needs.  

 

However, in today’s day and age, with such a competitive market, many times it is not enough 

to be “in” by offering trendy products or services. Companies must also be able to offer key-

conscious trends connected to the brand and consumers, though, for instance, sustainability, 

diversity, inclusivity, political correctness, or community (Bringé, 2021). Following and 

engaging in additional key-conscious trends has become part of companies branding ethos. 

Consumers, mostly young women, now choose and follow brands that reflect their personal 

values and speak up about social-, environmental-, or political issues (Bringé, 2021; Manfredi-

Sánchez, 2019; Shetty et al. 2019; Vredenburg et al., 2020). According to Drake (2019), 

women, in particular, look for marketing that showcases their desires. Female consumers 

consider whether the brand is sustainable, has a sense of community, is inclusive, politically 

correct, or is diverse.  

 

Brands do so by producing content on Instagram that is directed toward segments in which the 

brand has positioned itself (Sánchez-Torres et al., 2018). Through creative marketing, 

companies communicate unique messages that attract their target audience (Zhou & Xue, 

2021). Nonetheless, multiple scholars (e.g., Balan, 2017; Chen, 2018; Zhou & Xue, 2021) 

claimed that there is a lack of research about Instagram in the context of how companies use 

the social media platform to market and brand themselves. Zhou et al. (2018) suggested that 

future research could provide advice on how brands should market themselves as previous 
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studies mostly have focused on consumer attitudes. Additionally, there has been a lack of 

academic research on the creativity of Instagram branding since most of the existing research 

has studied why Instagram has been used in relation to other social media platforms and users’ 

personalities (Casaló et al., 2021).  

 

According to Balan (2017), there is a need for more studies regarding branded content, 

particularly on Instagram as a visual-based platform (Butcher & Pecot, 2022; Zhou & Xue, 

2021). The reason behind this is that previous social media research has mostly focused on 

text-based communication on platforms such as Facebook and Twitter (McShane et al., 2020; 

Zhou & Xue, 2021). Notwithstanding, Castillo-Abdul et al. (2022) suggest that the new 

Instagram features and tools that have evolved from photos, stories, IGTV to reels are an 

interesting topic for further studies.  Zhou and Xue (2021) mentioned a need to study how 

brand identity and self-identity are being understood through visual communication on a 

visual-based platform such as Instagram. Moreover, several researchers (e.g., Simões Coelho 

et al., 2018; Laroche et al., 2012; Thi Hoang et al., 2020) have stated that there is not enough 

research on social media brand communities in relation to the brand itself, such as its identity 

and consumer-brand identification. More research is needed to explore the consumer 

engagement in branded content produced for Instagram-based brand communities within 

particular industries (Kim et al., 2021; Simões Coelho et al., 2018). According to Thi Hoang et 

al., (2020), various dimensions like demographic factors such as gender should also be taken 

into consideration when studying brand communities. 

 

Hence, by considering the constant digital innovation, changing trends, and consumer demands 

or expectations, it is vital to understand how brand identity is portrayed on Instagram through 

various dimensions such as trends or socio-political issues. But also, how it affects consumer 

engagement by relating to women’s personal values.  Thus, this study will research how 

companies use Instagram content to express their brand-specific identity and hence generate 

consumer engagement within their brand communities. This study will provide a company 

perspective on which there is not enough research within the existing literature. 
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1.3 Research Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of this study is to explore and compare how companies express their unique brand 

identity through Instagram content to engage their brand community. The study will be 

applying the online women’s activewear industry as a case. Hence, the research question that 

this study aims to answer is as follows: 

 

● How do online women’s activewear companies use Instagram content marketing to 

express their brand identity and engage their followers?  

 

1.4 Research Outline  
Chapter 1: In the first chapter introduction presents general background information as well 

as problematization about the studied phenomena. In addition, the research purpose and 

research question of the study are presented.  

Chapter 2: In the second chapter, a theoretical framework presents theories on branding, brand 

identity, positioning, social media marketing, content marketing, and consumer-brand 

identification. The chapter ends with a conceptual framework that summaries all concepts used 

within this study is presented.  

Chapter 3: The third chapter explains the methodology followed in the thesis to fulfil the 

research purpose. This chapter presents the research philosophy, research approach, research 

strategy and design, case presentation, empirical data collection and data analysis, 

trustworthiness, and limitations of the study are also explained within the chapter.  

Chapter 4: The fourth chapter presents and analyses the empirical findings from the interviews 

and content analysis.  

Chapter 5: The fifth chapter discusses the empirical findings in relation to the theoretical 

framework.  

Chapter 6: The last chapter summarises and concludes the thesis, as well as presents a critical 

review of the existing limitations of the study, suggests opportunities for future research as well 

as implies managerial and societal implications, and lastly describes theoretical contribution. 
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2. Theoretical framework  

 
The following chapter is a theoretical framework where the relevant theories and concepts will 

be presented. The theoretical framework will exhibit concepts on branding, social media 

marketing, content marketing, and consumer-brand identification. Lastly, a conceptual model 

is presented at the end to summarise the whole chapter. 

 

2.1 Brand and Brand Positioning 

A brand is considered a complex phenomenon. In defiance of brands being widely discussed 

across the academic world, only one definition cannot be chosen (Kapferer, 2004). Kapferer 

(2004) explained that with experts continuously coming up with new explanations is adding up 

to the considerable complexity of the brand interpretation. Brand in the past was considered 

only logo/trademark/package design, a form of specific recognition and unique differentiation 

from the rest of the offerings. However, a brand is also connected to the recognizable and 

specific feeling that is evoked by these assets, the true core identity of the company, and an 

intangible concept that assists to identify a company or offering (Maurya, & Mishra, 2021; 

Ghodeswar, 2008). In the last decade, social media branding became the main activity of 

dominating the market, and profit. Thus, a brand is a part of companies' equity as it is the 

consumer's conscious perception of the offering that is shaped by the experience that consumers 

get while interacting with it (Aničić et al., 2016). Keller (1993) defined brand equity as a 

“differential effect of brand knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of the brand” 

(p.1). All brands in the world retain a certain amount of brand equity, which expounds as the 

assets or liabilities linked to the brand that subtract from or add to the initial value of the 

offering provided (Kuhn et al., 2008; Aulia and Briliana, 2017). This value emanates from the 

consumer's social esteem that usage of the offering provides, the consumer's trust and identity 

as well as the overall consumer's perception of the brand's superiority (Schiffman and Kanuk, 

2010). Eventually, it translates into buyers' willingness to pay in preference to other brands, 

consider other companies' offerings or further recommend to peers. To maximise the value of 

the brand, thus the equity of the company it is necessary to position the brand on the market 

where it can thrive and fully express its unique identity. A unique brand identity is different 

and recognizable from the competitors (Aničić et al., 2016; Kotler et al., 2009). 
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Brand positioning is “the act of designing the company’s offering and image to occupy a 

distinctive place in the mind of the target market” (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p.361). Brand 

positioning is the ultimate strategic approach in today's modern marketing. Segmenting, 

targeting, and positioning (STP) marketing puts emphasis on effectiveness by developing a 

marketing mix and setting a positioning strategy for each advantageous segment (DeSarbo et 

al., 2017). Correct and successful positioning builds a strong brand preference that impacts the 

initial decision to pick a specific brand over the competitor (Kotler & Keller,2009; Pham & 

Muthukrishnan, 2002). In other words, it is a way of integrating marketing communications to 

align with target consumers’ perceptions of brand identity and to provide psychological 

meaning to them (Lee et al., 2018). Moreover, Fuchs and Diamantopoulos (2010), suggested 

this endeavour will eventually lead to a high level of loyalty and brand equity. Kotler and 

Armstrong (2017) appealed that companies should constantly adapt and closely monitor their 

position in the market to meet and recognize consumers’ continuously changing needs in 

today's developing environment. Brand positioning is a key in brand management and overall 

successful marketing strategy. The positioning of the brand shapes the brand identity. Thus, it 

is employed via similar procedures such as the company's marketing plan, market analysis, or 

competitor analysis (Lee et al., 2018). To portray all of these procedures and translate them 

into the differentiation strategy with the USP that positions the company on the market, 

positioning maps are being used. The positioning map enables the assessment of the 

competitive position of the brand based on two different chosen dimensions, such as quality or 

price, as seen in Figure 1.  
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FIGURE 1 

Positioning map (example) 

 

Note. Retrieved from Kotler et al. (2009, p.369).  

 

Therefore, by placing the specific brand on the map depending on the two dimensions will 

reveal the exact position of the brand since the map acts as a market. The map also provides a 

valuable means to assist managers to be able to position offerings by graphically illustrating 

the consumers’ perceptions of the competition's offering and their positioning in the market. 

Moreover, it helps to understand how the strengths and weaknesses of specific products or 

services are perceived by consumers. In addition, competing brands can be placed on the map 

to reveal their position and build knowledge of various dissimilarities between competing 

offerings. A positioning map can measure and track the effectiveness of communication 

programs but also marketing actions intended to influence consumers' perceptions. 

Nonetheless, position mapping is vital in the development of a promotional and positioning 

strategy to build the brand identity of the company and help to identify the gap but also 

opportunities in the current market with the addition of monitoring the effects of past marketing 

communications. Lastly, if the company chooses to reposition an offering and the position a 

new one, the positioning map will guide and assist in this process (Arora, 2006; Kotler et al., 

2009; Ostateviččiuté & Šliburité,2008). 



Laubertova & Mekuriaw 
 

 

 
16 

There are two main approaches to brand positioning: company-based approaches (intended 

positioning) and consumer-based approaches (perceived positioning). The company-based 

approach is how a company desires to be perceived by target consumers. It involves marketing 

employees, managers, and executives trying to implement and execute the positioning strategy 

of the company. The company-based approach relates to the images and various attributes that 

a company intends to fabricate about the brand. The company-based approach is a brand 

identity that the business designs explicitly to reflect the company’s objectives, core visions, 

and missions. Whereas a consumer-based approach or forms consumer-specific perceptions 

about the brand. However, it is not only limited to the perceptions but can be also developed 

through previous experiences or WOM (Lee et al., 2018). Moreover, Ellson (2009) delineated 

that the initial perception is a combination of individual impressions, thoughts, and feelings 

about the brand based on individual consumer values and beliefs. Henceforth, the company-

based approach is potentially problematic since there can be a vast difference between what 

the company intends the consumer to perceive versus what consumers actually perceive. 

Lovelock (1996) stated “people make their decisions based on their individual perceptions of 

reality, rather than on the marketer's definition of that reality” (p. 168). Therefore, according 

to Fuchs and Diamantopulos (2012), the intended positioning may not directly impact 

consumers' behaviour, and argue that the consumer-based approach is more conceptually 

sound. As stated by Ghodeswar (2008), the brand positioning strategy got to be set and 

understood as, without it, brand identity itself cannot be fully shaped. Kapferer (2012) agrees 

with the fact and adds that the USP of the company is also necessary to be defined before the 

positioning strategy is agreed upon and brand identity is communicated.  

 

2.1.1. Differentiation and Unique Selling Point 

Every brand must design a strategy for achieving its goals, consisting of a marketing strategy. 

According to Kotler et al. (2009), strategy is about two things: deciding where you want your 

business to go and deciding how to get there. Porter (1980) has proposed three generic 

strategies that provide a good starting point for strategic thinking, one of which is the 

differentiation strategy. The strategy is designed to differentiate and distinguish the company’s 

offering from the competitors. Successful differentiation strategy entails the identification of 

unique qualities of the company or offering and communicating them with an emphasis on 

highlighting the differences between competition. A unique selling point (USP), also known as 
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a unique selling proposition, is the essence of the differentiation strategy that establishes a 

unique position in the market by making the companies offering better than competitors. In 

online marketing, communication of the USP clearly is the key to get the interest of potential 

consumers. This special attribute can be connected to design, brand image, features, 

technology, dealers, consumers’ service, or network. Moreover, differentiation is one of the 

many ways for a company to establish its unique position in the market. The process of deciding 

on differentiation goes hand in hand with the development of a strong value proposition of the 

company as it boosts the attractiveness of the offering to the consumer and target audience. 

Thus, a successful differentiation strategy sets up a competitive advantage and ultimately 

creates brand awareness (Kotler et al., 2009). 

To summarise, brand positioning is a part of the brand identity and by grasping the brand 

positioning, the brand message can be communicated in an innovative and emotional way that 

is appealing to consumers. It is important that consumers can resonate with the brand identity, 

as well as that the brand identity is differentiated compared to competitors (Ghodeswar, 2008). 

When the positioning strategy, as well as USP, is defined, only then does brand identity shine 

through (Kapferer, 2012).  

 

2.2 Brand Identity  

Halloran (2013) explained that marketers' thoughts of brands as “comprising attributes that 

encompass everything tangible about a product— its taste, packaging, ingredients, materials, 

logo” (p. 6). However, that is not the case anymore. The market is oversaturated with so many 

options of the specific offering that companies have to look forwards and try to emotionally 

connect with their target audience to become irreplaceable (Wheeler, 2017). Keller and 

Lehmann (2006) suggested that branding has become a top management priority and is 

recognized as an intangible asset. Additionally, Kapferer (2012) proposed that companies 

should see the brand as something that “symbolises a long-term engagement, crusade or 

commitment to a unique set of values, embedded into products, services, and behaviours, which 

make the organisation, person or product stand apart or stand out” (p. 6). One of the superior 

properties of branding is brand identity, which is an idea of what a brand should be and what 

it aspires to be. Without brand identity as the main building block, according to Keller (2003), 

resonance and harmonious relationship between consumers and the brand would not be 
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possible. Ianenko et al. (2019) summarised the approaches of various branding scholars. He 

concluded that the brand identity was a reflection of the unique attributes, that the brand had to 

entice the consumers to buy from the brand, as well as that the brand identity was crucial in the 

recognition process. Thus, Ianenko et al. (2019) concluded that the brand identity is a brand's 

distinctive feature and the principal concept in brand management. The activity of the creation 

of brand identity is divided into two stages. The first fitting it into the strategic concept of a 

company's marketing and differentiating it from competitive brands as well as positioning the 

brand while shaping the concept. The second stage is the development of the identity itself. So 

it can be perceived in consumers' minds precisely as intended by marketing endeavours. 

Therefore, it is imperative to analyse the current market situation by answering questions on 

what position the company has, where the company strives to be, and how it can be achieved, 

as well as if there is anything that will prevent the company from achieving that position 

(Ianenko et al., 2019). To answer these questions, it is necessary to analyse macro and micro 

environmental factors and examine the company's economic conditions and activities. Based 

on the findings and the concept followed, a marketing strategy can be defined. Throughout the 

process, the offering ought to be compared to the competitor and substitute offerings. 

Moreover, attention is needed in the process of segmentation as well as an understanding of 

what segments the company belongs to, such as geographic, behavioural variables, 

psychographic, demographic, and lastly, the specific features of buying centres (Ianenko et. al. 

2019; Kotler et al., 2009).  

 

2.2.1 Brand Identity Prism 

There are several models of brand identity, however, the most known and used is the Brand 

Identity Prism by Kapferer (2012). The Brand Identity Prism is a framework that identifies and 

evaluates the strength of a brand’s identity by conceptualising it to the following six elements; 

physique, relationships, reflection, personality, culture, and self-image (Figure 2).  

FIGURE 2 

Brand Identity Prism   
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Note. Kapferer (2012, p.158)  

 

The first element, physique, represents physical characteristics of a brand and is the clearest 

visual representation of it. Namely, visual features which work as visual cues that help 

consumers recognize the brand. For instance, the logo, colour, design, material, or anything 

else associated with it.  The second element, relationships, depict the manner of behaviour that 

brand pursues to connect with its target segment to create a relationship between them such as 

emotion and trust. The third element, reflection, refers to a way of how a brand portrays its 

target segment. Therefore, the audience that the brand strives to be associated with for example 

stereotypical beliefs or attributes that are often highlighted in ads or other communications. 

The fourth element refers to self-image that relates to the way consumers see themselves in a 

specific brand. This can be advantageous for the companies as it can be incorporated into their 

identity. Self-image then acts as a mirror and allows brands to target the segment more 

efficiently. The fifth element, culture, is the set of values that cater into or set a foundation for 

the brand. Some brands may include culture and values based on the country of its origin. Last 

element, personality, are the traits of the brand in the eyes of the consumer. Personality can be 

conveyed using a specific style of writing, tone, attitude, voice, or colours. If all the six 

elements of the Brand Identity Prism work in unison, they form a well-defined and structured 

brand identity. If the brand identity is unique as well as clear in what the brand is trying to 

communicate, it can become the foundation of a strong and successful brand (Kapferer, 2012). 
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2.3 Social Media Marketing and Instagram 
Social media marketing is described by Akar and Topçu (2011) as companies' use of social 

media channels to promote its brand and offering (Akar and Topçu, 2011). Marketing on the 

social media platform Instagram has particularly increased within the years that have passed 

(Haenlein et al., 2020). Consumers’ perception and reception of Instagram marketing is a major 

determinant of how successful the marketing communication on the platform is (Chen, 2018). 

Due to Instagram being a photo-based platform, it makes it a nifty approach for marketing and 

building brand identity. Soonius (2012) suggested that the use of the images in opposition to 

only text produces higher levels of engagement with target audience and leads to more 

interactions. To be appealing, companies need to create an innovative marketing strategy and 

creative content on Instagram, as well as use influencers endorsing their offerings (Putu Ayu 

Wulandari & Sri Darma, 2020). Wu Nelson et al. (2019) claimed that Instagram is a platform 

where companies can be creative and even inspire consumers but also build brand communities 

with the space for interaction (Wu Nelson et al., 2019). Moreover, Casaló et al. (2021), defined 

creativity as “the extent to which content is original, unexpected, appropriate and relevant, 

conveying a great amount of meaning in a simple message” (p.417). Brands can display their 

creativity on Instagram by, for instance, using various formats, such as filters, boomerangs, and 

live videos, to engage with their followers. Through editing the company is able to present its 

brand. By posting visual content companies can spark interest amongst potential consumers, 

which allows them to improve social ties (Casaló et al., 2021).  

 

2.3.1 Social Media Brand Community Marketing  
According to Fang (2021), the use of social media brand community marketing is increasing. 

To understand social media based brand communities, the concept of brand community needs 

to be explained. A brand community is “a group of consumers with a shared enthusiasm for a 

certain brand and a well-developed social identity, with members who engage jointly in the 

group action to achieve the collective goals and/or express mutual feelings and commitment” 

(Luo et al., 2015). There are three indicating factors of a brand community. Firstly, there is a 

sense of shared consciousness between the members. Secondly, there are certain rituals and 

traditions, such as jargon used inside the brand community. Lastly, the community has societal 

obligations to the community as well as individual members (Reza Habibi et al, 2014). Hence, 

value co-creation takes place between the triad consumer-brand relationship that exists within 

the brand community (Luo et al., 2015).  
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Online brand communities are communities that are not bound to a geographical area and rather 

are formed because consumers’ share the same interests and have a relationship with a certain 

brand (Brodie et al., 2013). Brand communities on social media are a subset of online 

communities (Laroche et al., 2012). Social media brand community marketing combines 

relationship marketing with emotions, experience, and WOM. Taking the consumer-brand 

relationship to the next level (Fang, 2021). Social media-based brand communities are a way 

fo,r companies to gain more information on their consumers (Laroche et al., 2012). Within a 

brand community, the members are also able to form bonds with each other (Brodie et al., 

2013). When joining social media consumers are able to be connected socially and fulfil their 

belonging needs. (Laroche et al., 2012). Consumers join social media-based brand communities 

because they want to be able to identify with the brand and find symbols that are inspirational 

to them. Consumers feel empowered by interacting within a brand community on social media 

(Brodie et al., 2013). Women, in particular, are enticed to engage in social interaction (Thi 

Hiang, 2020). Companies are always looking for methods to start consumer-brand 

conversations as well as consumer-consumer conversations on social media. Companies can 

use brand storytelling through images, videos, and text to engage their social media brand 

communities. Jones (2010) stated that brands have gradually become more distinct; thus, the 

audience is likely to be identified on a personal level with the brands. Though, brands tell 

stories about their brand identity to encourage that identification. This will get the brand 

community to discuss the brand. (Hadinoto et al., 2020). According to Casaló et al. (2021), 

interactions between the Instagram brand account and its followers are necessary to have a 

successful online community. Moreover, posting creative and positive content is important 

since it encourages more users to join the brand community. 

 

 

2.3.2 Influencer Marketing 
Furthermore, social media has opened the possibility for influencer marketing (Haenlein et al., 

2020). Influencer marketing is a strategy that companies can use to promote their offerings and 

engage the influencers’ social media followers (Leung et al., 2022), as well as the target 

consumers of the brand (Lou & Yuan, 2019). A social media influencer is “a person with a 

large and engaged follower base on social media platforms, which one would not know unless 

one follows them” (Haenlein et al., 2020, p.17). Influencers are different from celebrities, 
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which companies also can use to endorse their brand (Haenlein et al., 2020). Influencers are 

considered microcelebrities who post content about their everyday lives on social media 

(Kannan & Li, 2017). The influencers are considered “regular people” who post content within 

certain areas which for example can be lifestyle, fashion, or beauty (Lou & Yuan, 2019). 

Oftentimes influencers are young women who can be found posting on Instagram (Abidin, 

2016). Influencers have the ability to impact consumers on social media (Kannan & Li, 2017), 

by posting content related to brands (Abidin, 2016). Hence, it is important for brands to identify 

influencers since they are considered powerful and influential people on social media platforms 

(Kannan & Li, 2017). By using influencers, companies can gain more understanding of the 

social media platform and gain more reach and exposure (Haenlein et al., 2020) since branded 

content produced by influencers is seen as more authentic than brand-generated content (Lou 

& Yuan, 2019). 

 

 

2.4 Content Marketing  
Olson et al. (2021) defined content marketing as “a strategic marketing approach focused on 

creating and distributing valuable, relevant, and consistent content to attract and retain a 

clearly-defined audience and, ultimately, to drive profitable consumer action” (p.286).  

Nevertheless, according to Wong An Kee and Yazdanifard (2015), content marketing is 

considered to be a powerful tactic used in a digital environment. Content marketing on social 

media platforms plays a pivotal role in telling the brand story, building and curating the brand 

identity, and shaping brand communities (Lou, Xie, Feng, & Kim 2019). According to Lou et 

al. (2019), being repeatedly exposed to a brand’s social media content and interacting with it 

increases positive attitudes towards the brand and heightens purchase intentions. Today, it is 

crucial for companies engaging in trendy content marketing to gain the sought position in the 

market and reach set marketing objectives (Wong An Kee & Yazdanifard, 2015). By creating 

digital content based on market research companies are able to satisfy their consumers better 

than ever. Thus, companies must do their best to identify and analyse their needs, provide 

information that is of value and help them in their decision marketing. Today’s consumers are 

picky in what information they want to receive and on what channel, as well as judging the 

credibility of its content. Therefore, it is important for companies to remember that there is no 

marketing strategy that is “one size fits all”. Companies must create content specifically for 

their segmented audience; with the right knowledge, marketers are able to communicate their 
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brand identity that relates to consumers. (Haenlein et al., 2020). Thus, noticing brand-specific 

attitudes within its content, such as if they speak up about important ongoing topics, engage in 

charitative work, are environmentally savvy, or address other relevant trends. Companies must 

make sure that they produce captivating content. Content marketing is not to be confused with 

content advertising; it is intended to raise brand awareness and encourage consumers to 

purchase its offerings as well as become loyal and spread the story for the company (Wong An 

Kee & Yazdanifard, 2015).  

 
According to Baltes (2015) and Pikuła-Małachowska (2017), there are multiple objectives 

within the content marketing such as to create an audience, to test various undertakings (e.g., 

brand voice, content aesthetics, offering features), increase brand awareness, build 

relationships, attract new consumers, or develop loyalty. Moreover, Baltes (2015) explained 

that there are certain key areas that should be considered when creating content. It is important 

to focus on quality first and not on volume but also prospect the topics that consumers care 

about. In addition, marketers must focus on a variety of media that is likely to be re-shared and 

further engaged with. Lastly, to monitor useful metrics such as mentions, shares, visits to the 

page, views, followers, bounce rate, time spent on the page, likes, sales, leads (e.g., for 

influencer marketing and collabs). A content marketing strategy that is well-defined can create 

strong relationships with the audience but also strengthen the brand image over time (Baltes, 

2016; Pikuła-Małachowska, 2017). 
 
 
Furthermore, co-creation is a great opportunity for companies to involve users online in their 

marketing to spread more information. From the brand perspective, social media, Instagram in 

particular is increasing consumers’ power and voice to influence the initial promotion, creation 

but also consumption of brands enabling customer participation in brands’ value creation 

(Sadyk & Islam, 2022). Because of digitalization users are able to communicate with 

international communities about the company and its offerings. In addition, the company 

improves its understanding of its consumers by involving them in content creation. For 

instance, by forming partnerships or making them co-developers. Co-creation is advantageous 

since it adds value to the offering that is being sold, but also decreases risks since it provides 

more insight into the consumers and builds better relationships. The future of branding entails 

collaboration and allows trust to be built as well as enables consumer retention. Co-creating 
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the consumer’s experience can be enhanced by taking their thoughts, needs, and ideas into 

consideration (Wong An Kee & Yazdanifard, 2015).  

 

2.4.1 Consumer Engagement with Branded Content  
Chi (2011) stated that content must be customised to engage consumers and connect the brand 

with individuals as well as communities. There are many definitions of consumer engagement, 

but the term can be explained as consumers’ emotional, behavioural, and cognitive intent to 

maintain a relationship with a brand. Based on the consumer engagement theory that claims 

companies must create marketing that is empowering and motivating to create value and 

engagement (Brodie et al., 2013; Li et al., 2021). Companies create social media marketing 

strategies with the intention of using resources on social media that create consumer 

engagement and reaching set marketing goals. For the strategy to be successful in creating 

engagement, the social media users must be motivated on an intellectual-, social-, and cultural 

level (Li et al., 2021). Social media community engagement is the consumers’ intrinsic 

motivation to interact with the brand and members, for example by sharing images, videos, 

stories, liking, and commenting, on content that is posted within the community (Habibi et al., 

2014). Engagement is a way for companies to measure how many people have interacted and 

taken action with the branded content (Karpinska-Krakowiak & Modlinski, 2020). Branded 

content is content that is related to a certain brand and can be expressed as, images, videos, 

audio, stories, and contests (Waqas et al., 2021). Waqas et al., (2021) abbreviated consumer 

engagement with branded content as CEBC. According to Waqas et al., (2021), it is important 

that brands provide consumers with a positive branded content experience (BCE). BCE is “a 

cognitive and/or affective state that arises from cultural meanings given to the set of 

interactions between a customer and a brand-related image/video/text on a social media 

platform.” (Waqas et al., 2021, p.108). The BCE consists of the seven following dimensions; 

self-identity, social bonding, utilitarian, humour, aesthetic, awe-inspiring, and discerning, 

which are all dimensions which can be found within a brand community (Waqas et al., 2021). 

These seven dimensions of branded content create interaction, experience as well as generate 

consumer engagement (Waqas et al., 2022) (Figure 3) 

 

FIGURE 3 

Social media branded content experience 
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Note. Retrieved from Waqas et al. (2022, p.233) 

 

Furthermore, social media users do not only want to receive marketing with the intention of 

selling a product or service, the audience of a brand also expects to see authenticated stories 

that lead to meaningful communication. Rather than companies using social media to increase 

sales, it should be seen as a tool that is successful in creating better relationships with 

consumers by co-creating value and building a brand (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). Social 

media followers consider content produced by brands for their followers more trustworthy than 

paid advertisements that are intended to reach non-followers (Sponder Testa et al., 2021). On 

social media there are different types of content, besides marketer-generated content (MGC), 

also known as brand-generated content (Sánchez-Cobarro et al., 2021), which is content 

produced by marketers on social media (Goh et al. 2022). Brand-generated content is either be 

promotional or non-promotional and is produced with the intention of strengthening the 

relationship with consumers (Sánchez-Cobarro et al., 2021). However, consumers are moving 

away from being passive to active (Thi Hoang et al., 2020). Consumers are gaining more power 

and control over marketing communication by turning into creators themselves and 

collaborating (Li et al., 2021), also known as user-generated content (UGC). Brands are giving 

consumers more power (Hadinoto et al., 2020), thus allowing the co-creation of value and 

content (Thi Hoang et al., 2020). 
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2.4.2 Authenticity, Relatability, and Coolness 
Consumers are also more inclined to be more engaged when the marketing is relatable (Wong 

An Kee & Yazdanifard, 2015). To gain consumer attention, marketers must create content that 

is creative but also inspiring. Yet, the content must be innovative to continue gaining their 

interest. Otherwise, consumers might end up disengaging themselves completely from the 

brand. Moreover, companies need to be ethical and moral when communicating with 

consumers. Transparency and authenticity must be visible in the marketing; otherwise, it is not 

of relevance to consumers since it will be deemed uncredible. Consumers are more likely to 

trust companies that are being honest with them; only then they will help to spread the brands’ 

story (Wong An Kee & Yazdanifard, 2015). Banet-Weiser (2012) explained that contemporary 

brands are focused on building an authentic relationship with a consumer. This relationship is 

mostly based on the accumulation of emotions, memories, expectations, and personal 

narratives. Authenticity has become highly sought after instead of flashy advertising campaigns 

(Tyson 2016). Authenticity can be described as “a subjective evaluation of genuineness 

ascribed to a brand by consumers” (Napoli et al., 2014, p. 2). According to Lorenz (2019), 

Instagram used to be this “carefully staged, colour-corrected, glossy-looking aesthetic”. 

However, pictures caught in real-time pace, many times with lesser quality, are gaining 

popularity as people are looking for things that are real (Lorenz, 2019). Likewise, Zappavigna 

(2016) stated that pictures like such are perceived as more authentic and relatable. This trend 

is now fading out as people are looking for a more authentic experience that is easy to relate 

to, with unedited or unfiltered photos. Being authentic became a carefully calculated tool to 

market and is a commodity within the ‘commercial context of branding and advertising’ 

(Banet-Weiser, 2012). Authenticity is tied with the “coolness” of the brand. The term coolness 

is difficult to define; however, a lot of brands depend on it (Gurrieri, 2009; Pountain and Robins 

2000; Warren et al., 2019). Coolness is embedded in people's perception of the brand rather 

than the offering itself. Warren and Campbell’s (2014, p. 544) described coolness as “a 

subjective and dynamic, socially constructed positive trait attributed to cultural objects inferred 

to be appropriately autonomous”. The initial coolness of the brand can be reached by curating 

and building a specific brand identity. 

 

2.4.3 Visual Aesthetics 
Despite the strategic role of Instagram to build and strengthen the brand strategy and identity, 

the platform has become oversaturated and overloaded with various content. Therefore, 
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companies' content should be appealing to consumers' eyes and stand out with the visual 

information building on their unique brand identity (Horst and Duboff, 2015; Kusumasondjaja, 

2019). Companies tend to adopt a set of attention-getting techniques for self-presentation and 

strategic communication to build content and thus brand identity, among which visual 

aesthetics is the most important (Yang et al., 2021). Mumcu and Kimzan (2015) propounded 

that visual aesthetics is one of the most important elements that affect consumer perception of 

the brand in many ways. Visual aesthetics can be explained as the pictorial attractiveness that 

carries a clear and unique image in the form of pleasant aspects of an image or object. 

Kusumasondjaja (2019) suggested that visual aesthetics harmonises the balance between 

design elements like colour, shape, shade, form, texture or a tone, and concepts such as contrast, 

composition, balance, and proportion (Cai and Xu, 2011; Moshagen and Thielsch, 2010; 

Kusumasondjaja, 2019). Multiple researchers (e.g., Kumar et al., 2018; Kusumasondjaja, 2019; 

Pengnate and Sarathy, 2017) advocated that if an object’s design focuses mostly on exhibiting 

different features individually, creating a balanced composition or not, the risk of design failure 

is possible. It has been proven that visually appealing objects draw consumers’ motivations to 

interpret the visual object cognitively. Moreover, Bhandari et al., 2019 and Kusumasondjaja 

(2019) postulated that overall online interface aesthetics including social media is perceived by 

consumers in two distinctive ways; expressive and classical aesthetics. Expressive aesthetics 

alludes to the originality and creativity of the design and the visual image is more colourful, 

monochromic, complex, or asymmetric order. Meanwhile, classical aesthetics translates into 

symmetry, clarity, regularity, and orderliness in the arrangement of the design of a visual object 

(Bhandari et al., 2019; Kusumasondjaja, 2019). Furthermore, different, and outstanding design 

helps to distinguish the offering from the competitors and sparks a response as a specific 

psychological reaction connected to the brand (Mumcu & Kimzan 2015). 

 

2.5 Consumer-brand Identification  
Through branding, companies have a lot of power to change their consumers’ lifestyles, values, 

attitudes, and behaviour (Grubor & Milovanov, 2019). Consumers are in fact able to “express 

their interests, attitudes, preferences and overall personality through brands they use” (Grubor 

& Milovanov, 2019, p.80). Consumer-brand identification (CBI) explains how “the brand 

expresses and enhances the individual’s identity” (Papista, 2012, p.37). Simões Coelho et al. 

(2018) stated that CBI allows consumers to express their own values. Consumers who can 

identify themselves within a brand will have positive feelings such as improved self-esteem, 
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increased engagement (Papista, 2012) and being loyal (Simões Coelho et al., 2018). Thus, it is 

crucial that brands express the consumers’ self-identity (Papista, 2012). Consumers use 

different self-important values as a factor to evaluate brands and are in favour of the brands 

that are in alignment with their lifestyle as well as their own identity (Bhagwat et al., 2020. 

According to Manfredi-Sánchez (2019), incorporating socio-political issues, such as feminism 

and sustainability, within the brand identity provides value for the consumers.  

 

2.5.1 Women’s empowerment and Femvertising 
Brands have changed their marketing strategies to touch upon women’s emotions since women 

require that for their evaluation of the communicated message (Drake, 2017). Within 

marketing, the use of women’s empowerment and feminism has increased massively over the 

years (Drake 2017; Pérez & Gutiérrez, 2017). Femvertising is defined as “advertising that 

employs pro-female talent, messages, and imagery to empower women and girls” (Drake, 

2017, p.594). There are five pillars of femvertising. First, the use of diverse models in 

accordance with intersectionality. Second, pro-female messages. Third, going against gender-

norm stereotypes. Fourth. The downplayment of sexuality and fifth, authenticity portraying 

women (Pérez & Gutiérrez, 2017). The idea behind women’s empowerment is to inspire 

women to take charge of their identity as well as the choices they make, for instance, by buying 

a certain product (Drake, 2017).  

 

Emotions have been shown to improve the brand-consumer relationship and have an impact on 

consumer attitudes, behaviour, and engagement. Consumers who have emotional brand 

attachment are more likely to buy the product regardless of the price or promotion (Drake, 

2017). Women especially tend to receive the marketing that relays positive and inspirational 

messages, such as encouraging body positivity, love, and going against gender roles, in a 

positive light. Particularly, young women are clouded up on feminism and are sensitive to how 

companies portray their gender (Drake, 2017). Therefore, to avoid offensiveness, companies 

must create marketing that features images and messages that are accurate in depicting their 

target audience, encourage women’s self-esteem, build consumer relationships, and improve 

the perception of their offerings and brand (Drake 2017).  

Furthermore, marketing has over the years moved away from depicting women as domesticated 

in advertisements with empowered women that are confident and independent. In addition, 

more recent marketing has become more inclusive. The reason for more diversity and 
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inclusiveness within marketing is because the social demographics, values, as well as 

consumers’ expectations of marketing have changed. Consumers want to be able to relate to 

the marketing that they are faced with (Henderson & Williams, 2013). Hence, there is a need 

for intersectionality within marketing, meaning that all aspects of women's identity need to be 

included, by portraying differences in race, age, size and bodies (Pérez & Gutiérrez, 2017). 

Based on the social comparison theory, women tend to compare themselves more to ideals 

portrayed within the media. Instagram in particular has been criticised for being a detrimental 

social media platform for women aged between 18-29 years and has been proven to lead to 

self-objectification by comparing themselves to the ideal of women that is being portrayed on 

the platform (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016). 

 

2.5.3 Sustainability marketing 
Furthermore, sustainability has become a very important issue for companies within the past 

couple of years (Grubor & Milovanov, 2019), due to the increasing environmental problems 

(Loučanová et al., 2021). Consumers’ expectations of companies also changed (Kumar et al., 

2012), and consumers are now looking for more sustainable alternatives to purchase (Grubor 

& Milovanov, 2019; Loučanová et al., 2021).  Consumers are more likely to create stronger 

emotions and favour offerings that fulfil their expectations (Grubor & Milovanov, 2019). The 

changes in consumer expectations require companies to change their marketing strategy 

(Kumar et al., 2012) to encourage more sustainable practices by taking economic, 

environmental, and social dimensions into consideration (Baier et al., 2020; Kumar et al., 

2012), which is linked to the brand identity (Adigüzel, 2020; Grubor & Milovanov, 2019). By 

using sustainability within their branding, companies can improve their reputation, progress 

within new markets, and position themselves (Loučanová et al., 2021).  

 

The reasons for companies adopting sustainability within their marketing are financial gain, 

competitive advantages, societal contributions (Grubor & Milovanov, 2019), as well as 

enhancing the image of the company (Grubor & Milovanov, 2019). Sustainability marketing 

also allows companies to build better consumer relationships (Kumar et al., 2012). To be 

successful in their sustainability marketing, it must be unique. Companies must also be honest 

and position themself to inspire consumers by for instance, changing their production, products, 

design as well as packaging. As a result, consumers will feel satisfied by the sustainable image 

that is portrayed by the brand (Grubor & Milovanov, 2019). Consumers especially are attracted 
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to sustainable brands if they are able to identify with the brands’ values (Grubor & Milovanov, 

2019). Through the use of social media, companies can communicate their sustainability 

messages in an impactful manner to consumers (Testa et al., 2021). 

 

2.6 Conceptual Model 
The conceptual model is based upon the theoretical framework and depicts how this study 

aimed to explore how online women’s activewear companies use Instagram content marketing 

to express their brand identity and engage their followers (Figure 4). 

 
 

FIGURE 4 

Conceptual model  

 
Note. A conceptual model of theoretical framework, based on Kapferer (2012, p.158) and 

Waqas et al. (2022, p.233) 
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Due to this study striving to explore how online women’s activewear companies Instagram 

expressed their brand identity and engaged their Instagram followers through branded content 

a closer look of the companies’ Instagram-based brand community was necessary. The 

conceptual model consists of four key components. Firstly, the hexagon which represents 

Kapferers’s (2012) brand identity prism, which consists of the following six elements; 

physique, relationships, reflection, self-image, culture, and personality. The online women’s 

activewear companies’ brand identity is determined based on their brand position. The second 

key element is Instagram content marketing which represents how online women's activewear 

companies market themselves on Instagram to their community through branded content. The 

branded content expresses the online women’s activewear companies’ brand identities by 

sparking certain emotions, such as authenticity, relatability, and coolness, as well as also 

emotional appeals of self-identity, social bonding, utilitarian, humour, awe-inspiring, and 

discerning as described by (Waqas et al., 2021; Waqas et al., 2022).  The online women’s 

activewear companies' Instagram content marketing can awaken such emotions in Instagram 

followers by using socio-political issues which are of importance to the community’s members. 

Moreover, the branded content expresses the online women’s activewear companies’ brand 

identities through visual aesthetics. Lastly, Instagram content marketing includes co-creation 

with Instagram influencers to produce branded content for the followers. The third component 

represents what this study aims to explore and understand based on the lack of knowledge on 

how online women’s activewear companies express their brand identity to engage their 

followers in the form of a question mark. The question mark is connected to CBI as well as 

engagement because CBI is presumed to create engagement for the online women’s activewear 

companies. The last component of the conceptual model is the self-identity of female 

consumers. The women are community members of the Instagram-based brand community 

since they follow the online women's activewear companies´ Instagram business accounts. All 

the key components are interlinked to each other with dotted lines with the final aim to unravel 

the question mark. 
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3. Methodology 

 
This chapter presents the methodology this study used to fulfil the purpose of the study, which 

is to explore how online women's activewear companies express their brand identity through 

Instagram content marketing to engage their followers. First, the chapter presents the 

theoretical methodology and states the selected research philosophy and research approach. 

The empirical methodology of the study regarding both research strategy and research design 

is also presented. Second, the chapter explains how data was collected, analysed, and 

presented to answer the research question. Lastly, the chapter finishes with reflections on the 

study's trustworthiness and limitations. 

 
 

3.1 Research Philosophy 
Research philosophy is the way researchers collect data and analyse certain social phenomena 

by making ontological and epistemological assumptions (Bell et al., 2019). Ontology has the 

intention of determining what is being researched and seeks to understand a social reality 

through the use of theory. There are two types of ontological assumptions within business 

research, which are objectivism and constructionism (Bell et al., 2019). Objectivism is the 

ontological position where the social phenomenon is understood objectively, meaning that it is 

existing externally and independently from social actors (Bell et al., 2019; Saunders et al., 

2016). Hence, considering there to be a universal reality that social actors experience (Saunders 

et al., 2016). Constructionism is the ontological position, where social actors adhere human 

actions and meanings to the phenomena to understand it (Bell et al., 2019). Constructionism 

considers there to be multiple social realities, in which social actors, such as researchers, use 

language, perception, and conceptual categories to attach to the phenomena. Meaning that all 

social actors understand the realities in different ways. Social constructionism, in particular, 

views human interaction as creating the social reality (Saunders et al., 2016). According to Bell 

et al., (2019), categories such as masculinity or femininity are a social construction since it is 

built on human interaction. Thus, the ontology that was the most suitable for this study was 

social constructivism since the study needed to explore followers' feelings and opinions 

through their engagement with the branded content produced by online women’s activewear 

companies. Hence, the study needed to understand how companies engage Instagram brand 
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communities with certain emotional appeal and socio-political values, which are congruent 

with the followers’ self-identity.  

Furthermore, epistemology is considered the “theory of knowledge” and considers how social 

reality should be studied based on the researchers’ own understanding of the reality (Bell et al., 

2019). There are three primary types of epistemological positions within business research; 

positivism, realism, and interpretivism. Positivism is related to objectivism and uses natural 

sciences to study reality in an external manner by forming and testing hypotheses and testing 

them in relation to the data collection (Bell et al., 2019; Saunders et al., 2016). Realism is 

similar to positivism and uses both natural and social science to study an external reality that 

co-exists besides the social world. Interpretivism is where researchers subjectively interpret 

social actions to understand human behaviour within the social world and provide meaning by 

explaining “how” and “why” (Bell et al., 2019). Interpretivism uses social science and strives 

to expand the understanding of the social world (Saunders et al., 2016). The research 

philosophy that was suitable for the study was interpretivism since the behaviour of community 

members needed to be interpreted and analysed to answer the research question on how online 

women’s activewear companies engage their followers by using Instagram content marketing 

to express their brand identity.  

 

3.2 Research Approach 
Research approach describes the relation between theory and data (Bell et al., 2019; Saunders 

et al., 2016). There are three types of research approaches in business research; deductive, 

inductive, and abductive. The deductive approach collects data based on hypotheses formulated 

according to existing theory, in which revisions are made based on the empirical findings. The 

deductive approach is mostly applicable to quantitative research. The inductive approach is the 

opposite of the deductive approach and collects data before formulating a new theory. The 

inductive approach uses ground theory and tends to be used in qualitative research. Another 

approach that is mainly used within qualitative research is the abductive approach, which builds 

on the limitations of deduction and induction. Rather an abductive approach begins research 

with a puzzle of empirical phenomena that it intends to explain by providing more theory. The 

abductive approach works simultaneously between theory and empirical data from the social 

world to provide theory (Bell et al., 2019). The theory is adjusted, and the data collection is 

used to exploratively study phenomena by establishing themes within a conceptual framework 
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(Saunders et al., 2016). For this study, the abductive approach was the most appropriate since 

the purpose was to explore and provide more understanding of the phenomena of how online 

women’s activewear companies express their brand identity by using Instagram content 

marketing to engage their followers. To contribute to existing literature and narrow the research 

gap, and fulfil the research purpose, we worked back and forward with theories and empirical 

data.  

 

3.3 Research Strategy and Research Design  
The research strategy used to answer the research question can be either quantitative or 

qualitative (Saunders et al., 2019). Quantitative research is a strategy that is quantified to 

collect and analyse data on social reality and often uses a deductive approach and positivism. 

Qualitative research is the strategy in which words and images are used for data collection and 

analysis, where either an inductive or abductive approach and interpretivism and 

constructionism are used to study a social world (Bell et al., 2019; Saunders et al., 2019). The 

research strategy of this study was qualitative since the purpose was to explore how online 

women’s activewear companies expressed their brand identity by using Instagram content 

marketing to engage followers. Thus, the need to understand how the brand community 

engaged with the online women’s companies based on the way the brand identity was expressed 

in words and images on Instagram. An advantage of using qualitative research is that the 

methods are flexible (Bell et al., 2019). For this study, flexibility was optimal since the 

researchers needed to grasp how online brand communities and women were engaged in the 

expressed brand identity of online women’s activewear companies on Instagram. Qualitative 

research is advantageous in the way that it provides individuals’ perspectives. However, the 

disadvantages are that qualitative research can be subjective and be too reliant on the 

researchers’ opinions and that qualitative research can be difficult to replicate and generalise 

(Bell et al., 2019). Nevertheless, despite the critique of qualitative research, we deemed the 

strategy as the most suitable for the study, which required flexibility to study both words and 

images to fulfil the purpose of the study. 

 

Research design is the way data is collected and analysed to answer the research question 

(Saunders et al., 2019). The research design used within qualitative research is naturalism and 

intends to study situations that are natural in the social world (Bell et al., 2019). An 

ethnographic design studies a group’s social world by collecting data through social 
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observations (Saunders et al., 2019). Virtual ethnography uses the Internet to collect data on 

communities that exist online. In particular, within business research, netnography is used, 

which is a “marketing research method that investigates computer-mediated communications 

in connection with market-related topics” (Bell et al., 2019, p.422). Netnography requires 

researchers to study and observe how online worlds and communities interact, which can either 

be done through active participation or none at all. Moreover, feminist ethnography studies the 

context of women. Bell et al., (2019) stated that feminist qualitative research within the 

business field is necessary to understand the context of the social realities and how individuals' 

own social identities, such as gender and ethnicity, interplay. Hence, this study used a feminist 

netnography design to study women as a part of the Instagram-based brand communities and 

the branded content posted by the online women’s activewear companies. In addition, the 

research design used for this study was of an explorative and comparative nature, which was 

conducted through a multiple-case study. A study with an explorative design aims to provide 

more information on understudied phenomena by answering open questions that start with for 

example, “how” and describe it. The advantage of exploratory study design is that it provides 

the researchers with the flexibility (Saunders et al., 2019). Hence, this study opted for an 

explorative design to understand how online women’s activewear companies express their 

brand identity by using Instagram content marketing to engage their followers. Furthermore, a 

comparative design aims to understand social phenomena by cross-sectional comparison of 

different cases. A multiple-case allows the research on several cases, which can be 

organisations, individuals, and societies (Bell et al., 2019). Thus, by exploratively and flexibly 

comparing how online women’s active companies express their brand identity by using 

Instagram content marketing, this study aimed to provide more research to the existing gap in 

the literature by contributing with a company perspective.  

 
 

3.4 Case Presentation  
The fashion market is competitive and dynamic, and over the past couple of years, the industry 

has greatly evolved because of digitalization. Digital marketing strategies are increasingly 

being used within the industry, and many brands have been created as a result of the inception 

of e-commerce. Online fashion shopping has increased worldwide and will continue to do so. 

Hence, fashion companies always need to be up to date with trends and apply them within their 

marketing. Consumers select their clothes based on their individual values and style, and since 
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the fashion industry serves consumers of varying age ranges, there is a need for a diversified 

business and marketing strategy to fulfil consumers’ needs (Gazzola et al., 2020).  

 

The fashion industry mainly targets younger audiences, which are also the main users of social 

media (Wu Nelson et al., 2019). In particular, Instagram has been a crucial part of changing 

the existing fashion industry (Casaló et al., 2021). Into the bargain, the fashion industry has 

been heavily scrutinised for its lack of body diversity, featuring only thin models and digitally 

altering models to fit the ideal body. Moreover, the fashion industry has also been lacking in 

representing women of different ages, ethnicities (de Freitas, 2017), races, and disabilities 

(Webb et al., 2019). According to Webb et al. (2019), the ideal for the fashion industry has 

been overhauled by lean young white women, who are able-bodied, and this ideal is unrealistic 

for most women. Webb et al. (2019) stated that Instagram is contributing to mental health issues 

amongst young people who are users and coming across images that idealise a certain type of 

body. However, in different Instagram communities, different body types and ethnicities have 

also been included for example, in fashion, fitness, and health, which counters the traditional 

view of models (Webb et al., 2019). Furthermore, sustainability has become an important topic 

within the fashion industry, with consumers demanding more sustainable production of clothes 

(Gazzola et al., 2020; Grubor & Milovanov, 2019). Clothing production is known to be harmful 

to the environment, especially in fast fashion (Holtström et al., 2019).  Particularly, young 

consumers are willing to purchase apparel such as activewear that has been produced in a 

sustainable manner, even at higher prices. Consumers want companies to be transparent with 

them for example, about where the clothes have been manufactured and the material quality 

(Gazzola et al., 2020).  

 

Over the half-century, activewear has become trendy within the fashion industry. Activewear 

is used for various situations where the clothing must adhere to various physical activities or 

environments where it must, for example, help the body to stay clean, dry, and covered. The 

market for sports products has grown in alignment with health and active living trends (Akoglu 

& Özbek, 2021). Thus, activewear has become one of the fastest-growing businesses today 

with an epochal growth on social media. In the year 2019, the world was struck by an infectious 

disease called Coronavirus (COVID-19), sequencing into lockdowns, quarantines, various 

restrictions, disruptions in trade, and even changes in customer behaviour (Ciotti et al., 2020; 

Bringé, 2021). As a consequence, in 2020, engagement in in-home exercises significantly 

increased (Zhou et al., 2021), following the global mindfulness wellness movement (Facebook, 
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2020a; Facebook; 2020b). Ever since, activewear and particularly women's activewear apparel, 

has become a new trend promoted by various Instagram influencers and celebrities as a result 

of raising awareness for physical- and mental health (Zhou et al., 2021). With the growing 

interest in exercise, the demand for activewear increased as well. Despite the challenges in the 

retail industry due to the COVID-19 outbreak, activewear sellouts have surpassed the pre-

pandemic levels by 84% (Bringé, 2021). During the pandemic, customers have been shopping 

online and are still continuing to do so to this day (López et al., 2020). Consequently, moving 

into the age of normality, gyms and sports centres are reopening. Meaning that the demand for 

activewear will only increase (Bringé, 2021; Haaksluoto, 2020; Marci, 2022). The hobbies 

developed during the COVID-19 pandemic are developing into consumer habits, which brands 

must take into consideration in the future (Facebook, 2020a; Facebook; 2020b). 

 

The aesthetics of activewear have come to matter alongside its functionality and sustainability 

(Bielefeldt Bruun & Langkjær, 2016). Activewear has since the middle of the twentieth century 

become fashionable apparel worn for every day, also known as athleisure, as well as being used 

for physical exercise (Bielefeldt Bruun & Langkjær, 2016; Nam et al. (2017). According to 

Bielefeldt Bruun and Langkjær (2016), there are values connected to activewear in relation to 

its function attributes which for instance is mobility, comfort, and protection provided by the 

clothes, but also attributes that are of expressive nature related to the status, self-esteem, 

individualism and roles. Marci (2022) and Zhou et al. (2018), expressed that activewear, 

particularly women's activewear, is a very lucrative market that has led to many new brands 

entering the market on a global scale (Bringé, 2021). Although most focus tends to lie on men’s 

activewear, women’s activewear is a global market segment that has been dominating the 

global market and is thus predicted to grow in the upcoming years (Marci, 2022; Zhou et al., 

2018). The existing brands on the market, such as Under Armour, that previously have focused 

on garments exclusively for men have shifted their focus to women’s apparel (Zhou et al., 

2018). As a matter of fact, women look at the brand name when purchasing activewear, as well 

as the design to match the current fashion trend or lifestyle (Bringé, 2021). Hence, activewear 

companies need to use both visual and verbal content to communicate their brand (Akoglu & 

Özbek, 2021).  
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3.4.1 Sampling of Online Women’s Activewear Companies 

Castillo-Abdul et al. (2022), stated that further studies should research fashion brands' 

marketing ways of communication and their strategies on Instagram. According to Testa et al. 

(2021), there are opportunities to explore consumer engagement on Instagram and clarify the 

optimal practices that should be used within fashion brand marketing. Moreover, Testa et al., 

(2021) stated that research could explore brands within particular fashion industry sectors. The 

research is of importance since consumers’ preferences as well as and the technology is always 

evolving (Testa et al., 2021). Casaló et al. (2021) stated that future research could compare the 

creative visuals of fashion brands’ Instagram accounts targeted toward women and that age 

could be taken into consideration to study what positive emotions are evoked. Zhou et al. 

(2018) stated that there exists a gap in research on how activewear brands should meet women’s 

consumer's needs and that is “this gap limits the industry’s ability to effectively market to and 

cater for the activewear consumption needs of females” (p. 11). In addition to that, future 

research could look into how conscious female activewear consumers strive for a healthy 

lifestyle and body image in relation to what is portrayed by brands' use of models through self-

congruence (Zhou et al., 20,18). Hence, the activewear industry was selected as a case for our 

study to fill the gap in the existing literature.  

Furthermore, a critical case sampling approach was used to determine which online women’s 

activewear companies should be selected for the multiple-case study. Critical case sampling 

allows researchers to sample cases that are in line with the studied phenomena (Bell et al., 

2019). In total, six criteria were set for the online women's activewear companies to be included 

in this explorative study. Firstly, the main criteria set was that the activewear companies had 

an Instagram business account that only targeted women since we wanted to be able to collect 

as much data as possible compared to what would have been able to on a mixed-gender 

Instagram account. Secondly, the brand account needed to have a minimum of 500 000 

followers on Instagram. The reason behind that is more research is needed on larger online 

brand communities (Brodie et al., 2013). In addition, larger companies with many consumers 

are powerful in influencing their lifestyles, values, attitudes, and behaviour (Grubor & 

Milovanov, 2019). Thirdly, the company was incepted no later than 2010, which is the year 

when Instagram was founded (Mahmoud et al., 2021), since we believed this business started 

more in the 2010s and 2020s would have a different marketing strategy compared to more 

traditional activewear companies such as Adidas and Nike. The fourth criterion was that the 

women’s activewear company sold primarily online, in other words a lack of physical stores, 
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which we believe pushes online women’s activewear companies to be more active on Instagram 

and create different content since it allows for direct interaction with consumers. The fifth 

criterion was that the online women’s activewear companies engaged in trendy but also 

conscious marketing thus creating a unique tone of voice for their brand since it has been 

proven to be of importance for female consumers (Gazzola et al., 2020). Lastly, the online 

women’s activewear companies needed to operate internationally, creating content and selling 

apparel to Instagram followers from various countries. 

By thorough desk research, a list complaining over 70 activewear companies targeting women 

was created, which at first were considered as brands of interest. Later, filtration of the above-

mentioned criteria was conducted. Resulting in five of the most viable online women's 

activewear companies: Bombshell activewear, Girlfriend Collective, GymShark, Spiritual 

Gangster, and Women's Best. Ergo, these eight brands were selected based on their well-

suitedness and match for the research purpose of this explorative study.  

 

3.4.2 Case Companies 
Bombshell Sportswear is an American luxury brand that sells premium sportswear for women, 

emphasising qualitative fabrics. Bombshell Sportswear was founded in 2014 by Dominique 

Zimmermann (Rocket Reach, n.d.).The company has the mission to produce sportswear that is 

innovative and trendy that can be used for fitness and the everyday lives of women. 

Zimmermann stated that the company aims to empower women to be “healthy, fearless, and 

feminine” and dare to stand out (Nelson, 2014). (Bombshell Sportswear, n.d.). Bombshell 

Sportswear also aims to create clothing that uplifts women’s moods. Bombshell Sportswear 

has about 839 thousand followers on Instagram (Instagram, n.d.). 

 
Girlfriend Collective is a sustainable company set to turn fishing nets and plastic into trendy, 

multi-colored activewear. The founder of Girlfriend Collective is Ellie Dinh, who saw the 

opportunity to create women's activewear that is ethical. The company’s factory practices are 

designed to minimise environmental impact. Girlfriend Collective has factories in Japan, 

Taiwan, and Vietnam designed to minimise the environmental impact of zero-waste emissions 

(Girlfriend Collective, n.d.). The company, with its origin in Canada and operating 

internationally, believes in health and wellness but also in diversity and inclusivity as women 

come “in many shapes and sizes”. Girlfriend Collective takes pride in their transparency, taking 
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care of their employees but also people who make the clothes themselves white, thinking of 

the planet (Girlfriend Collective, n.d.). The company operates internationally, with its main 

marketing based around Instagram, followed by 555 thousand followers (Instagram, n.d.). 

 

Gymshark is an activewear manufacturer founded by Ben Francis in 2012 in Birmingham, UK. 

The company strives to unite a community that enjoys movement. The apparel was initially 

aimed towards men but ended up with more than two-thirds of their sales to women customers. 

Gymshark operates in 230 countries and 900 employees across international but also home 

offices (Gymshark, n.d.). Their presence on social media is highly significant with over 18 

million followers including with @gymsharkwomen being 3.2 million (Gymshark,n.d; 

Instagram,n.d.). 

 
Spiritual Gangster is inspired by yogis, athletes, artists, and musicians all around the world 

striving to inspire with kindness, connectedness, positivity, and generosity with the goal for 

“all beings everywhere to be happy and free”. Founders Vanessa Lee and Ian Lopatin who are 

based in the USA, aim to create collections encouraging consciousness and the high vibrational 

practices. The company was created in 2011 and ever since has used social media heavily to 

communicate their message and market their products (Spiritual Gangster, n.d.). Their 

Instagram account currently has 798 thousand followers (Instagram, n.d.). Every item that is 

sold on their site Spiritualgangster.com a donation is provided for a meal to a person in need 

through its partnership with Feeding America. They were able to donate more than 15 million 

meals to date, impacting the fight against hunger and not stopping (Spiritual Gangster, n.d.). 

 
Women’s Best was founded in 2015 (Women’s Best, n.d.), by Lukas Kurzmann, David 

Kurzmann, and Thomas Mark (Heitner, 2018). Women’s Best sells sportswear as well as 

nutrition and energy drinks. Women’s Best is an Austrian premium sportswear brand that is 

available in 150 countries (Facebook, n.d.). However, Women's Best considers themselves as 

“more than just a brand”, with the vision of inspiring and empowering women all around the 

world to become the best they can be. Their mission is also to create a community for women 

who are strong and uplifting. On Instagram the company has managed to gain 3,2 million 

followers on Instagram (Instagram, n.d). The brand stands for inclusivity of all women in their 

community, regardless of, for instance, their body type, age, or physical ability. Moreover, 
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Women’s best also stands for social commitment, where the company takes responsibility for 

various societal causes by raising awareness or donating (Women’s Best, n.d.).  

 

TABLE 1 
List of Case Companies  

Case company Instagram handle Instagram follower count 

Bombshell Sportswear @bombshellsportswear 839 000  

Girlfriend Collective @girlfriend 555 000 

Gymshark Women @gymsharkwomen 3 200 000 

Spiritual Gangster @spiritualgangster 798 000 

Women’s Best @womensbest 3 200 000 

 

3.5 Data Collection  
Data can be categorised into primary and secondary data, in which secondary data is collected 

by other researchers (Bell et al., 2019). This qualitative study collected primary data through 

interviews and content analysis of online women’s activewear companies’ Instagram. The 

study also collected secondary data from scientific articles, corporate websites, and news 

articles, providing theoretical knowledge on the studied phenomena as well as corporate 

information on the five selected online women’s activewear companies. 

 

3.5.1 Interviews 
Qualitative interviews were held to gain a broad understanding of Instagram content marketing 

as well as the fashion and activewear industry from expert informants. According to Bell et al., 

(2019, an advantage of qualitative interviews is that it allows the researchers to gain detailed 

and rich answers on a specific area. Most interviews are conducted face-to-face. However, non-

face-to-face interviews can also be conducted asynchronously in typed format through for 

example email or in person through various software that allow audio or video calls, thus being 

synchronous. An advantage of typed online interviews is that it allows the interviewee to 

answer in a thoughtful and detailed manner (Bell et al., 2019). Hence, we considered the typed 

online interviews as a possibility to collect further useful in-depth data. Moreover, an advantage 

of online personal interviews is that it provides flexibility and saves time for the researcher and 

interviewer since no travels have to be made to a certain geographical destination, which 
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increases participation in the interviews. However, a disadvantage with online personal 

interviews is that technical difficulties can interrupt the interviews as well as interviewees can 

get distracted or disturbed by their surrounding environment (Bell et al., 2019).  

 

Ideally, all interviews would have been conducted face-to-face; however, due to the 

interviewees being in different geographical places in and outside of Sweden, online interviews 

were considered as the most optimal for collecting empirical data for this study. For the online 

personal interviews, Microsoft Teams and Zoom were used, which are two video 

communication platforms (Microsoft, n.d.; Zoom, n.d).  In our email/message we asked the 

informants which format of online interviews they would be willing to partake in. Microsoft 

Teams and Zoom were selected since they are free and provide the possibility to record audio 

and video. Thus, since we were able to record the interviews, we could be fully present at the 

moment and not rely on our written notes.  

 

Five online women’s activewear companies, which were considered of interest for this study, 

were contacted on the 24th of April, 2022 with the intention of collecting valuable primary data 

on their Instagram marketing communication. All online women’s activewear companies were 

initially contacted via corporate email or email option through their website. In addition, some 

of the companies were contacted through Facebook, Instagram, as well as a few of their 

employees on Linkedin. The content of the email/message was structured exclusively to each 

brand, where the purpose, value as well contribution of the study was explained (Appendix 6). 

Moreover, the email/message was inviting the online women’s activewear company or 

employee to participate in a short informative qualitative interview. All of the companies were 

contacted, with the goal of a minimum of three brands set to be interviewed, researched, and 

compared to get a viable answer for our research question. However, because of the lack of 

responses, we initiated contact with other relevant individuals, which we believed would 

provide pertinent empirical data that would assist with answering the research question.  

Consequently, we contacted several other individuals with expert knowledge of the marketing- 

or fashion industry. Three acquaintances within the marketing industry were contacted as well 

as two fashion lecturers within a sustainable fashion which were contacted via email. The 

reason for selecting this sample of five informants was because they were obtainable within 

the limited time frame of this master’s thesis. This can be considered a purposive convenience 

sample according to Saunders et al., (2009). In total, five interviews were conducted between 
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the 13th and 20th of May, 2022, with five females that worked in marketing and the fashion 

industry (Table 2).  

 

TABLE 2 

List of Interviewees 

Interview Nickname Role Number of 

transcribed pages 

May 13, 2022 

20 min 

Online personal 

interview 

A Content creator, fashion 

journalist, and lecturer within 

sustainable fashion. 

4 pages 

May 16, 2022 

18 min 

Online personal 

interview 

B Self-employed, lecturer, and 

course leader within 

sustainable fashion. 

4,5 pages 

May 16, 2022 

Online email 

interview 

C Content marketer 1,5 pages 

May 18, 2022 

Online email 

interview 

D  Content Marketer  3 pages 

May 20, 2022 

Online email 

interview 

E Digital Marketing Specialist 1 page 

 

We created three interview guides. All of the questions within the interview guide were created 

with a certain purpose in mind to answer the stated research question.  The interview guides 

were structured according to the different elements of the conceptual model. The questions 

were also open, which allowed the interviewees to discuss in a free manner on the different 

topics of the interview guide. The first interview guide emphasised marketing in general, which 

was created for one content marketer and one digital marketing specialist (Appendix 1). The 
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second interview guide was more specific and focused on online women’s activewear 

companies and Instagram content marketing (Appendix 2). This interview guide was created 

in English and translated in Swedish (Appendix 3) and created for another content marketer. 

These three interviews were then collected in written format, where the interviewees were sent 

the interview questions via email and responded by writing their thoughts on opinions. Lastly, 

a third semi-structured interview guide was created in English (Appendix 4) and translated into 

Swedish (Appendix 5), which was dedicated to two fashion knowledgeable informants which 

we had online personal interviews with. Semi-structured qualitative interviews are commonly 

used within feminist research, where women interview other women to gain an understanding 

of their perspective (Bell et al., 2019). The reason for conducting three of the interviews in 

Swedish since it was the informant's native language, which would decrease the risk of 

interviewees’ misinterpreting of the interview question. In addition, for both of the online 

personal interviews, the interviewer started off by welcoming the interviewee and presenting 

the agenda for the interview. Then the interviewer asked for permission to record the interview. 

Lastly, the interviewee was encouraged to express themselves freely. A semi-structured 

interview guide ensures that certain topics are discussed during the interview, as well as 

provides flexibility and opportunities for the researcher to ask additional questions that are not 

included in the interview guide (Bell et al., 2019). Hence, the interviewer also asked follow up 

or probing questions to collect more data from the two online interviews. The interviews 

provided us with a great amount of data, which was useful in answering the research question. 

 

3.5.2 Content Analysis  

A content analysis codes and assorts the collected qualitative data, such as images and text into 

quantifiable categories, in which researchers then analyse it in an objective manner. (Bell et 

al., 2019; Saunders et al., 2016). However, content analysis can be disadvantageous since they 

require some interpretation of the coder and researcher. An advantage of content analysis is 

that it provides replicability and flexibility. Another advantage of content analysis is that it 

allows researchers to gain data on social groups that are not easily accessible (Bell et al., 2019). 

Thus, the method was considered suitable for this study despite the disadvantage, since it 

required data on the Instagram-based brand communities of the five online women’s 

activewear companies who were located graphically all over the world. Since the followers 

were only accessible online the study used a semiotic and netnographic content analysis to 

analyse the visual aesthetics of the online women’s activewear companies branded content on 



Laubertova & Mekuriaw 
 

 

 
45 

Instagram as well as to analyse the consumer engagement in terms of comments the community 

left on the Instagram posts. The content analysis of the online women’s activewear companies 

was considered the primary source of data collection for this study. The empirical data from 

the content analysis was then supported by the five qualitative interviews which were 

conducted. 

 
To collect data the researchers conducted a content analysis of five online women’s activewear 

companies’ Instagram business accounts. The Instagram content that was included in the 

content analysis was posted from the 11th of March, 2020 to the 11th of March, 2022.  The 

date of March 11, 2020 was when the World Health Organisation declared COVID-19 as a 

pandemic (BBC, 2020; Ducharme, 2020). The date was chosen since it was shown that 

consumer interest in online activewear shopping and a healthy lifestyle rapidly increased 

during the pandemic of COVID-19 (e.g. Bringé, 2021; Facebook, 2020a; Facebook, 2020b; 

López et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2021). Therefore, it was expected that online women’s 

activewear posted heavily and had the opportunity to express their brand identity more 

intensely to flatter their followers. Meaning, that kind of branded content is of interest with the 

potential for fruitful and diverse content analysis. 

 

The Instagram content analysis included images, videos, reels, carousels, and captions posted 

by the five online women’s activewear as well as comments and likes from the followers to 

identify the follower's reactions to posted branded content. Moreover, the branded content was 

then researched according to identified fashion trends, key-conscious trends, as well as internet 

trends adopted by the online women’s activewear companies to express their brand identities. 

The study had the intention of exploring negative or positive consumer responses towards the 

Instagram posts to identify what created consumer engagement. For each online women’s 

activewear company 30 posts were collected, 10 for each year, meaning that in total 150 posts 

were part of the content analysis. The number of posts that were initially gathered was sufficient 

as the saturation point for the content analysis since we came across repetitive content for each 

year and for each online women’s activewear company. A saturation point is considered as the 

point where no brand-new data emerges (Bowen, 2008).  
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3.6 Data Analysis  
The primary empirical data that was collected for this explorative qualitative study was from 

the interviews and content analysis. Qualitative data can be analysed in the following order. 

First, the collected qualitative data needs to be sorted. Second, the data needs to be reduced and 

compressed into categories. Lastly, the data needs to be augmented for (Rennstam & 

Wästerfors, 2018). The first step for the data collected from the five interviews was to 

transcribe the recordings. Qualitative interviews should be recorded and transcribed to ensure 

thorough analysis of what the interviewees have stated, this provides more trustworthiness to 

the study since it excludes any subjective opinions from researchers (Bell et al., 2019). This is 

also supported by Denscombe (2016), who stated that recordings are necessary to understand 

what the interviewees answered. The interviews that were conducted in Swedish were also 

translated into English. During the transcription process, we were able to gain a better 

comprehension of the interview data. Moreover, for the content analysis we sorted the collected 

data into a Google Spreadsheet, which consisted of five spreadsheets, with data on each online 

women’s activewear company (Appendix 7, which explains how the coded data was presented 

(Bell et al., 2019). 

 

For the second step of categorising the data we used a thematic analysis, which grants the 

researchers to organise the collected data into specific and detailed patterns (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). The interview data was colour coded based on the following eight themes: activewear, 

branding, content, diversity and inclusion, emotions, marketing, sustainability, and visual 

aesthetics. Moreover, by creating a coding manual we ensured that the data was analysed in a 

manner that was consistent, which is crucial according to Bell et al., (2019). A coding manual 

explains how the content analysis should be coded (Bell et al., 2019). The content analysis was 

coded according to the main categories; type of post, marketing message, and visual aesthetics 

(Table 3). In addition, several subcategories were created for the category of marketing 

messages which were more specific in terms of what the online women's activewear companies 

expressed through their Instagram content marketing.  
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TABLE 3 

Content Analysis Coding Manual 

Type of Post Marketing message Sub-categories Visual aesthetics 

Picture/Video Authenticity   

 Coolness   

 Diversity and 

Inclusion 

● Body types 

● Ethnicity 

● Disabilities  

● Religion 

 

 Emotional appeal ● Awe-inspiring 

● Discerning 

● Humour  

● Self-identity 

● Social bonding 

● Utilitarian 

● Colourful 

● Contrast posting 

● Monochrome 

● Neutral/earthy 

tones 

● Product 

focused/not 

product focused 

(in action) 

 Fashion trends ● Activewear  

 Health and Fitness ● Body 

● Mental health 

 

 Internet trends  ● Meme 

● Quotes 

 

 Relatability   

 Socio-political issue ● Movements 

● LGBTQ 

● Sustainability 

 

 

 Women’s 

empowerment 

● Femvertising 

● Girly 
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For the content analysis a semiotic and netnographic analysis was used. A semiotic content 

analysis studies signs and what effects it has on consumers (Bell et al., 2019). Semiotic analysis 

is focused on what messages are communicated through signs, such as words or pictures. 

Semiotic analysis allows researchers to gain an understanding of social actions and 

organisational cultures, such how consumers interpret the communicated marketing and 

marketing (Bell et al., 2019). According to Kucuk (2015) the Peircean semiotic perspective 

analysis is semiotic such as the relationship between logo, brand identity, slogans and other 

signs in marketing that can influence the consumer communication. Thus, we studied the 

semiotics of both pictures and videos to explore how the online women’s activewear companies 

expressed their brand identity through Instagram content marketing based on the Peirccean 

semiotic perspective, which studied signs in a wide social and cultural context (Kucuk, 2015). 

Semiotic analysis also studies how individuals discuss the different emotions based on the 

different contexts (Van Leeuwen, 2005). Moreover, a netnographic analysis consists of both 

descriptive and sentiment analysis. Instagram provides data on content posts as well as 

followers, such as their likes and comments. Thus, a netnographic analysis was conducted on 

the online women’ activewear companies likes and comment section, in which their followers 

left their thoughts and opinions on branded content on Instagram (Bolat & O’Sullivan, 2017). 

This allowed us to analyse consumer engagement on the five online women’s activewear 

companies. Lastly, for the final step we argue for the collected empirical data in chapter four 

and five where the findings are presented, analysed, and discussed alongside theoretical data, 

which was gathered during the research process.  

 

 

3.7 Trustworthiness  
According to Bell et al. (2019), the trustworthiness of qualitative research can be determined 

by four criteria. Credibility determines how accurately the researchers have described the social 

world by using ethical practices as well as requires the participants to accept the description 

through respondent validation or triangulation. By using triangulation, which is the cross-

checking of empirical findings in relation to previous research (Bell et al., 2019). We used 

triangulation to ensure the credibility within this study, by cross-checking the empirical 

findings from the content analysis and interviews with the theoretical framework in chapter 

five. Transferability determines how transferable the research is to other social contexts, based 

on the researchers’ description of the studied social world. Although qualitative studies are 
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often unique since they are study individuals, transferability can be increased by providing 

elaborate descriptions (Bell et al., 2019). We ensured transferability within the study by giving 

a detailed description of how the data was collected through the content analysis and 

interviews. Dependability entails that all parts of the research process are saved for peers to 

access and audit (Bell et al., 2019). We saved our notes and interview transcripts on our 

computers. In addition, the data collected from the content analysis is accessible on the five 

online women’s Instagram business accounts. Confirmability ensures that researchers have 

now shown subjectivity to change the direction of the study and acted ethically within the 

process (Bell et al., 2019). We have ensured confirmability within our study by analysing the 

collected data in an objective manner. 

 

3.8 Limitations 
However, there are some limitations within this study which influence its trustworthiness. 

Firstly, regarding the case selection of online women’s activewear companies the study has 

only researched and explored the brand identity of five women’s’ activewear companies based 

on the six criteria. However, there might have been more suitable online women’s activewear 

companies to compare to each other, which for example were closer in follower count, to 

closely compare engagement rates. Secondly, there were some implications due to interviews 

being held online. During one of the online personal interviews technical difficulties occurred 

which made it more difficult to hold the interview. In addition, since three of the interviews 

were conducted in Swedish and translated into English there could have been room for 

mistranslation and misinterpretation. Thirdly, the written interviews did not provide as rich and 

detailed data compared to if they had been held as online person interviews. Online person 

interviews had been more optimal to clarify any misunderstandings or questions that the 

interviewee might have as well as provided the researchers with opportunity to ask additional 

questions to collect more data. Lastly, another purposive sampling approach for interviewees 

could have been applied to ensure more trustworthiness and provided the study with more 

accurate data by interviewing relevant employees from the case companies, thus providing 

answers specifically on how the online women's activewear companies market and brand 

themselves on Instagram 
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4. Findings and Analysis 

 
This chapter presents and analyses the empirical findings from the five conducted qualitative 

interviews as well as the content analysis of the five online women’s activewear companies’ 

Instagram. Moreover, a brand identity prism is applied for each company to further analyse, 

visualize, and understand their unique brand identity. Enabling to recognize brand identity 

categories within their Instagram content, whether they express it and how. Analysing 

differences and commonalities in between portraying their specific brand identity and USP. 

Recognising negative and positive impact by engagement and the feedback of their followers. 

Lastly, the chapter presents a comparison of the five online women’s activewear companies’ 

Instagram and their content marketing strategies to create consumer engagement. 

 

 
From the interviewees that were knowledgeable about the fashion industry, it was discovered 

that due to the COVID-19 pandemic consumer behaviour has changed showing an increase in 

the shopping for activewear online. It has become more important for companies to produce 

comfortable and fashionable clothing that can be used in everyday life but also for fitness. The 

two fashion knowledgeable interviewees stated the following; 

 

Generally, activewear fashion is a trend in itself. 

- Interviewee A 

 

I am thinking there are other types of garments that are being sold. Over the time 

it has been more everyday clothes and then the way we are consuming has changed 

to the digital [...]. 

 - Interviewee B 
 
 

4.1 Bombshell Sportswear Content Analysis 

Bombshell Sportswear has a highly followed Instagram page basing its marketing content on 

picture-perfect, fit, and many times photoshopped influencers and models posing in colourful 

activewear. Their Instagram feed consists of high-resolution pictures with colour contrasting 

as well as colourful monochrome content. The company takes pride in a uniform theme 
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throughout their Instagram. From the content analysis it was found that Bombshell Sportswear 

posts primarily pictures that are product-related, thus using a utilitarian emotional appeal to 

engage their community of followers on Instagram. Bombshell Sportswear uses Instagram 

mainly to showcase their different products in a manner that is almost visually aesthetically 

standardised, creating a lesser variety in the branded content posted. Despite the lack of 

variation in Bombshell Sportswear’s branded content, it was found that the community keeps 

engaging with this type of posts. The branded content that is posed features different models 

in almost identical poses in front of a white background. The only difference between the 

pictures is that the colour of the activewear changes (Instagram Post 1).  

 

Instagram Post 1 

Product related and utilitarian (211) 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.a) 

 

 
1 Note. The number represents the coding of the post in the content analysis coding schedule. 
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The branded content on Bombshell Sportswear’s Instagram page that does not follow the 

setting of a white studio background and product-focused posts, tends to create lower 

engagement (Instagram post 2). Bombshell Sportswear does post some variations in content 

where product images are shot in different background settings or workout videos. This type 

of content allows the online women’s activewear company to use additional emotions in the 

caption of the post to connect with their community such as coolness, humour, and awe-

inspiring (Instagram post 3). The visual aesthetics of the content are a combination of colourful, 

neutral, and earthy tones, where the product is the main focus. The community members 

responded positively in the comments to the activewear shown in the branded content. In the 

comments, it was found that community members suggested what products they think should 

be restocked or added to the selection, but some also commented on how good the models 

looked in the products: 

 

Instagram post 2       Instagram post 3 

Product related and utilitarian (8)  Travel related, cool and awe-inspiring (28) 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.a) 
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Love your sportswear 
❤🔥

   

@alexa_lafleur  

 

This model is perfect🔥    

@cburl_5683 

 

HOW CUTE!! I NEED THESE SETS! 

@fitlouser 

 

She is so beautiful!!  

@saraawilhelm 

 

Furthermore, a trend that is visible in the fashion- and activewear industry is diversity and 

inclusion. The two fashion knowledgeable interviewees also agreed that companies need to be 

more inclusive in their marketing by including a diverse group of women in their content. For 

example, through models that are of varying personalities, backgrounds, body sizes, and who 

are strong. Bombshell Sportswear primarily has been using influencers to model their 

activewear, who are also tagged in each post. The online women’s activewear company is 

somewhat inclusive in their content in terms of ethnicities, but not age since only young models 

are posed on the Instagram account. The majority of women that Bombshell Sportswear 

includes in their pictures and videos are of the same body type, which are slim but at the same 

time curvy women that are today considered an “ideal-body” type. (Instagram post 4). Thus, 

seeing women contradicting the “ideal-body” type is scarce (Instagram post 5). In addition, the 

women wear heavier make up and seem to be very retouched to exclude any form of 

imperfection. However, according to interviewee A, online women’s activewear companies’ 

branded content should consist of pictures or videos that showcase women that are less 

retouched. Her statement was also supported by multiple comments left by many of Bombshell 

Sportswear’s community members who stated that they wanted to see more real women of 

different shapes and sizes. Contradicting the previously mentioned comments that were pleased 

to see “picture perfect women”. Many of the followers’ indicated a strong preference for 

inclusive branded content that would help with the initial decision to purchase the activewear 

if being able to identify with the pictures or videos as seen by the comments below: 
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Instagram post 4     Instagram post 5  

Women’s empowerment and awe-inspiring post (26)  Product related and inclusive (29) 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.a) 

 

Finally someone who’s not a stick. All ur models have the “perfect” body, of course 

ur clothes are going to look good on THEM. What about normal bodies? I bet u if 

I order something from you, I won’t look like the ladies on your Instagram.  

@83teardrop83 

 

Nice to see REAL women modelling. 

👊

  

@sassygirl832 

 

I’ve always wanted the one-piece since it came out but never saw body 

representation so didn’t think I’d look good in it. But now seeing more ladies in it, 

I’m tempted to buy it! Keep showing this diversity please!!  

@huny_bae 
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🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥
 10/10 love your inclusivity  

@mermaidfitnessbyariel 

 

In addition, since the primary focus for Bombshell Sportswear is their products, the online 

women's activewear company does not typically address socio-political issues. Moreover, 

Bombshell's Sportswear’s post on Black Lives Matter (BLM) seemed out of the blue for the 

community and caused severe backlash where their followers did not see the connection 

between the movement and the online women’s activewear company (Instagram post 6). Their 

socio-political branded content did not create a discerning emotional appeal among their 

community members, causing less consumer engagement on the post. Based on followers' 

comments, it was found that the lack of authenticity caused followers to respond negatively to 

the post: 

 

Instagram post 6 

Socio-political issues (BLM) and non-discerning post (31) 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.a) 

 
Was going to order from here until I seen you guys jumped on the bandwagon. 

✌

  

           @jess__lovee 
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What is bombshell doing in terms of diversity, inclusion, and equity at their 

company? 💓             

@lucysugar 

 

You guys need more black athletes on your page 😩😩😩😩     

@aexplosive 

 

@bombshellsportswear Great! Hopefully going forward you will feature more 

diversity in your selection of models. 

@veila1 
 

The findings on Bombshell Sportswear’s brand identity and how they express it on Instagram 

through their Instagram branded content and engage their community are summarised in Figure 

5. 
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FIGURE 5 

Brand Identity of Bombshell Sportswear expressed in Instagram branded content 

 
Note. Based on Kapferer (2012) 
 

 

4.2 Gymshark Content Analysis 

Gymshark runs multiple Instagram accounts that count towards the overall success that the 

company is experiencing. Besides their main account @gymshark, their online presence is 

strong, especially on their @gymsharkwomen account. The analysed branded content revealed 

that the online women’s activewear company uses a colour coordinated theme for each couple 

of rows following the colour that is relevant for the current season of the year, but also colour 

that is being considered trendy at the time. It was observed that in the year 2020 the main colour 

palette used in the content was light blue and light pink. In the year 2021, the main colour used 

throughout the posts was brown and pastel yellow. Lastly, in the year 2022 the theme is being 
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based around green and purple. The pictures and videos posted by Gymshark Women are 

mostly in high resolution but also lower quality consumers’ selfies playing into their 

monochrome visual aesthetics with neutral colours contrasted with the occasional pop of colour 

showing off their newly released apparel. Therefore, the Instagram business account does not 

portray a specific theme other than the selected colour palette for that year. In addition, the 

account mixes professional photos taken in the studio with selfies, and videos portraying the 

model in action that show off the activewear’s versatility. According to interviewee B, it is 

important to have visual aesthetics that shows the activewear used in action to engage female 

consumers on Instagram, and not only focus on the model that is wearing the clothes. The 

fashion knowledge interviewees stated that positive emotions that need to be awakened in the 

branded content needs to be happiness, energy, lust, encouragement, and motivation the to 

sport. Thus, it can be stated that the content is quite diverse, showing various people in different 

situations and locations. Gymshark Women’s branded content is based mostly on influencers 

but also models and regular customers, who are enjoying their product or them working as an 

affiliate ambassador (Instagram post 7). 

 

Instagram post 7 

Influencer marketing (6) 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.c) 

 

The online women’s activewear company shared substantially more videos/Reels in the year 

of 2022 compared to 2020 and the beginning of the year 2021. The marketing knowledgeable 
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interviewees considered Carousels, Reels, and Videos to create the most consumer 

engagement. By looking at consumer engagement companies can determine which content 

does well and what does not according to interviewee D. Furthermore, to be engaging the 

female community on Instagram the content needs to be interactive and inviting. For example, 

interviewee D stated that questions are a way for companies to create high engagement, as well 

as the most important consumer engagement for Instagram is likes and comments. Interviewee 

C stated that depending on the company’s culture and product different consumer engagement 

can be of more importance. According to the three of the interviewees, online women’s 

activewear companies can create high engagement is as follows; 

 

Right now the trends are very personal and a lot of clips/videos that engage 

followers. Instagram wants to continue being at the top and therefore they are 

taking after TikTok, which has now exploded and become a super platform through 

their videos and clips. So in the current situation, there are a lot of clips /videos. 

- Interviewee D 

 

Carousel posts since they are much more informative than a single image. Also, 

reels and Insta stories because they are quickly and easily consumed.   

- Interviewee C 

 

I think that is when you are engaging the followers themselves, when they are 

allowed to participate and do something, say their opinion on something, be a part 

of a competition, send in pictures of themselves. User-generated content I think.  

- Interviewee A  

 

Furthermore, interviews revealed that women’s empowerment is trendy for activewear 

companies to use within their marketing. The most recognized messages used in the reviewed 

posts were women's empowerment directly connected to body positivity and women’s 

motivational quotes that are also driving the highest engagement on their Instagram page 

(Instagram post 8; Instagram post 9). 
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Instagram post 8    Instagram post 9 

Women’s empowerment, self-identity and relatability (14 & 21) 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.c) 

 

Categories that also generate a lot of engagement in the form of likes and comments for 

Gymshark Women are promoting health and fitness, internet trends, and fashion trends. To 

create content that is considered as cool, companies should know the trends within the industry, 

and this would allow them to reach their target audience better. In addition, posting branded 

content that is relatable to the target audience is crucial for online women’s activewear 

companies’ success in creative engagement. According to interviewee E, relatability can be 

shown in content by connecting with the target audience’s pain and pleasure points. The two 

content marketers are quoted as presented below; 

 

Yes, or it is important that the company follows its target group and sees what the 

target group perceives as "cool" in order to be able to attract more people. And in 

today's society trends are important as we humans tend to follow the herd. Then I 

think you should always try to stand out a little and not become a company that is 

one in the crowd.    

- Interviewee D 
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Yes it is super important, if the followers do not feel recognizability or cannot relate 

to something they will probably stop following because there is nothing to retrieve 

from that type of content.  

- Interviewee D 

In addition, content with women's empowerment that concentrates on diversity connected to 

ethnicity and age shows that the online women’s activewear company supports diverse self-

images that are relatable (Instagram post 10). The least engaging content based on the analysis 

performed is pointing at disability, chronic illness such as diabetes awareness, and religion 

(Instagram post 11). Gymshark Women also portrays its diversity in collaboration with models 

and influencers of all sizes, disabilities, religions, and ethnicities. The online women’s 

company is highly supportive of pregnant women and new mothers as even if the number of 

likes and comments is not as high.  

 

Instagram post 10   Instagram post 11 

Women’s empowerment, inclusive and health (19) Inclusive, self-identity and relatability 

(14) 

 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.c) 

 

Online women’s activewear companies also need to be consistent when posting content on 

Instagram as well as be informative and educational. The online women’s activewear 
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companies need to consider the different perspectives before posting their content to avoid 

offending people. According to interviewee E, the comment section can be used to audit if 

consumers respond positively to the branded content. Interviewee D also stated that ensuring 

that the Instagram content is inoffensive is crucial; 

 

It is extremely important to keep track of the target group and the 

company/industry's tonality. Then in general you have to have a little feeling in 

what is suitable vs not. 

- Interviewee D 

 

Gymshark is speaking out about various socio-political issues such as BLM, religion, various 

awareness movements of chronic illnesses, and body dysmorphia, which promotes information 

to be spread about important topics that the brand community is interested in (Instagram post 

12; Instagram post 13). This branded content is receiving mostly positive responses from the 

audience due to the brand's established brand identity by posting such content on a regular 

basis, as seen by the following comments: 

 

Instagram post 12      Instagram post 13 

Socio-political post (BLM), authentic, and discerning (5)  Influencer and body positivity (9) 

 
 

Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.c) 
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All lives matter             @Chyrene.harms 

 

So extremely proud of the @gymshark community 💕     @Fitznessin 

 

Followed! Thank you for sharing ✨🖤✨      @House.of.heritage  

 

LOVE gymshark even more now, (didn't know this was possible) seeing you use 

your brand and huge following for something so real and important when many 

would stay silenced in the fear of those who dislike it. 🥰🥰🥰😍💕  also always been 

a fan of @ajahzifit! You said it perfectly! 💕       @Missmarf  

 

gymsharkwomen im loving these posts.... they help more than you could possibly 

know ❤   

@kerst91 

 

I love this so much! I finished collegiate wrestling 2 years ago and gained about 30 

pounds. The first year I just beat myself up about it and was so negative, but I 

realized being tiny isn’t everything. I can be strong and healthy even at 140!! 
😍🥰😘

 #selflove           

@fozosusie 

 

The online women’s activewear company's brand voice is positive and honest following current 

happenings and trends trying to gain exposure by being open, authentic, and cool. Thus, also 

being relatable to all kinds of people from different backgrounds out there with deep respect. 

Their content sparks the emotion of strong motivation to have a healthy body and mind that is 

radiating from the shared posts. Its brand identity is versatile and divergent that can easily 

engage with a broad audience that also corresponds with its relatively affordable pricing. The 

posts itself spark the want to respond but also by including engaging captions. Gymshark 

Women often refers to their followers and their company as a community, thus using the 

emotional appeal of social bonding. 

 

Figure 6 summarises Gymshark Women’s brand identity and how they express it on Instagram 

through their Instagram branded content and engage their community.  
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FIGURE 6 

Brand Identity of Gymshark Women expressed in Instagram branded content 

 
Note. Based on Kapferer (2012) 
 

4.3 Girlfriend Collective Content Analysis 

Girlfriend Collective uses Instagram as one of the main social media platforms to market their 

activewear. The overall theme of the Girlfriends Collective content is highly monochromic 

using either earthy tones or full colours. The posts are very organised, and clean, with one 

distinct mostly minimalistic theme going throughout their content (Instagram post 14; 

Instagram post 15). 
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Instagram post 14    Instagram post 15 

Visual aesthetics of Girlfriend Collective’s Instagram Feed 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.b) 

 

Girlfriend Collective predominantly use models to market the product on their content or the 

product itself in a neutral laid-back position. The content is being shared in high resolution with 

models being strictly positioned rather than in active motion. Models and products are being 

photographed substantially in the same or similar location which also accounts for the uniform 

theme in their content. For the most part, Girlfriend Collective does not display famous 

influencers on their page but rather models of all ages, sizes, and ethnicities (Instagram post 

16; Instagram post 17). The company largely supports LGBTQ in their content by displaying 

different genders in activewear predominantly worn by biological women but also biological 

men that may be non-binary as well as parents of the same sex, which may be sometimes quite 

controversial. Interviewee A also believes that there will be more gender-neutral clothing in 

the future, for example, the marketing will showcase women wearing men’s clothing or vice 

versa.  Five of Girlfriend Collective’s community members commented the following on 

gender neutrality:  
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Figure 16   Figure 17 

Gender neutrality posts (20 & 24) 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.b) 

 

I feel like these comments are really not hitting. I fully understand the argument 

and see the opinions here, but I also agree that "unisex" or "for everyone" clothes 

just aren't tailored the same as clothes with measurements for more female bodied 

and male bodies individuals. I think the intent was to put the first slide first to 

highlight that them making a line with a cut tailored for male bodied individuals 

(ex: broader shouldered, less curves, etc) is an aim to be INCLUSIVE and not 

alienate the people that would shop these things, while also denoting that just 

because it's labeled that way doesn't mean that they as a company agree with 

gender conformity. I definitely understand trying to use this to highlight societal 

improvement, but the company has blatantly designed clothing for female-bodied, 

female identifying, or non-binary individuals with their MAIN FOCUS being on 

sustainability. I don't understand the turmoil over wanting male identifying or male 

bodied individuals to have a sustainable line and in parts, the counter arguments 

overlooks the narratives of transmen, non-binary, or masculine presenting 

individuals that shop men's cut clothing. I still support and my trans friends were 

really happy about sustainable clothing that fits how they want it to!! 

  @ferminajuly 
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You know... ya'll were doing good until you started blabbing about these sorta 

things, trying to be extra with these campaigns to target every single demographic. 

Marketing doesn't work like that, man. You turned your "pretty good" brand into a 

problematic one, yeesh. It's like you're trying to expand so much that it literally 

ripped a hole in your brand.       @__pkfl__ 

 

Gender is a biological construct  

@sayaka.april 

 

I’m disappointed you guys didn’t execute this post well. I hope to see more 

thoughtful content in the future.  

@theneonbarbie 

 

 

Let’s try to play on all the identity politics under the name of being inclusive. Let’s 

sell our authenticity and our soul to feel good about ourselves and to feel like we 

are doing the right thing. Even if they don’t make any sense at all… Unfollow.  

@liv__inthedream 
 

 

Girlfriend Collective’s brand identity is displaying diversity and inclusivity with sustainability 

as their main company ethos using a brand voice that is empowering, partially socio-political, 

and very straightforward in communicating their message short, loud, and clear. The best 

performing content on Girlfriend Collective’s Instagram page belongs to ethnicity and 

transparency in the form of quotes and text that sparked rather positive feedback from their 

brand community. (Instagram post 18; Instagram post 19). 
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Instagram post 18   Instagram post 19 

Quotes posts (8 & 2) 

 

 
 

Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.b) 

 

The least performing posts mention purely product and fashion-related content that is mostly 

referring to sustainability in the caption (Instagram post 20; Instagram 21). Girlfriend 

Collective posts about ethics and sustainable materials, such as fabric from plastic bottles, 

fishing nets, and micro-plastic which they use to produce their activewear. But also posts about 

the importance of lowering carbon emissions. Moreover, the online women’s activewear 

company uses occasions such as Earth Week to express sustainability messages to consumers. 

Girlfriend Collective gives tips to their followers on how to shop consciously and mindfully 

for new clothes. Some community members reflected on the online women’s activewear 

company’s use of sustainability in their marketing: 

 

Something I’ve been wondering about eco brands and GC specifically as a 

conscious consumer - are you actively lobbying against the production of single use 

plastic as well as recycling existing plastic? Is your goal to reduce plastic waste 

overall or just so much as it is a marketing tactic for your brand? 

@koree_margaret 
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I live sustainably by slowing down and reducing my impact. And providing an alternative to 

fast fashion for babies. ❤🔥   

@on_chic_baby_clothes 

 

Reducing your carbon footprint is my love language 😍  

@getneutrl 

 

Instagram post 20  Instagram post 21 

Authentic socio-political posts about sustainability (30 & 29) 

 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.b) 

 

Both interviewee A and B agreed that the sustainability trend was on the rise within the fashion 

and activewear industry. They suggested that sustainability is only in its incipient and will 

become far more important for activewear companies in the future. The reason for 

sustainability becoming increasingly important is that society is more aware of the need for 

more sustainable fashion alternatives. Consumers are therefore putting more pressure on 

companies to change their current practices. Companies are becoming aware that they need to 

be sustainable to appeal to their consumers. But also good at communicating their sustainable 
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practices within their marketing. In addition, interviewee A claimed that activewear, in general, 

has come to be more sustainable since companies are focusing on innovation and creating 

sustainable materials that can for example, withstand a lot of wear and washes. In addition, 

interviewee B stated the following on companies’ sustainability marketing; 

 

I think it has to do with the fact that there is a much greater consciousness about 

the climate crisis now compared to a couple of years ago. I also think that they are 

starting to see pressure from the consumers/customers. It has not started, but I think 

it will become more regulated. They understand that they need to be prepared for 

it.  

 - Interviewee B 

 

However, interviewee B also stated that sustainability might not be the main focus when 

purchasing activewear, but rather consumers focus on performance, functionality, and clothes 

that are made out of quality materials. Interviewee B reflected on sustainable activewear as 

quoted below; 

 

I think that since the consumer is mostly interested in functionality I believe it is the 

entry and point that they need to work based on that. And I think that material is 

quite relevant for them and then the wear as well. Make the clothes last long, that 

is the core.  

- Interviewee B 

 

The interviewees A and B also agreed that when online women’s activewear companies 

communicate sustainability it is important to inform consumers in their branded content on 

different materials as well as give relatable advice on how to take care of them to last longer. 

Relatability is an important factor that interviewee A stated that should be considered for online 

women’s activewear companies’ branded content when they communicate sustainability; 

 

But if there is anything you can get stuck on is to make it relatable I would say. That 

it is content that is relatable, that does not feel too far away from your own reality. 

- Interviewee A 
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Figure 7 summarises Girlfriend Collective’s brand identity and how they express it on 

Instagram through their Instagram branded content and engage their community.  

 

FIGURE 7 

Brand Identity of Girlfriend Collective expressed in Instagram branded content 

 

 
Note. Based on Kapferer (2012) 
 

4.4 Spiritual Gangster Content Analysis 
The online women’s’ activewear company Spiritual Gangster is marketed across various social 

media platforms with Instagram being the one with the most followers. The company's visual 

content theme is majorly in neutral earthy tones or pastel colours. Some posts are based on 

monochromic aesthetics. Moreover, most of the content depicts spirituality, yoga, and “good 

vibes” as their bio states which is translated in such an anodyne theme without vibrant or 
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contrasting colours, controversial topics, or anything that may bring negativity to its 

community. Spiritual Gangster also posts a variety of themed branded content that is often not 

displaying their product at all. Instead, the content portrays either quotes on solid-coloured 

backgrounds which were contrasting, aesthetically pleasing interior, or nature that created awe-

inspiring emotional appeal amongst their followers (Instagram post 22; Instagram post 23). In 

fact, this type of content earns the company the highest engagement on the platform. The 

content was retrieved from different content creators on Instagram, which were also tagged in 

the post.   

 

Instagram post 22  Instagram post 23   

Non-product related (12 & 13) 

 

 
 

Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.d) 

 

From the interviews it was found that visual aesthetics need to catch the followers’ eye when 

scrolling in the feed, since Instagram users want to be able to digest information from 

companies quickly. Three of the interviewees stated the following on how online women’s 

activewear companies should create branded content on Instagram;  

 
It is more that it is okay to show stomach rolls or that you are bigger. Also greater 

diversity, so there are no white women who look the same. It is less retouched. I 
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think maybe that activewear brands and underwear brands are a bit better on that, 

and it might be because the body is so much in focus.  

 - Interviewee A 

 

The users are also very picky and want everything to go very fast, faster than before. 

If you do not capture a user's interest in 1-5 seconds, you will be scrolled away. 

- Interviewee D 

Eye-catching graphic/picture, clear and interesting caption that speaks directly to 

your target audience. 

- Interviewee E 

Based on these facts, the company aims to create a brand community that enjoys viewing their 

content regardless of the intent to buy their product. Thus, Spiritual Gangster engages with 

their brand community in this way, portraying a brand identity that is not necessarily pushing 

followers to purchase, yet creating needed exposure for their brand. The company does not 

particularly engage regular consumer selfies in its content but rather focuses on influencers and 

models.  

 

Furthermore, according to interviewee A, online women’s activewear companies need to 

showcase “real women”, who do not fit the typical image that is considered to be “picture 

perfect”. Models who are white and skinny are not interesting enough for the consumers. 

Interviewee B also stated that improving women’s self-confidence and representation within 

marketing was very important in online women's activewear companies’ content. According to 

both fashion knowledgeable interviewees, social media also plays an important role for 

inclusion, since consumers use social media to point out the lack of diversity when companies 

only market a certain type of women, since no representation can have negative effects on 

women. Interviewee A stated the following; 

 

Because I think it creates a lot of worry/concern and anxiety on social media, 

especially amongst young girls. When you only see pictures of perfect lives and 

perfect bodies that are completely unachievable for normal people to live up to 

because you need to have a chef that cooks special diets and workout 7 days a week. 
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I believe there are unreasonable demands/requirements, it is very important how 

companies are portraying women especially within advertisements.  

- Interviewee A 

 

Spiritual Gangster lack inclusivity when it comes to sizes and body positivity. The diversity is 

displayed by including various ethnicities in their content, but it is still quite limited due to the 

models and influencers looking very similar, sharing the same slim yogi-like body, minimal 

makeup, and perfectly styled hair (Instagram 24; Instagram post 25; Instagram post 26). 

Therefore, only allowing some of the community members to be able to identify themselves 

within the branded content. When Spiritual Gangster used models of different body sizes, it 

was much appreciated by the community members. Four community members posted their 

thoughts and opinions on the online women's activewear company’s use of similar-looking 

models: 

 

Instagram post 24   Instagram post 25  Instagram post 26 

Influencer marketing  

 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.d) 
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Literally scrolled forever to find a model who had curves so I could see how the 

clothing looked on even just one other type of body shape. I like this brand but jeesh, 

you can’t help but feel like you can't join in on the club if you don’t look a very 

particular way.  

@shewhoroams 

 
Appreciating the new seen appreciation of all body types💕   

@katecapturesclicks 
 
so happy to see more inclusive sizing!!  

@lively__lauren 
 
Y’all literally haven’t posted a black person on this page in 328 days.  

@justjailyn 
 

 
Spiritual Gangster posts mostly fashion-related content displaying their apparel as well as 

Internet trends based on random pictures or quotes as their main interpretation of its brand 

identity. However, the brand still preserves relatability and coolness in their content to get 

closer to its brand community. The online women’s activewear company is using 

empowerment within their content but mostly does not directly relate it to women. Other 

categories such as health and fitness or humour also proved to bring relatively good 

engagement within the like and comment section on Spiritual Gangsters’ Instagram page. The 

lowest engagement of the company points at models portraying the activewear itself. Hence, 

the utilitarian emotional appeal does not create high engagement for the company (Instagram 

post 27; Instagram post 28). 

 

Instagram post 27  Instagram post 28 

Product-related and utilitarian (21 & 14) 
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Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.d) 

 

Furthermore, Spiritual Gangster has done several attempts by taking a stance on socio-political 

issues in their branded content by putting out statements or quotes, that for example, 

encouraged their community to vote in the United States 2020 elections (Instagram post 29) or 

BLM (Instagram post 30), which created strong emotions in the comment sections. The 

community has mixed emotions to see the online women's activewear company put out socio-

political messages. Many followers consider it to be inauthentic since the messages did not 

correspond to the company’s brand identity. Several community members were also pushing 

for the company to change its name claiming it was distasteful, because of negative 

connotations and cultural appreciation from the brown and black communities. Therefore, the 

online women's activewear company was not able to create a discerning emotional appeal. 

Spiritual Gangster’s community members responded in the comments as follows: 

 

Instagram post 29 Instagram post 30 

Inauthentic, non-discerning socio-political (BLM, US 2020 election) (22 & 27) 
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Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.d) 

 
 

I don’t follow your FASHION page for politics. This is ESCAPE. Now you ruined it. 
Bye!!  

@scarlett_ocean_lover 
 

Such a great post! 
💛🙌

  
@caseyellen4 

 
… 
✊

DO BETTER! It’s your chance to show the yoga community you can adjust to 

what is a more inclusive vibe with your brand 
✊

 #blacklivesmatter @alyiiana0 

 

While we appreciate the post, we need more. What’s your diversity and inclusion 

strategy? How will you ensure your feed is reflective of this post? Will you 

diversify? Include more photos of POC, specifically more photos of black people? 

This is the time to make improvements. We will be waiting and watching.

❤

  

@carmela.morales  

 



Laubertova & Mekuriaw 
 

 

 
78 

You’re not “muted and listening”! You are selling and USING this cause to market 

your products! How about you just DONATE?  Period. Will no longer buy your 

brand. @alissadoucet24 
 

You don’t have black representation and all your models are mostly white and 

skinny. Looks fake and painted. This is part of the problem. @trulyyoursbc 
 

No diversity anywhere on your feed! How despicable of you to post just for the sake 

of a fad! Shame on you! So glad I never purchased anything from this company! I 

am for sure unfollowing. @courtmuffin 
 

Following the backlash from their community members on the BLM posts, Spiritual Gangster’s 

branded content took a change in the direction of the visual aesthetics to be more diverse 

(Instagram post 31). Additionally, from the content analysis, it was also found that the company 

does not communicate sustainability in abundance, rather a singular post was found which 

sparked high engagement in comparison to product-related content (Instagram post 32). 

Nevertheless, the sustainability message was appreciated by the online women's activewear 

companies’ followers.  

 Instagram post 31  Instagram post 32 

Inclusive (24)    Sustainability (30) 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.d) 
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Figure 8 summarises Spiritual Gangster's brand identity and how they express it on Instagram 

through their Instagram branded content and engage their community.  

 

FIGURE 8 

Brand Identity of Spiritual Gangster expressed in Instagram branded content 

 

 
Note. Based on Kapferer (2012) 

 

 

4.5 Women’s Best Content Analysis 
From the data collected through the content analysis it was found that Women’s Best posts a 

wide variety of branded content including both pictures and videos on Instagram. The branded 

content does not only relate to their products but also relates to having a healthy and fit lifestyle. 

Women’s Best focuses on women’s overall health. That can be seen through posts where the 

online women’s activewear company puts out Instagram content about mental health, such as 
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how to view your body in a positive light. Posts on body positivity and mental health were 

found to create high consumer engagement. Community members showed appreciation for the 

online women’s activewear company for posting body-positive branded content, four followers 

stated the following: 

 

The online world needs more of this ❤ We are all beautiful in our own way 

 

@marcellavandendobbelsteen 

 

Thank you for making me feel like my body is actually normal and healthy. You’re 

beautiful ❤🙏  

@caitlynfeldkamp5 

 

This is the content we need to see!!!!!!  

@hannahbonananator 

 

@womensbest we need more of these 
🙌

 
🙌

in a world where perfect bodies do not 

exist  

@keely_1612 

 

Women’s Best also frequently posts videos on home or gym workouts, where the followers can 

see the activewear in action and maintain their physical health (Instagram post 33; Instagram 

post 34). Thus, the online women’s activewear company is tugging at the utilitarian emotional 

appeal. Branded content on workouts did not spark as high engagement compared to the content 

that related to mental health. Furthermore, the posts solely related to their products such as new 

launches and campaigns are not sparking that high of consumer engagement compared to other 

posts. Nevertheless, Women’s Best followers took the time to comment questions about the 

company or their thoughts on the activewear under each post regardless of whether it focused 

on promoting the product or not. Some of Women’s Best community members stated the 

following:  

 

Instagram post 33   Figure 34 

Body positivity and relatable  (12)  Product related and utilitarian (29) 



Laubertova & Mekuriaw 
 

 

 
81 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.e) 

 

Your brand is admirable!!!! Love how your representatives, represent the all 

inclusive belief of your brand…all size, age, races, etc….Not only all that I have 

bought is excellent quality but the message behind the brand is super powerfull!!!! 

@fitnesslifestyleafter40 

The red hoodie is so 
😍

  

@lusimanka 

 

Why would you launch such dark and muted colors in springtime? These all say 

winter to me. I’ll be buying from the power collection.  

@favcornflakes 

 

Love this outfit! What size is she wearing? I’ve been sceptical to purchase because 

I’m thicker and never know how true to size sizing is. 

@bosslady_fit807 
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Interviewee D also mentioned that girl power should be communicated in online women’s 

activewear companies’ content. The women’s activewear should be seen as comfortable and 

suitable for all sporty female bodies. Thus, online women’s activewear companies who are 

inclusive in their marketing are able to differentiate themselves from their competitors who 

post the ideal women. These companies can also show different types of women or girls that 

practice different sports, for example with other girls or mothers, even boys. Interviewee D 

stated that some companies want to emulate that type of branded content but are unsuccessful. 

Women’s Best is posting diverse female models. Within their branded content Women’s Best 

uses professional models but primarily influencers, which are also tagged in the post. The 

online women’s activewear companies post models that are of different body types, ethnicities, 

religions, ages, and disabilities which go against the ideal women used within media and the 

fashion industry. Women’s Best also includes mothers in their posts, for example by showing 

pregnant women or mothers exercising with their children. This shows the perks of motherhood 

but also uses the awe-inspiring emotional appeal. Women’s Best makes sure to post content on 

specific days such as International Women’s Day or Black History Month to empower their 

community members. For example, Women’s Best posted a video that addressed the 

stereotypes women face in relation to their body image or their ability to be sporty. By showing 

a diverse group of women within their content the posts gain high consumer engagement due 

to sparking emotions such as awe-inspiring, coolness, relatability, and allowing the followers 

to recognize their own self within the pictures of videos. In the comments the followers leave 

their responses to being empowered, saying they feel inspired to be active and empower each 

other. Women’s Best also uses social bonding for the followers to encourage each other and 

form a tight-knit community (Instagram post 35). Women’s Best community members 

commented as portrayed below: 
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Instagram post 35 

Inclusive and social bonding (25) 

 
Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.e) 

 

Loove this! The world needs more fitness brands doing the same!
❤

  

@marcelaoclico 

 

This is really inspiring. Thanks for sharing all types of athletes on your media!  

@aoheyo  

 

Love how there’s one plus size model and the rest are of skinny/fit build, so 

“diverse”

🤔

  

@avetmorris 

 

Absolutely fantastic @showtimewerner what a superstar you are 

🙌🔥👏

 

@womensbest leading the way on inclusion, diversity and representation and it’s a 

YES YES YES from all of us 

❤

  

@hergardengym 
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Your campaigns are great and your Women are great 
👏

This is an example of a 

very good marketing, based on great values. Congrats! @dorisssek_gotuje 
 

Although, Women’s Best uses humour to create more relatability, for instance by posting 

various quotes which the followers can relate to that also sparks engagement. Women’s Best 

also posts about more serious socio-political issues, such as BLM, in which some of the 

community members can relate more too (Instagram post 36). However, this type of content 

that is connected to socio-political issues is not posted frequently. In the comments followers 

are divided in their opinions on the online women's activewear company posting content related 

to the movement, where many community members are positive and appreciative to the brand 

taking a stance whereas others are questioning the company’s authenticity. Nevertheless, 

Women’s Best does not take a stance on all socio-political issues that are relevant at the time. 

Authenticity is very important in branded content according to interviewee E, who stated that 

companies need to “stick to the truth of their values”. Interviewee D agreed and stated that 

consumers can see through content that is not real. Interviewee E also explained that that 

authenticity can be shown through the brand personality and voicing opinions on certain values 

and the industry. Two community members shared their different opinions on the brand 

engaging in socio-political issues in the comments: 

 

Instagram post 36 

Socio-political (BLM) (26) 
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Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.e) 

 

I’m so happy you are using your platform to speak out about this! 
❤❤❤

  

@shereefit 
 

Your brand won’t go far supporting a movement like this. So many other ways to 

help out our black communities but this is definitely not one of them. Do better!  

@mrs_fink_ 
 

For visual aesthetics Women’s Best uses mostly colourful posts or contrast posting that bring 

attention to the activewear that is often made in solid colours, such as bright pink or light blue. 

Where more earthy tones resulted in significantly less consumer engagement. Through the 

content analysis, it was also found that visual aesthetics that were non-product related sparked 

the most consumer engagement amongst the community members. Rather followers wanted to 

see pictures or videos where the products were used in action, where women bonded with each 

other by working out or encouraging posts. In addition, inclusive content that showed that 

women can be sporty and that they should be proud of themselves regardless of what they look 

like was found to be engaging. Sending the message of “loving yourself even if you do not fit 

the ideal”, was prominent in all of the company’s branded content. Simple relatable quotes that 

were either monochrome or contrasting colours were also found to create high engagement 

(Figure 37).  
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Figure 37 

Meme (5)    

 
 

Note. Retrieved from Instagram (n.d.e) 

 

Figure 9 summarises Women’s Best’s brand identity and how they express it on Instagram 

through their Instagram branded content.  
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FIGURE 9 

Brand Identity of Women’s Best expressed in Instagram branded content 

 

 
Note. Based on Kapferer (2012) 
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5. Discussion 

 
This chapter discusses the empirical findings from the interviews conducted as well as the 

content analysis performed. The empirical findings are being discussed in connection with the 

theoretical framework, sequencing into the viable answer for the research question of this 

study.  

 
 

5.1 Brand Identity, Positioning, and Differentiation 
Due to today's dynamic innovation, competition, and technical advancement Gillpatrick (2019) 

explained that brands are pushed to constantly evolve and diversify. Activewear companies 

focusing on women are no exception, thus, according to Gillpatrick (2019), Stoll (2020), and 

McGruer (2020) their social media presence mainly on Instagram became an extremely 

important role in their marketing strategy. Therefore, there is an importance to discuss various 

contemporary ways for women's activewear companies to express their brand identity through 

the content marketing that engages with their followers on Instagram. Ianenko et al., (2019) 

stated that by active social marketing strategising the companies are able to shape, build, and 

design their brand image and brand voice by reflecting their brand identity based on the 

company's values. As for all online women’s activewear companies reviewed in the content 

analysis performed, all of the brands created distinctive and different brand identities that 

reflect their values, product properties, and image by posting brand-specific content using a 

brand-specific voice. Therefore, even if the companies reviewed are in the same industry with 

similar basic demographic criteria for their target group and alike pricing, they still try to find 

an innovative way to position themselves in the oversaturated market. All the companies 

mentioned aim to occupy a distinctive place in the mind of their target audience by positioning 

themselves in the market gap, thus, applying a strategic approach of differentiation (Kotler et 

al., 2009). Moreover, to retain this position in the market, Kotler and Armstrong (2017) 

appealed that companies should constantly adapt and closely monitor their position in the 

market to meet and recognize consumers’ continuously changing needs. The analysed online 

women’s activewear companies as seen on the positioning map (figure 10) use a differentiation 

strategy to position themselves and have a unique brand identity that Aničić et al. (2016) and 

Kotler et al. (2009) account for highly valuable brand equity.  
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FIGURE 10 

Positioning Map of Case Companies 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. Based on Koltler et al. (2009, p.369) 
 
 

For the most part, it was Girlfriend Collective, Gymshark, and Women's Best, who ceaselessly 

followed various trends and socio-political happenings that developed and changed over a 

relatively short period of time. Additionally, it was found from the qualitative interviews that 

also testified to the fact that it is essential to follow the competition, to see the response on 

certain trends. Thus, by doing so marketing managers do not have to make mistakes and get 

negative numbers or responses but learn and build on with more creativity on content that 

performs positively. By the initial analysis, it was established that almost all the companies 

follow a company-based approach in their positioning. However, Gymshark was observed to 

own up to both attributes as their consumer and community focus was found to be more 

significant compared to the other online women’s activewear companies. 
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5.2 Instagram Content marketing: Authenticity, Relatability, Coolness, 

and Aesthetics 
Bombshell Sportswear, Gymshark, and Women's Best predominantly work with female 

Instagram influencers as it has been proved by the content analysis that this marketing strategy 

indeed generates relatively high consumer engagement. Lou & Yuan, (2019) and Putu Ayu 

Wulandari and Sri Darma (2020) explained that such exposure of the product is being 

understood more authentically as well as looking more appealing as influencers are just 

“regular people”, thus, more influential. However, the influencers that cooperate with these 

brands are solely representing the health and fitness industry themselves, many times with 

smaller following to be more likable and relatable. Wong An Kee & Yazdanifard, (2015) 

suggested that consumers are indeed more inclined to be more engaged when the marketing is 

relatable. There were no celebrities spotted within the reviewed content on any brand's 

Instagram platform. Every company reviewed posts product-focused pictures worn by models 

in the studio. This type of picture did not show high engagement in any of the companies and 

belonged to the least liked and commented. 

 

Moreover, Girlfriend Collective and Spiritual Gangster strictly follow their chosen colour 

palette of feed to create an aesthetically pleasing theme that does not include harsh changes of 

colour or content. Whereas Gymshark and Women's Best take pride in their actual content that 

is diverse rather than the perfect outlook of their Instagram page. Notwithstanding, these brands 

still follow colours of the products that are seasonal and fashion-trendy at that moment. Horst 

and Duboff, (2015), Kusumasondjaja (2020) as well as interviewees testified to the fact that 

nowadays brands must build content that is appealing to consumers' eyes and stand out with 

the visual information building on their brand identity. In addition, Bhandari et al., (2019) and 

Kusumasondjaja (2019) consumers perceive the content visually in two ways expressive and 

classical. Girlfriend Collective and Spiritual Gangster follow classical aesthetics adhering to 

symmetry, clarity, regularity, and orderliness while Gymshark and Women's Best follow 

expressive aesthetics where the visual image is more colourful, monochromic, complex, or in 

asymmetric order. It was not possible to place Bombshell Sportswear to the particular category 

as the content includes both aesthetical properties. However, it can be declared that the brand 

leans more to the expressive side. In the light of the above, it can be also stated that classical 

aesthetics such as the one used in Spiritual Gangster’s and Girlfriend Collective’s feed is not 

necessary to stringently follow. There is a group of people who enjoy such aesthetically 
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pleasing content. Though, it is not necessary for the success of the Instagram page translated 

into a high engagement. Companies like Bombshell Sportswear, Gymshark, and Women's Best 

are still able to accost big amount of Instagram users without following the orderliness of their 

feed. Thus, by not focusing on this tactic bagatelle, they are able to express diversity in the 

content but also aesthetics that engages a large group of followers. These brands then have 

space to accommodate and use a manifold of current trends and key-consciousness trends or 

happenings that are yet to come that might be important for the users of Instagram. 

Nevertheless, this approach shall not be viewed negatively as Girlfriend Collective and 

Spiritual Gangster and use this as their USP to differentiate themselves from other activewear 

companies and please a particular group of people that might be considered a niche within the 

industry. 

 

Gymshark and Women’s Best’s Instagram content consists of a considerable amount of selfies 

taken by consumers and brand ambassadors to create relatable content but also is often marked 

by emotional appeal or motivation. Taiminen and Karjaluoto (2015) and Sadyk and Islam 

(2022) claimed that such a co-creation is an advantageous opportunity for companies to involve 

users online in their marketing to spread more information and exposure. By brands enabling 

consumers participation in brands’ value creation, they are able to build a positive relationship 

between the brand and the customer Wong An Kee & Yazdanifard (2015). Other companies 

such as Bombshell Sportswear, Girlfriend Collective, and Spiritual Gangster included more 

professionally high-resolution pictures on their Instagram page. High resolution and high-

quality pictures did not asure high engagement as both types of pictures showed good but also 

worse engagement for all the companies. With less quality, the content of the picture was 

elevated. Zappavigna (2016) stated that such content is seen as more authentic because it is 

caught in a real-time pace. Lorenz (2019) also claimed that such pictures are gaining in 

popularity, as people are looking for things that are relatable. If a high-resolution picture was 

posted it was the aesthetic and colours that were standing out, hence, Kusumasondjaja (2019) 

and Pengnate and Sarathy (2017) described that such visually appealing objects draw 

consumer's interest cognitively.  

 

The qualitative interviews testified that in today’s day and age, Reels and Carousels create the 

most engagement and are most viewed within the posted branded content. However, content 

analysis proved the opposite as the most-posted branded content of the online women’s 

activewear companies were pictures. On the contrary for Bombshell Sportswear, Gymshark, 
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and Women's Best, who started posting more Reels towards the second half of 2021 and the 

beginning of 2022 that generated rather high views, it was found that the type of content did 

not engage their followers in the forms of many likes and comments. This could mean that 

video content gets a bigger reach than the pictures. Girlfriend Collective and Spiritual Gangster 

do not include as many reels and videos, and if posted, the numbers are not as high as their 

other content.  

 

The statements in the interviews carried out relate to Li et al., (2019) who said that companies 

need to motivate their followers on an intellectual-, social-, and cultural level. In alignment 

with Wong An Kee and Yazdanifard (2015), who stated that transparency and authentic 

marketing will have consumers trust the brand, as well as build better relationships with 

consumers (Banet-Weiser, 2012) based on such positive emotions, expectations, and own 

personal narrative. Because as claimed to create a positive BCE according to Waqas et al., 

(2021) is very important. In addition, Casaló et al. (2021) stated that positive content is 

important to inspire consumers to join brand communities. All the brands reviewed except 

Bombshell Sportswear use motivational quotes to spark interest in their products but also to 

engage and make users want to follow their Instagram page. This content strategy has been 

proven to be successful as it engages the followers to like and discuss in the comment section. 

Thus, creating a bigger reach for the brands’ Instagram page. Spiritual Gangster is the only 

brand that posts content that is not product or brand-focused at all and surprisingly the company 

is able to generate the highest engagement on its page. The company strives to create a certain 

emotion in its followers and set up a mood that is aesthetically pleasing which is in agreement 

with Horst and Duboff (2015) claiming that content must be appealing and different from 

competitors. On the contrary, the analysis revealed that Gymshark engages in storytelling 

through their page by including real-life motivating content using women going through mental 

or physical struggles as well as overcoming them. In addition, Jones (2010) noted that with 

social media becoming part of peoples’ everyday lives, Instagram users are more likely to be 

influenced by the brand identification experienced by the brands’ storytelling. Lorenz (2019) 

stressed over the fact that, nowadays, consumers want to see authentic experiences with 

unedited content. The same statement was expressed in the interviews. Moreover, this also 

aligns with the findings from the content analysis and interviewees which showed that female 

consumers want to see less retouched and more real content. Both Hadinoto et al. (2020) and 

content analysis performed showed that this sparks compassion, relatability and brings the 

community closer together. Henceforth, making the online women's activewear company seem 



Laubertova & Mekuriaw 
 

 

 
93 

caring and genuine. Therefore, if more serious issues are brought up, followers are less negative 

compared to other online women’s activewear companies whose content was reviewed. That 

is because the audience does not portray it as an attention-grabbing, money-making approach 

of marketing. 

 

All of the interviewees stated that authenticity, relatability, and coolness are needed within the 

branded content to create consumer engagement with their target audience. The brand’s truthful 

values are to be only communicated through the context otherwise as the content analysis 

revealed, followers will not believe in what the brand has to say. Therefore, trends within 

should be communicated only in relation to the authenticity since it is a way for the company 

to deem itself as “cool” to differentiate from other companies. This is in line with Warren and 

Campbell (2014), who stated that coolness is determined by consumers' perception of the brand 

and not the product itself.  

 

 

5.3 Socio-political Branded Content  
It was discovered that companies started using specific socio-political happenings to express 

and deepen their brand idenity and by speaking out about such issues expressing it on their 

Instagram content. For instance, a company that consistently posts women of colour such as 

Gymshark, Girlfriend Collective, and Women’s Best is more likely to receive a positive 

response from consumers to engage in socio-political issues such as BLM movement. Whereas 

Bombshell Sportswear cannot create such a discerning emotional appeal. Additionally, 

Girlfriend Collective is the only company that is putting out content that supports the LGBTQ 

community, differentiating the company from the rest. In addition, Girlfriend Collective was 

the only company to post about gender neutrality, which interviewee A also stated would be 

more used in the future of activewear companies’ branded content. 

 

However, many of the community members viewed this vocality of the brand as quite 

controversial. Based on the lack of authenticity in connection to the online women’s activewear 

company’s brand identity community members would express negative emotions towards it. 

This is in line with Bhagwat et al., (20220), who stated that brands shall communicate socio-

political matters only if it is a part of the brand identity. Thus, the online women’s activewear 

companies can connect with their target audience more easily, as followers find that the brand 



Laubertova & Mekuriaw 
 

 

 
94 

reflects their lifestyle and values. These consumer responses were different in comparison to 

some community members who were able to resonate with the socio-political issues in the 

branded content and stated that they were appreciative of the company for posting about the 

issue. Therefore, indicating that the socio-political issues are a polarising topic for the online 

women’s activewear companies to engage themselves in. This finding is in alignment with 

Papista’s (2012) statements on CBI, where consumers who were able to identify themselves 

with the socio-political issues were more likely to engage positively with the brand. For 

example, it was found that these consumers commented positive messages or liked the post, 

which is in line with Wong An Kee and Yazdanifard (2015) that claimed that consumers are 

engaged with marketing that is relatable. By using an educational, informative, and inspiring 

tone online women’s activewear companies when communicating socio-political issues brands 

can create engagement. It is important to not cause offence in branded content, and therefore, 

keep in mind the neutral language used as well as the frequency of such content. 

Communicating socio-political issues such as sustainability, diversity, and feminism are crucial 

for activewear companies and should only be done if authentic to brand values and its identity. 

This would allow connection with consumers' self-identity and their values. 

 

Based on the findings and literature socio-political issues should only be communicated if it is 

connected to the online women's activewear company's brand identity. This is strengthened by 

Manfredi-Sánchez (2019), who stated that socio-political issues add value if it is connected to 

the brand identity. When community members see a genuine connection, they are more likely 

to engage with the branded content. There is a range of socio-political issues that the five online 

women’s activewear companies took a stance on and the different consumer responses it 

created for the brands. The top socio-political issues posted about in between 2020-2022 found 

from the content analysis, was the American 2020 Election, BLM, LGBTQ, gender equality, 

sustainability, health awareness movements, diversity and inclusion. The posts of this kind get 

the middle-high engagement of likes and comments.  

 

The brands used all of the seven dimensions of the emotional appeal of BCE; self-identity, 

social bonding, utilitarian, humour, aesthetic, awe-inspiring, and discerning, that create CBCE 

according to (Waqas et al., 2021; Waqas et al., 2022). Online women's activewear companies 

used diversity to relate to the self-identity of their consumers by portraying the different women 

in companies’ marketing. Awe-inspiring was used for example where mothers and their kids 

were seen in the branded content. The utilitarian emotional appeal was used to market their 
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product and entice consumers to purchase the activewear. Social bonding to create community 

feels as well as humoristic content to make the content light-hearted. Lastly, the aesthetics, 

which are discussed in the previous subchapter that reflect on the visual aesthetics of the online 

women’s activewear companies’ branded content.  

 

However, it takes more than those seven dimensions to create consumer engagement, besides 

utilitarian emotional appeal where consumers only sell products to consumers (Taiminen & 

Karjaluoto, 2015). Taiminen and Karjaluoto (2015) stated that consumers wanted to see 

authentic and meaningful communication. Thus, it was found that companies communicated 

on several socio-political issues which were of importance to their brand community such as 

diversity and inclusion as well as sustainability. This is also in alignment with Brodie et al. 

(2013 and Lou et al. (2019) who stated that consumers want to join communities because they 

identify with the brands and feel empowered when they come across symbols that reflect their 

self-identity and social identity. 
 
 
5.3.1 Women’s Empowerment and Femvertising 

It was found that Girlfriend Collective, Gymshark, and Women’s Best successfully use 

femvertising as an Instagram content marketing strategy corresponding with their brand 

identity. These three online women’s activewear companies are in line with the five pillars of 

femvertising described by Pérez & Gutiérrez (2017), as they used diverse models, post-pro-

female messages, go against gender-norm stereotypes, downplay sexuality, and authentically 

portray women. They inspire women to be the best version of themselves, as Drake, 2017 

claimed to be the idea behind women’s empowerment. Diversity and inclusion were found to 

be a trend in the fashion and activewear industry due to the positive response from brand 

communities. From the content analysis it was found that some online women’s activewear 

companies are more inclusive than others.  Bombshell Sportswear and Spiritual Gangster are 

the two brands that include significantly less diversity and inclusivity in their content and 

brand. Their brand community of Instagram is expressing their dissatisfaction with that fact. 

Henceforth, a brand identity that expressed inclusivity through its Instagram content was able 

to create higher engagement and consumer satisfaction. Girlfriend Collective, Women’s Best, 

and Gymshark are further ahead and formed their brand identities to be more expressive in their 

content. Thus, the three companies post women of different body types, ages, religions, 

ethnicities, and women who have disabilities or are mothers, compared to Bombshell 
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Sportswear or Spiritual Gangster which mainly posts women of “ideal body types”. Therefore, 

online women's activewear companies as Girlfriend Collective, Gymshark and Women’s best 

are not only using body positivity as a femvertising in their marketing but also advocating for 

mental health, such as how to deal with your self-image. 

 

Today, consumers push for more inclusivity within companies, especially on Instagram and 

that can sometimes lead attempts to change as seen in Spiritual Gangster. However, consumers 

can also translate those positive changes as rather inauthentic especially when inclusivity is not 

yet part of the company's brand identity. Therefore, more frequently posted inclusive content 

might change followers' perspective on the brand itself, and thus, prefer it over the competitors 

like Kotler & Keller (2009) as well as Pham and Muthukrishnan (2002) initially explained. 

Consumers want to see women who like themselves, who are not retouched and not “perfect” 

on social media. As the content analysis proved, online women’s activewear companies who 

post content that is inclusive are more likely to create higher engagement with a larger variety 

of followers. Also, Webb et al (201) stated that today, the ideal is younger white able-bodied 

women, and therefore diversity is crucial, especially with consumers getting more vocal on 

social media. The lack of diversity and inclusivity can otherwise cause negative effects on 

female consumers as shown by their responses which correspond with Drake (2017) to the 

branded content in the Instagram comments resulting in a bad reputation and negative WOM. 

The findings are in accordance with Pérez and Gutiérrez (2017), which mentioned that 

intersectionality is important within marketing since consumers need to see their identity in the 

content posted by activewear companies. Thus, the reflection of the target audience needs to 

accurately depict the female consumers' self-image to create a good consumer-brand 

relationship, which is in line with Kapferer (2012) statements on the two elements of the brand 

identity.   

 

Finally, Brodie et al. (2013) and Li et al. (2021), stated that marketing needs to be empowering 

to create engagement. This study found with the help of content analysis that three out of the 

five companies focused on empowering women, some to a bigger extent than others. Therefore, 

women's activewear brands are expressing their brand identity using women’s empowerment 

and heavy femvertising as it was proven to be a successful marketing strategy that generates 

high engagement and reach on Instagram. The consumers who responded positively to 

femvertising were uplifting towards different types of women and loved to see any form of 

representation, as well as wanting to become part of the community as stated by Henderson 
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and Williams (2013) and proved by content analysis. On the contrary, Spiritual Gangster 

focused on empowerment regardless of gender but was proven to create rather high engagement 

regardless which was also stated in the interviews. 

 

 

5.3.2 Sustainability 

According to Kumar (2012), companies need to change their marketing tactics to be more 

sustainable to fulfil consumer expectations. Within the fashion and activewear industry, 

consumers expect sustainable clothes (Bielefeldt Bruun & Langkjær, 2016; Gazzola et al., 

2020; Grubor & Milovanov, 2019) and see transparency from the companies (Gazzola et al., 

2020). From the content analysis it was found that one out of the five online women’s 

companies communicate sustainability frequently as a part of their branded content as a part of 

expressed brand identity, with that company being Girlfriend Collective. Spiritual Gangster 

made an attempt to communicate sustainability that was not part of its brand identity, however, 

it was received quite well by its followers and sparked relatively high engagement.  

 

Girlfriend Collective brand as a sustainable company uses fishing nets and plastic bottles to 

create their activewear, which corresponds with interviewee A’s statement on innovation and 

sustainable materials within the industry. According to Grubor and Milovanov (2019), it is 

important that the sustainability that is being communicated is connected to the company’s 

brand identity. However, Girlfriends Collective sustainability marketing has mostly created 

low consumer/community engagement for product-focused posts that refer to sustainability in 

the post’s caption. Interviewee A stated that sustainability must be communicated in a relatable 

manner for consumers to be engaging. This is in accordance with remarks made by Grubor and 

Milovanov (2019), which stated that consumers want to be able to identify with the values that 

the brand stands for. The fashion knowledge interviewees also agreed that sustainability should 

be communicated in an informative way, for example by giving tips to consumers on how to 

make their activewear last longer and sustainable materials. Thus, the online women’s 

activewear company is able to contribute to society, which is important according to Grubor 

and Milovanov (2019). Therefore, sustainability as a part of socio-political issues was stressed 

to be an important topic to communicate and incorporate into the brand identity as well as the 

success of the brand emanating from it. However, it can be seen with companies such as 

Bombshell Sportswear, Gymshark, and Women's best which are successful and well known in 
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the industry, that there is a possibility to succeed without being engaged with sustainability. 

Though, the brands still engage in content marketing that is related to other socio-political 

issues, that became part of their expressed brand identity. 

 

The lack of sustainability marketing from Bombshell Sports, Gymshark, Spiritual Gangster, 

and Women’s Best is assumed to be because the companies do not have such values within 

their brand identity. However, if companies incorporate sustainability in their branding, they 

can reap the benefits such as enhanced respiration, position on the market (Loučanová et al., 

2021), financial gain, and improved consumer relationships (Kumar et al., 2012). Thus, it can 

be claimed that the companies are being true to their brand identity and avoiding any form of 

illegitimate marketing. Rather the online women’s activewear companies should only express 

values that are true to the brand. This aligns with Grubor and Milovanov’s (2019) statement 

that companies need to be inspiring and honest with their consumers to create satisfaction when 

communicating sustainable messages, on social media (Testa et al., 2021). As well as Wong 

An Kee and Yazdanifard (2015), mentioned that branded content needs to be innovative, 

authentic, and inspiring otherwise consumers disengage themselves from the brands. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

This final chapter summarises the thesis and concludes the empirical findings on how online 

women’s activewear companies use Instagram content marketing to express their brand 

identity and engage their followers. Moreover, the chapter also describes the theoretical 

contributions, societal implications, and managerial implications. Lastly, the chapter critically 

reviews the study and provides suggestions for future research. 

 

6.1 Summary of Thesis 
Social media marketing has become one of the primary methods to market and use branding 

(Taiminen and Karjaluoto, 2015; Wong, & Merrilees, 2007), particularly on Instagram which 

is the most used social media platform (Gillpatrick, 2019; Stoll, 2020, McGruer, 2020), 

especially amongst women (Chen, 2018; Jones & Lee, 2022). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic 

consumer behaviour changed to more online shopping as well as an increase in interest for 

exercise, activewear as well as key-conscious trends such as sustainability and inclusivity 

(Bringé, 2021; Ciotti et al., 2020; López et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2021). Consumers now want 

to see fashion companies do more than sell just pretty trendy clothes. 

 

The central role of brand identity is positioning that establishes the firm's values, voice, and 

personality. Hence, building a strong position on the market is necessary to target consumers 

and Instagram followers through marketing efforts. Today, it is increasingly imperative for 

companies to create strong and successful Instagram content marketing strategies to tackle their 

competitors on the oversaturated market.  

 

The purpose of the research was to explore how online women's activewear companies express 

their brand identity by using Instagram content marketing to engage their followers, with the 

aim to provide a company perspective to existing literature. To understand this, empirical data 

of five qualitative interviews and a semiotic- and netnographic content analysis on five online 

women’s activewear companies' Instagram business accounts were conducted. Multiple-case 

consisting of Bombshell Sportswear, Girlfriend Collective, Gymshark, Spiritual Gangster, and 

Women’s Best were compared to explore what Instagram content marketing practices were 

used to express their brand identities to create consumer- and community, exposure, and 
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engagement. Such a variety of companies helped to portray the heterogeneity of the content 

and brand identities within the same particular industry. The collected empirical data provided 

a thorough understanding of how online women’s activewear companies expressed their brand 

identity through branded content on Instagram as well as how female consumers engaged based 

on the content they regularly posted content. Thus, by exploring a variety of online women’s 

activewear companies both similarities and differences were identified in how they express 

their brand identities. This study was also able to identify the advantageous Instagram content 

marketing strategy that creates high engagement among their followers. The discussion of this 

study disclosed four main findings.  

 

The first finding of the thesis has shown that today’s online women's activewear companies 

use diversity, femvertising, and movements to express their brand identity through Instagram 

content marketing. This new marketing strategy has been proven to engage the followers, create 

brand communities and therefore strengthen the reach of the brand's Instagram. The second 

finding of the thesis reveals that women's activewear companies use internet trends, tightly 

follow fashion trends, as well as relate their posts to key-consciousness trends, and were proven 

to work with the audience if the company is consistent with the posting, continuously 

incorporating it to its brand identity. But also, there is some sensitive content that was expressed 

as a part of brand-identity and is not performing well such as the topic of genders and same-

gender parenting but also using models of the same size and ethnicity. The third finding 

discovered that using diverse models of all shapes and sizes as well as ethnicities in the branded 

content as a part of brand identity expression generates high engagement for the women's 

activewear company´s Instagram but also positive feedback from followers. The last finding 

of the thesis established that colour coordinated feed of an an Instagram page is not as important 

for creating high engagement, but it is the variety of diverse content that followers can engage 

with. 
 
 

6.2 Theoretical Contribution 
From a theoretical perspective this study has been able to contribute to the existing literature 

on brand identity and Instagram content marketing with three contributions. Previous research 

has been focused on other how companies have marketed and branded themselves on text-

based social media platforms (e.g., Balan, 2017; Chen, 2018; Zhou & Xue, 2021).  Thus, there 

is a lack of research on how companies should market themselves through visual branded 



Laubertova & Mekuriaw 
 

 

 
101 

content on Instagram (Butcher & Pecot, 2022; Zhou & Xue, 2021), in a creative manner (Casaló 

et al., 2021). Firstly, this study has been able to provide more research on the visual social 

media platform of Instagram and how online women’s activewear companies should create 

branded content to differentiate themselves to create engagement, from a company perspective.  

 

Furthermore, more research was needed to understand how fashion companies that target 

women, specifically activewear companies, market themselves on Instagram (e.g. Casaló et al., 

2021; Castillo-Abdul et al., 2022; Zhou et al., 2018) and how that creates consumer engagement 

(Testa et al. (2021). Secondly, this study provides knowledge on how online women’s 

activewear companies’ need to express their brand identity through Instagram content 

marketing to reflect their consumers’ self-identity to keep them engaged. Thus, proving more 

understanding of how activewear companies should meet women’s needs through their 

marketing as claimed is needed by Zhou et al., (2018).  

 

As suggested by several researchers (e.g., Kim et al., 2021, Laroche et al., 2012; Simões Coelho 

et al., 2018; Thi Hoang et al., 2020) more literature is needed on Instagram-based brand 

communities within specific industries and how that relates to brand identity and CBI.  Thi 

Hoang et al., (2020) gender could be a demographic factor that could be applied when studying 

brand communities. Lastly, this study was also able to provide an understanding of online 

women’s activewear companies’ Instagram-based brand communities and how that related to 

brand identity and the CBI of female consumers.  

 
 

6.3 Societal Implications 
Online women’s activewear companies should consider incorporating sustainability into their 

business model, possibly into their brand identity as it would help to spread awareness and 

would help them grow their profits with the innovation, especially considering the fashion 

industry is one of the biggest pollutants in the world. Thus, it is viable for the online women’s 

activewear companies to eventually consider more environmentally friendly materials, 

transportation, packaging, and factories. The same goes for female consumers where it is 

crucial to be pickier about the online women’s activewear companies they decide to purchase 

from. In particular, when the cost between various brands is very similar such as seen in the 

online women’s activewear companies presented. Nonetheless, many brands may include 

socio-political issues only when they are viral at the moment to gain exposure and profit. This 
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has been proven a very unauthentic and immoral approach to marketing. It can result in a 

negatively affected business reputation, which may possibly lead to a drop in sales. Therefore, 

female consumers should always research the possible brands that they want to purchase from 

as this may prevent such a practice in the long run. 

 

In addition, online activewear companies that focus on women should be wary of the content 

they post and what message they send out. Because companies’ who portray photoshopped and 

usually unattainable “beauty standards” lead to women suffering from severe mental health 

issues that heavily impact their life and well-being. Henceforth, if companies instead use 

women's empowerment and market the diversity it sends the message to their customer's minds 

that women come in all shapes and sizes. Moreover, if women find themselves feeling negative 

about a certain post, they should make sure to consciously disregard themselves from viewing 

such content to prevent any mental or health issues. Instead, support Instagram pages that 

spread positivity. 
 
Lastly, activewear brands should keep up with the community-building efforts as sport and 

active lifestyle create a truly universal culture and vibrant community that brings together such 

a diverse audience. Regardless of the location, age, religion, or ethnic background. Sport fosters 

unity and that can be interpreted like that is the root of community. Communities improve 

interpersonal relationships as well as a sense of belonging that accounts for overall well-being. 

 

6.4 Managerial implications 
This study provides several managerial implications for online women’s activewear companies 

on what kind of Instagram content activewear companies and marketing managers’ should post 

or start incorporating into their brand identity that stimulates high and positive consumer 

engagement. It is essential for online women’s activewear companies to focus on authentic, 

relatable, and cool branded content that engages their Instagram followers. Moreover, it is 

important to also audit followers' reactions to the posted branded content and respond to any 

concerns or questions that may be explained or elaborated on. By these means, marketing 

managers can focus more on strengthening consumer-brand relationships with such an 

interactive and personal approach. Furthermore, it is also necessary to consider the influencers’ 

or consumers' personal brand image if co-creating the content with them. If an influencer or 

brand ambassador signals any form of inauthenticity, heavy photoshopping, or immoral 

behaviour it could damage brand's reputation and get negative feedback. The same goes for 
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topics such as genderism or controversial socio-political movements. Online women’s 

activewear companies should consider the tonality of their language and the necessity of such 

sensitive posts as that can create damage to their brand identity. Online women’s activewear 

companies must consider all perspectives of their marketing if they want to communicate 

sensitive topics to their consumers. Furthermore, online women’s activewear companies should 

consider expressing diversity and inclusivity as a part of their brand identity to comply with 

consumers' needs and wants but also to build on positive WOM. Likewise, to stay up to date 

with fashion trends in the form of style or colour to attract more customers. Internet trends in 

the form of memes are also an interesting form of engaging content to be considered. It is also 

recommended to post more motivational and inspirational content to expand the reach of the 

Instagram page. Notwithstanding, marketing managers should pay attention to every possible 

positive detail about the brand that can be used as an expression of its brand identity and not 

be scared to use it within the Instagram content as it can engage a more diverse following. 

 
 

6.5 Critical review and Future Research 
This thesis needs to be critically reviewed to be considered objective. However, the limitations 

of this study provide further opportunities for future research. Suggestions for future research 

would be to expand the case selection to cover the general activewear industry or other more 

specific market segments, such as yoga or outdoor activewear. Because this study was limited 

to studying female Instagram followers, future studies can also research Instagram business 

accounts for various activewear companies that target men as well as both men and women to 

explore the differences in how activewear companies express their brand identity and engage 

their communities and followers. Another suggestion would be to explore the differences 

between Instagram content marketing in comparison to text-based social media platforms. 

Moreover, the future can focus on activewear companies that have physical stores and compare 

them to online activewear companies to explore the differences in content marketing. Future 

research can compare activewear companies that were founded prior to Instagram’s foundation 

to explore differences in branded content. Lastly, a suggestion would be for the content analysis 

of future research to include a greater amount of posts to provide more generalizable findings 

as well as incorporate a quantitative method of research.  
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Appendix 1 - Interview Guide for Marketing Employees  

 
Questions 

  
Purpose 

1. What is your occupation? General question: to understand the 
interviewee's role and expertise. 

2. How long have you been working within 
the industry? 

General question: to understand the 
interviewee's role and expertise. 

3. What do you look at to monitor how your 
Instagram content is performing? 
  

Instagram Content marketing: to comprehend 
what Instagram metrics are of importance for 
companies’ marketing. 

4. What type of consumer engagement is the 
most important, in your opinion? 

  

Instagram Content marketing: to comprehend 
what Instagram consumer engagement are of 
importance for companies’ marketing. 

5. What type of Instagram content is 
currently driving the highest 
engagement? 
  

Instagram Content marketing: explore what 
branded content creates the most engagement on 
Instagram. 

6. Do you display authenticity in your 
content? 

a. If yes, why and how? 
  

Instagram Content marketing: to explore the 
value of authentic branded content on Instagram. 

7. Do you display coolness in your content? 
a. If yes, why and how? 

  

Instagram Content marketing: to explore the 
value of coolness in branded content on 
Instagram. 

8. Do you display relatability in your 
content? 

a. If yes, why and how? 
  

Instagram Content marketing: to explore the 
value of relatable branded content on Instagram. 
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9.  How do you identify if your Instagram 
content is performing well with your target 
audience? 

  
a. What in your experience makes 

the Instagram content 
perform well? 

  

Instagram Content marketing: to understand 
how companies identify the performance of their 
Instagram content in relation to their target 
audience, as well as what makes the branded 
content perform well. 

10. As a content/marketing manager: Did you 
ever have to incorporate or refer to socio-
political issues within branded content on 
Instagram? 
  

Instagram Content marketing: to explore if 
companies take a stance on socio-political issues 
in their branded content on Instagram. 

11. How do you ensure that the Instagram 
content that is posted is not offending 
certain people? 
  

Instagram Content marketing: to explore how 
companies avoid posting offensive branded 
content on Instagram. 

12.  Have there been any behavioural 
changes in consumer patterns, content, and 
consumer engagement during the COVID-19 
pandemic? 

 
a. If yes, what changes 

have taken place? 
  

COVID-19 pandemic: to get an understanding if 
the COVID-19 pandemic influenced how 
companies marketed themselves based on their 
consumers. 

13. Do you monitor your competitors? 
  

Competitor analysis: to explore if companies 
analyse their competitors to create their branded 
content. 

14. Are we allowed to contact you again for 
further questions? 

  

Ending question: to ensure opportunities for 
further contact if needed. 
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Appendix 2 - Interview Guide for Content Manager  

  
Questions 

  
Purpose 

1.  What is your occupation? General question:  to understand the 
interviewee's role and expertise. 

2. How long have you been working 
within the industry? 

 

General question:  to understand the 
interviewee's role. 

3.  Which type of Instagram content is 
performing the best?  

Instagram Content marketing:  to understand 
what branded content performs the best for 
companies 

4.  What do you use to monitor how well 
a company’s Instagram content is 
performing? 

  

Instagram Content marketing: to comprehend 
what Instagram metrics are of importance for 
companies’ marketing. 

5.  How do you identify if a company’s 
Instagram content is performing well 
with their target audience? 

  

Instagram Content marketing:  to understand 
how companies identify the performance of their 
Instagram content in relation to their target 
audience, as well as what makes the branded 
content perform well. 

6.  What type of Instagram content is 
currently driving the highest 
engagement? 

  

Instagram Content marketing: explore what 
branded content creates the most engagement on 
Instagram. 

7.  Which type of consumer engagement 
is the most important (e.g., likes, 
comments, shares)? 

  

Instagram Content marketing: to comprehend 
what Instagram consumer engagement are of 
importance for companies’ marketing. 

8.  Have there been any behavioural 
changes in consumer patterns, 
content, and consumer engagement 
during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

a.  If yes, what changes have 
taken place? 

  

COVID-19 pandemic: to get an understanding if 
the COVID-19 pandemic influenced how 
companies marketed themselves based on their 
consumers. 
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9.  How do you ensure that a company’s 
Instagram content that is posted is not 
offending certain people? 

  
  

Instagram Content marketing: to explore how 
companies avoid posting offensive branded 
content on Instagram. 

10. What characterises women’s 
activewear companies' marketing on 
Instagram? 

  

Activewear & Female consumers: to gain an 
understanding of what branded content online 
women's activewear companies post on 
Instagram.  

11. What type of Instagram content 
should women’ activewear 
companies produce to engage their 
brand community/followers? 

  

Activewear & Female consumers: to explore 
what branded content online women’s 
activewear companies should post on Instagram 
to engage their followers.  

12.   How should women’s activewear 
companies’ branded content look 
visually to create the most consumer 
engagement from women? 

  
  

Activewear & Female consumers: to explore 
what visual aesthetics online women’s 
activewear companies’ branded content on 
Instagram should have to engage women.  

13.  What emotions should women’s 
activewear companies' stir up to 
engage their followers/community on 
Instagram? 

  

Activewear & Female consumers: to 
comprehend the emotions that should be 
awakened in their followers by the branded 
content produced by online women’s activewear 
companies. 

14.   Should women’s activewear 
companies express values in their 
Instagram marketing and branding 
that female consumers can resonate 
with? 

  

Activewear & Female consumers: to explore if 
certain values should be expressed by online 
women’s activewear companies to create 
reliability with their female followers.  

15.  How should women’s activewear 
companies go against gender 
stereotypes and the ideals of women 
that are set in media within the 
fashion industry? 

Activewear & Female consumers: to get an 
understanding if online women’s activewear 
companies need to go against female stereotypes 
in their branded content on Instagram. 
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16. Is it important for women’s 
activewear companies to use 
authenticity in Instagram content, in 
connection with their brand identity? 

  a. If so, why? 
  
  

Activewear & Female consumers: to gain a 
comprehension if online women’s activewear 
companies should post branded content that their 
followers find as authentic to create engagement. 

17.  Is it important for women’s 
activewear companies to use 
Instagram content, which followers / 
community perceive as cool to create 
engagement? 

a. If so, why? 

Activewear & Female consumers:  to gain a 
comprehension if online women’s activewear 
companies should post branded content that their 
followers find as cool to create engagement. 

  
18.  Is it important for women’s 

activewear companies to post content 
that their female followers can relate 
to to create engagement? 

a.    If yes, why? 
  

  
Activewear & Female consumers: to gain a 
comprehension if online women’s activewear 
companies should post branded content that their 
followers can resonate with to create 
engagement. 

19.  In general, is it important for women’s 
activewear companies to target 
women by taking a stand on 
important socio-political issues and 
include them in their brand identity? 

a.  If so, why? 
  

20.  Are we allowed to contact you again 
for further questions? 

  
  

Activewear & Female consumers: to understand 
if online women’s activewear companies should 
post branded content that takes a stance on 
certain socio-political issues and express that 
based on their brand identity. 
  
 
Ending question: to ensure opportunities for 
further contact if needed. 
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Appendix 3 Swedish Interview Guide – Content Marketer 
  
Bakgrundsfrågor 

1.  Vad har du för yrke? 
2.  Hur länge har du arbetat inom branschen? 

  
Content marketing & Instagram 

1.  Vilken typ av Instagram content presterar bäst? 
  
2.  Vad använder man för att övervaka hur bra ett företags Instagram content 

presterar? 
  
3.  Hur identifierar man att ett företags Instagram content presterar bra med sin 

målgrupp? 
  
4.  Vilken typ av Instagram content skapar mest engagemang? 
  
5.  Vilken typ av konsumentengagemang är det viktigaste? (t.ex. gilla-markeringar, 

kommentarer, delningar) 
  
6.  Har det skett några beteendeförändringar i konsumtionsbeteenden, content och 

konsumentengagemang under Coronapandemin? 
1. Om ja, vilka förändringar har skett? 

  
7.  Hur säkerställer man att ett företags Instagram content inte kränker vissa 

personer? 
  
Sportkläder & Kvinnliga konsumenter 

8. Vad kännetecknar den kvinnliga sportklädesbranschens marknadsföring på 
Instagram? 
 
 
9.  Vilken typ av Instagram content ska sportklädesföretag för kvinnor skapa för att 

engagera sitt community/sina följare? 
  
10.  Hur bör sportföretags content se ut visuellt för att skapa största möjliga 

konsumentengagemang från kvinnor? 
  

11.  Vilka känslor bör sportklädesföretag väcka hos kvinnor för att engagera sina 
följare/sitt community på Instagram? 

  
12.  Bör sportklädesföretag för kvinnor uttrycka värderingar i deras varumärke och 

Instagram marknadsföring som kvinnliga konsumenter kan relatera till? 
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13.  Hur ska sportklädesföretag för kvinnor gå emot könsstereotyper och kvinnoideal 

som finns i media och modebranschen genom deras Instagram marknadsföring? 
  

14.  Är det viktigt för sportklädesföretag som riktar sig mot kvinnor att använda sig 
utav autenticitet i Instagram content, med koppling till sin varumärkesidentitet? 

a.  Om ja, varför? 
  

15.  Är det viktigt för sportklädesföretag som riktar sig mot kvinnor att använda sig 
utav Instagram content, som följarna/community uppfattar som coolt för att skapa 
engagemang? 

a.  Om ja, varför? 
  

16.  Är det viktigt för sportklädesföretag som riktar sig mot kvinnor att lägga upp 
content som deras kvinnliga följare kan relatera till för att skapa engagemang? 

a.  Om ja, varför? 
  

17.  Överlag, är det viktigt att sportklädesföretag som riktar sig mot kvinnor tar 
ställning till viktiga socio-politiska ämnen och inkluderar i deras 
varumärkesidentitet? 

a.  Om ja, varför? 
  
Avslutande fråga 

18.  Får vi kontakta dig igen för ytterligare frågor? 
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 Appendix 4 - Activewear Interview Guide 
  

Introduction 
● Welcome the interviewee by introducing ourselves, as well as thank the 

participant for being a part of our study. 
● Present the agenda of the interview. 
● Ask for permission to record the interview and inform that the data will be 

used for analysis to fulfil the research purpose of our study. 
● Encourage the interviewee to express their thoughts and opinions and ask for 

clarification on the questions if needed. 

  
Questions 

  
Purpose 

1.  What is your occupation? General question:  to understand the 
interviewee's role and expertise. 
 

2. How long have you been working 
within the industry? 

 

General question:  to understand the 
interviewee's role and expertise. 
 

3.  What current trends are there within 
the women’s activewear industry (in 
terms of clothing, marketing and 
branding)? 

  

Industry trends: to explore what current trends 
exist in the women’s activewear industry.  

4.  How have the trends within the 
women’s activewear industry been 
influenced by the COVID-19 
pandemic? 

  

Industry trends: to explore how the trends in the 
women’s activewear industry have been 
influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

5.  What upcoming future trends are 
there within the women’s activewear 
industry? 

  

Industry trends: to explore what future trends 
that will arise in the women’s activewear 
industry 

6.  What characterises women’s 
activewear companies' marketing on 
Instagram? 

  

Instagram Content marketing:  to gain an 
understanding of what branded content online 
women's activewear companies post on 
Instagram.  



Laubertova & Mekuriaw 
 

 

 
125 

7.  What type of Instagram content 
should women’ activewear 
companies produce to engage brand 
community/followers? 

  

Instagram Content marketing:  to explore what 
branded content online women’s activewear 
companies should post on Instagram to engage 
their followers.  
 

8.  How should women’s activewear 
companies’ branded content look 
visually to create the most consumer 
engagement from women? 

  

Instagram Content marketing: to explore what 
visual aesthetics online women’s activewear 
companies’ branded content on Instagram 
should have to engage women.  

9.  What emotions should women’s 
activewear companies' stir up to 
engage their followers/community on 
Instagram? 

  

Instagram Content marketing: to comprehend 
the emotions that should be awakened in their 
followers by the branded content produced by 
online women’s activewear companies. 

10.  Should online women’s activewear 
companies express values in their 
Instagram marketing and branding 
that female consumers can resonate 
with? 

  

Consumer-brand identification – activewear & 
female consumers: to explore if certain values 
should be expressed by online women’s 
activewear companies to create reliability with 
their female followers.  

11.  How should women’s activewear 
companies go against gender 
stereotypes and the ideals of women 
that are set in media within the 
fashion industry? 

  

Consumer-brand identification – activewear & 
female consumers: to get an understanding if 
online women’s activewear companies need to 
go against female stereotypes in their branded 
content on Instagram. 

12.  Should women’s activewear 
companies be inclusive in their 
marketing? 
a.  If yes, why? 

Consumer-brand identification – diversity & 
inclusivity: to comprehend if diversity and 
inclusion is needed within online women's 
activewear companies branded content on 
Instagram. 

13.  Should women’s activewear 
companies use feminism within their 
marketing to relate more to women 
on Instagram? 

a. If yes, why? 
 

Consumer-brand identification – women’s 
empowerment & feminism: to gain an undertsnad 
if online women’s activewear companies should 
produce feminist brnad content on Instagram to 
be able to relate to their women.  
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14.  Are female consumers looking for 
more sustainable activewear 
alternatives to purchase? 

  

Consumer-brand identification – sustainability: 
to explore if female consumers prefer to 
purchase sustainable activewear.  

15.  Should women’s activewear 
companies communicate 
sustainability within their marketing 
and branding? 

a. If yes, why? 
 

  

Consumer-brand identification – sustainability: 
to explore if female consumers want online 
women’s activewear companies to express 
sustainability in their branded content on 
Instagram.  

16.  How does female consumers' 
preference towards sustainable 
activewear influence reflect in 
companies branded content on 
Instagram? 

  
  

17.  Overall, do you believe it is 
important for women's activewear 
companies to take a stand on socio-
political topics and include it within 
their brand identity? 

  
18.  Are we allowed to contact you again 

for further questions? 
  

Consumer-brand identification – sustainability: 
to explore if female consumers ‘s preferences 
influence the branded content posted by online 
women’s activewear companies on Instagram. 
  
  
  
Brand identity: to understand if online women’s 
activewear companies should post branded 
content that takes a stance on certain socio-
political issues and express that based on their 
brand identity.  
  
Ending question: to ensure opportunities for 
further contact if needed. 
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Appendix 5 - Swedish Activewear Interview Guide 
  
Generella frågor 

1. Vad har du för yrke? 
2. Hur länge har du arbetat inom branschen? 

  
  
Marknadsföring & Varumärke: 
Branschtrender 

1. Vilka aktuella trender finns inom sportklädesbranschen för kvinnor (när det gäller 
kläder, marknadsföring och varumärken)? 
  

2. Hur har trenderna inom sportklädesbranschen för kvinnor påverkats av 
Coronapandemin? 
  

3. Vilka framtida trender kommer att finnas inom sportklädesbranschen för kvinnor? 
 
 

Instagram Content Marketing 
1. Vad kännetecknar den kvinnliga sportklädesbranschens marknadsföring på 

Instagram? 
 
 

2. Vilken typ av Instagram content ska sportklädesföretag för kvinnor skapa för att 
engagera sitt community/sina följare? 
  

3. Hur bör sportföretags content se ut visuellt för att skapa största möjliga 
konsumentengagemang från kvinnor? 

  
4. Vilka känslor bör sportklädesföretag väcka hos kvinnor för att engagera sina 

följare/sitt community på Instagram? 
  

Consumer-brand identification: 
Sportkläder & Kvinnliga konsumenter 

1. Bör sportklädesföretag för kvinnor uttrycka värderingar i deras varumärke och 
Instagram marknadsföring som kvinnliga konsumenter kan relatera till? 
  

2. Hur ska sportklädesföretag för kvinnor gå emot könsstereotyper och kvinnoideal som 
finns i media inom modebranschen? 

  
Mångfald & Inkludering 

1. Bör sportklädesföretag för kvinnor vara inkluderande i sin marknadsföring? 
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1. Om ja, varför? 
 
Women's empowerment & Feminism 

1.  Bör sportklädesföretag för kvinnor använda feminism i sin marknadsföring för att 
relatera mer till kvinnor på Instagram? 

a.  Om ja, varför? 
  

Hållbarhet 

1.  Letar kvinnliga konsumenterna efter mer hållbara sportklädesalternativ att köpa? 

  

2.  Bör sportklädesföretag för kvinnor kommunicera hållbarhet inom sin 

marknadsföring och sitt varumärke? 

1. Om ja, varför? 

  

3. Hur återspeglas kvinnliga konsumenters preferenser för hållbara sportkläder i företags 

content på Instagram? 

  

Varumärkesidentitet 

4.  Så överlag är det viktigt att sportklädesföretag som riktar sig mot kvinnor tar 
ställning till viktiga socio-politiska ämnen och inkluderar i deras 
varumärkesidentitet? 

  
Avslutande fråga 

●   Får vi kontakta dig igen för ytterligare frågor? 
  

  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Laubertova & Mekuriaw 
 

 

 
129 

Appendix 6 - Interview Request Message 
 
Dear Ms/Mr (...), 
  
I hope this email finds you well. We (Victoria and Masstewal) are master’s students from 
Kristianstad University in Sweden, writing our thesis on how online women’s sportswear 
companies use Instagram marketing to create branded content that is inclusive and 
unique.  
  
 During our analysis, we were impressed by your company's branding and therefore decided 
to include you in our thesis! We stand and are impressed by women (Boss Babes) creating 
something for other women as that is truly empowering. So we wonder if it would be possible 
for you or any colleague, intern or responsible for social media marketing, branding or 
communication to be available for a short interview. We are very flexible with date or time 
and it could be done via email, message, or call (Zoom, Teams, Skype, Phone, or any other)?  
  
 We are certain of the ability to provide  managerial implications and value for your company 
as well as certain exposure. The study insight would be shared with you and with the 
possibility of management summary.  
  
We are very much looking forward to your reply. Please do not hesitate to contact us in case 
you have further questions.  
  
Best regards,   
Victoria Laubertova & Masstewal Mekuriaw 

  
Kristianstad University 
SE-291 88 Kristianstad 
www.hkr.se 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Laubertova & Mekuriaw 
 

 

 
130 

Appendix 7 - Content Analysis Coding Schedule 
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