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Executive Summary
Brands in today's fashion industry are being pushed to include environmentally conscious practices in their marketing tactics due to the growing importance of sustainability. The purpose of this research is to examine the ways in which both high-end and mass-market fashion labels in China are boosting customer engagement via sustainability marketing on the Weibo platform. Using a mixed-methods strategy, the study examined 867 posts made by 60 brands on Weibo between 2021 and 2024. In order to evaluate the effectiveness of localized messaging for the Chinese audience, each post was classified as either product-related, branding-related, or promotion related. 
The results show that when it comes to sustainability messaging, luxury and mass-market firms take different approaches. Despite a decline in customer involvement, luxury firms' sustainability efforts are generally in line with their heritage and long-term values. On the other hand, mass-market firms reach more people by using campaigns and product highlights to communicate easily and motivate them to take action. Chinese customers are receptive to participative, incentive-based marketing, as shown by the greatest engagement rates achieved by promotion-oriented sustainability postings across all brand categories. Curiously, localization messaging tactics don't seem to boost engagement much, which might mean that the format, timeliness, and relevancy of the message are more important. 
For fashion brand managers, these findings provide practical advice. Instead of treating sustainability as an isolated CSR message, mass-market firms could include it in their daily marketing campaigns as a lifestyle concept. In order to increase customer engagement, luxury businesses could modify their sustainability narratives to fit the participatory character of social media by adding interactive components, behind-the-scenes footage, or partnerships with influencers. In order to engage Chinese customers in a sustainable way, both types of brands should put an emphasis on content relevance and interaction rather than superficial cultural customization. This study enhances the understanding of best practices in sustainable social media marketing by showing how luxury and mass-market fashion brands can align digital strategies with core values and marketing goals while leveraging the participatory nature of social media. 
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1. Introduction 
The global luxury market is undergoing a profound transformation, increasingly shaped by consumer demand for sustainability. D'Arpizio et al. (5) estimate that the luxury goods industry is worth almost $1.1 trillion, with the personal luxury goods (PLG) market accounting for around €250 billion of that total. Businesses' greater appeal to a larger population has been a problem for previously exclusive and handmade luxury items, as the "Massification of Luxury" phenomenon has shown (Tynan et al. 1158). This hitherto obscure worry has become a fundamental expectation as customers place a premium on sustainability. The majority of luxury buyers (over 60%) choose sustainable methods, according to a new analysis by the Boston Consulting Group. The survey notes that younger generations are more concerned about ethical sourcing and environmental responsibility (Boston Consulting Group and Altagamma 4).
The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated this change, spurring customers to examine the social effects of their purchases more closely (Amed et al. 11). The disruption caused by the pandemic not only dismantled traditional barriers but also highlighted the necessity for brands to reassess their roles in sustainable development. Historically, luxury brands have relied on narratives of durability and craftsmanship to differentiate themselves; however, sustainability has emerged as a crucial marker of quality and exclusivity in today's market (Jackson 29). Modern consumers expect brands to take responsibility for their environmental impact, viewing sustainability as an essential investment in brand equity rather than a fleeting marketing trend (Amed et al. 20). Simultaneously, social media platforms have revolutionized brand communication, providing direct channels for engagement and storytelling. In 2021, the number of social media users worldwide exceeded 4.26 billion, accounting for more than half of the global population, underscoring social media's vital role in modern marketing and its powerful impact on consumer behavior (Dixon). Research indicates that brands engaging in social media marketing experience enhanced visibility, consumer trust, and overall performance (Wan and Ren 290). Social media has evolved into a vital platform for sustainability campaigns, allowing brands to showcase their initiatives in carbon neutrality and responsible sourcing. For instance, Stella McCartney utilizes Instagram to highlight its commitment to sustainable fashion through posts detailing its use of organic cotton and recycled materials while promoting a circular economy model (Stella McCartney). Similar to this, Nike's "Move to Zero" campaign uses social media to spread the word about their lofty sustainability objectives, which include using eco-friendly materials and recycling programs to achieve zero waste and zero carbon emissions ("Move to Zero Movement").
As a result, digital strategies for both mass-market and luxury businesses now include sustainability-focused marketing. Sustainability narratives are being integrated into commonplace digital encounters, moving beyond CSR reports and yearly statements. Brands may engage with customers on a deeper emotional level via educational initiatives, partnerships with sustainability influencers, and transparency reports. Targeted social media commercials for H&M's Conscious Collection, for instance, highlight sustainable processes and encourage consumer engagement with interactive material about environmentally conscious fashion choices (Wheldon). This development marks a change in the role of sustainability within brand narratives, moving it from an afterthought to an essential factor in attracting and retaining customers.
Sustainability is no longer seen as an optional extra in the post-pandemic digital environment; it is instead an essential component of every successful strategy. An uptick in social media advertising was already in the cards when the epidemic hit, according to the State of Fashion 2020 (11). Brands that successfully incorporate sustainability into their marketing strategies will increase customer involvement and credibility in a values-driven market, according to McKinsey & Company (20).
2. Literature Review
The relationship between luxury and sustainability has evolved significantly in recent years, challenging traditional perceptions of incompatibility. Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau examine luxury consumers' attitudes toward sustainability, finding that brands with established sustainability reputations must carefully maintain authenticity in their initiatives (2). This perspective is particularly relevant as luxury brands increasingly integrate environmental responsibility into their narratives. Mosca et al. observe that "customers want to participate in the creation of content that can be spread online… and they love to recognize themselves in sustainable and responsible behaviors" (84). However, these researchers also note that sustainable luxury can both enhance and reduce purchase intention depending on context and variables, which highlights the complexity brands face when navigating this space.
Luxury brands encounter unique challenges in sustainability communication compared to their mass-market counterparts. Lo and Ha-Brookshire document how luxury fashion brands must address supply chain ethics and animal welfare concerns while developing effective marketing for their corporate social responsibility initiatives (156). This tension has intensified as criticism of luxury brands has grown due to what some view as eco-friendly masquerades used to enhance or repair brand reputation (Dekhili and Achabou 1902). Such pressures have compelled the luxury industry to acknowledge its responsibilities and opportunities in sustainable sourcing, manufacturing, and marketing (Wells et al. 2), reshaping how these brands approach sustainability communication.
Social media platforms have emerged as critical channels for brands to communicate sustainability initiatives directly to consumers. Research on luxury fashion brands' social media engagement demonstrates that consumers are influenced by effectiveness and social knowledge, which positively shape their attitudes and purchase intentions (Kong et al. 115). This relationship appears particularly pronounced in China, where Jung et al. noted that "sustainable consumption behavior has risen in China, especially in metropolitan cities" (3). Shao and Ünal further observe that with complete product information transparency, Chinese consumers show a willingness to pay premium prices for sustainable products (1474), underscoring the importance of transparent communication through social media channels.
The effectiveness of sustainability communication on social media depends significantly on perceived authenticity. Hund argues that authenticity in social media is "not just a social construction but an industrial one, continually tussled over by a sophisticated and complicated profit-making enterprise" (7). This observation suggests that both luxury and mass-market brands must navigate complex perceptions when communicating sustainability. Amatulli et al. emphasize that maintaining brand identity while introducing sustainability narratives can enhance consumer engagement, as sustainable consumption is often driven by "an inner moral tension which drives one to satisfy not only one's material desires but also one's spiritual urges and ethical commitments" (Amatulli et al. 64). This finding underscores the importance of maintaining brand identity while introducing sustainability narratives.
Consumer engagement with sustainability content differs substantially between luxury and mass-market contexts. Brand alignment with individual identity qualities, especially modesty, and self-congruity, determines customer reactions to responsible luxury branding, according to Janssen et al. (171). This suggests that consumers with less lavish identities are more attuned to this alignment. This shows how important it is for high-end labels to include sustainability without watering down their individuality. Fast fashion, according to Anguelov, has changed the fashion business. Even once-luxury labels like Versace have fast-fashion lines that are affordable in order to reach a wider audience (3). Consistent messaging and true brand positioning are more critical than ever before since this merging of luxury and mass-market tactics might mislead customer views of what counts as "sustainable" in the luxury arena.
Significant differences emerge in strategy and consumer reception when comparing sustainability approaches between luxury and mass-market brands. Aliyev et al. note that “the perceived conspicuousness value hampers the merging of luxury and sustainability perceptions” (10). This perspective highlights ongoing tensions between luxury consumption and environmental consciousness in certain product categories. Analysis of sustainability reporting practices reveals that while both fast fashion and luxury brands address similar issues like recycling and materials sourcing, they employ different emphasis and classification systems, reflecting their distinct market positions and brand values.
The evolution of brand positioning also influences how sustainability efforts are communicated. Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau observe that luxury brands, once discreet about sustainability, now include dedicated sections on social and environmental responsibility on their websites (3). This shift is especially relevant in emerging markets like China, where corporate social responsibility is gaining traction amid global concerns such as climate change and resource scarcity. Amed et al. highlights that fashion brands are increasingly partnering with suppliers to reduce emissions and improve supply chain flexibility, particularly during the production and raw material stages (74). As luxury and mass-market brands continue developing their sustainability communication strategies, understanding these nuanced differences becomes essential for effective consumer engagement through social media platforms in the Chinese market.
3. Research Question
This paper explores the relationship between sustainability communication strategies on social media and consumer engagement across different brand categories. Specifically, it focuses on the following research objective: What strategies have luxury brands in China applied to their social media marketing from the post-pandemic period onward to enhance consumer engagement through environmental sustainability, compared to mass market brands?
I will specifically examine how luxury brands communicate sustainability differently from mass-market brands on Weibo, China's leading microblogging platform. Weibo in China "has witnessed an exponential growth of 296 percent in 1 year", reaching 250 million users by the end of 2011, making it a critical channel for brand-consumer interactions in China's digital ecosystem (Zhang and Pentina 312). Unlike closed social networks, Weibo's public nature facilitates broader content dissemination and provides transparent engagement metrics that are valuable for empirical analysis (Zhang and Pentina 313). Aside from serving as a "digital gatekeeper" to shape public focus and discourse, Weibo's exogenous viral topics are known to "suddenly capture broad social attention and are shared extensively across networks," creating a distinctive environment for sustainability communication on the platform (Liu et al. 3).
This research question emerges from the evolving relationship between luxury branding and sustainability in the post-pandemic Chinese marketplace. As demonstrated in the literature review, luxury brands face unique challenges in balancing exclusivity with environmental responsibility (Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau 1). The tension between traditional luxury values and sustainability narratives is reflected in what Dekhili and Achabou describe as a “weak association between the two concepts” due to diverging underlying values (1896). These tensions are particularly evident in social media contexts, where brands must navigate consumer expectations for both aspirational content and authentic sustainability messaging.
The focus on China explicitly reflects its position as a critical market for luxury growth, with McKinsey & Company highlighting that "Chinese consumers are set to contribute almost two-thirds of global growth in luxury spending" (China Luxury Report 2023, 5). The post-pandemic period represents a particularly significant timeframe, as research indicates that "the pandemic will accelerate trends that were in motion prior to the crisis, as shopping shifts to digital and consumers continue to champion fairness and social justice” (Amed et al. 11). This market transformation has created unique challenges and opportunities for luxury brands seeking to integrate sustainability messaging while maintaining their exclusive positioning.
The comparative analysis between luxury and mass-market brands provides critical insights into how brand positioning influences sustainability communication strategies. As Kong et al. explain, luxury brands are slowly adapting to sustainability, as their consumers prioritize product quality and brand reputation over factors like recycling or organic materials (105). Given their different market positions and target audiences, luxury and mass-market firms understand and convey environmental responsibility in fundamentally different ways.
The current marketing literature is severely lacking in many key areas that this research topic seeks to fill.  Firstly, there has been no research on how luxury branding and sustainability communication interact in China's social media sphere despite the abundance of literature on both topics individually.  Secondly, by contrasting luxury and mass-market methods, we may learn new things about how brand positioning affects sustainability communication tactics and how well they work to engage consumers.  This research concludes by focusing on the time immediately after the pandemic, a pivotal juncture in the growth of sustainable marketing as companies adapt to shifting customer demands and market circumstances brought on by the worldwide upheaval.
4. Data and Methodology
4.1 Research Design
This research utilizes a mixed-methods approach that integrates quantitative and qualitative content analysis to investigate sustainability communication by luxury and mass-market businesses on Chinese social media. The comparative design examines how several brand categories use sustainability narratives to improve customer engagement in the post-pandemic Chinese market, concentrating on their content tactics, posting frequency, and engagement results.
4.2 Data Collection
A. Sample Selection
60 well-known Chinese brands, split equally between mass-market and luxury sectors, are examined in this study:
Luxury Brands (n=30):
· 18 fashion brands (e.g., Hermès, Chanel, Dior, Louis Vuitton, Gucci)
· 7 jewelry & watch brands (e.g., Patek Philippe, Rolex, Cartier)
· 5 skincare brands (e.g., La Mer, Guerlain)
Mass-Market Brands (n=30):
· 18 fashion brands (e.g., Zara, Uniqlo, Nike)
· 7 jewelry & watch brands (e.g., Casio, Swatch)
· 5 skincare brands (e.g., Kiehl's, L'Oréal Paris)
Based on a multi-criteria review of brand history, exclusivity, premium price, and consumer perception, Deloitte’s Global Powers of Luxury Goods 2023 study was used to choose luxury brands. Popularity in the Chinese market and social media activity were the deciding factors in the selection of mass-market companies, with an emphasis on those with well-established Weibo accounts and robust participation. All of the chosen brands are detailed in Table 1 of the attached document.
B. Data Collection Process
I retrieved all of the 60 brands' Weibo posts from October 2021 to October 2024 in order to compile a complete dataset of sustainability-related postings. There were 1,473 posts total from all brands in this first round of collecting (632 from high-end goods and 841 from mass-market companies).
A keyword-driven filtering technique was used to discern pertinent postings. The keywords include terminology such as 环保 (environmental protection), 可持续 (sustainable development), 循环再生 (recycling), 环保材料 (eco-friendly materials), and 碳中和 (carbon neutrality). The chosen keywords were based on their frequency in sustainability discussions within Chinese media and their correspondence with essential environmental ideas pertinent to brand communication (Zhao and Gui 184; Li et al. 1035).
Posts that were marked as relevant by the keyword filtering system were then reviewed by humans to make sure they weren't false positives. Incorporating just material with a true emphasis on sustainability is the goal of this two-stage process.
The final dataset included 867 items pertaining to sustainability, with 380 posts from luxury businesses and 487 posts from mass-market firms. These posts were filtered using keywords and then manually verified for relevancy. Instead of only referencing environmental phrases in passing, all of the studied posts included actual sustainability content thanks to this stringent screening.
C. Data Points
The dataset comprises two distinct categories of variables:
Posting-related Variables:
· Total sustainability-related posts per brand
· Posting frequency (monthly and annual distribution)
· Engagement metrics (sum of likes, comments, and reposts)
Content-related Variables:
· Product-related sustainability
· Branding-related sustainability
· Promotion or campaign-related sustainability
· Localization efforts
Each content type addresses specific aspects of sustainability communication:
Product-related sustainability: Posts highlighting specific eco-friendly products, sustainable materials, environmentally responsible packaging, or green manufacturing processes. These communications directly connect environmental benefits to tangible product features consumers can purchase.
· Prada's October 2022 post exemplifies this category by highlighting its Eternal Gold jewelry collection that uses certified recycled gold to create sustainable fine jewelry. The post emphasizes material sustainability as a core product feature while maintaining luxury quality standards, demonstrating how product innovation can align with environmental responsibility. (@Prada, Weibo, October 15, 2022)
Branding-related sustainability: Posts focusing on positioning the brand as environmentally conscious through general environmental commitments, corporate values, and long-term vision without promoting specific products. These posts establish the brand's overall sustainability identity and philosophy.
· Content in La Mer's June 2024 article demonstrates this strategy by highlighting the company's dedication to ocean conservation over the long run.  Placing environmental responsibility as a core brand value, the article places emphasis on the company's continuing ocean conservation projects and biodiversity preservation efforts via its Blue Heart Ocean Conservation Fund rather than showcasing particular items.(@La Mer, Weibo, June 6, 2024)
Promotion or campaign-related sustainability: Posts showcasing particular sustainability efforts, collaborations with environmental groups, or specialized campaigns such as recycling programs. These blogs focus on specific actions and quantifiable results instead of abstract principles, in contrast to branding postings.
· The collaboration campaign between Louis Vuitton and Huasheng ESG Institute in March 2024 is an example of this category in action. Explore sustainable practices in the tropical rainforests of Yunnan as part of the "Sustainable Journey" program, which records possible rural tourist locations. Beyond broad statements about the brand's principles, this section highlights particular sustainability actions undertaken in collaboration with various partners. (@LouisVuitton, Weibo, March 21, 2024)
Localization efforts: Posts that modify environmental message to appeal to Chinese cultural settings, such as those that combine sustainable materials with traditional handicraft or deal with environmental issues that are unique to China.  While preserving ecological message, these communications also make them culturally relevant.
· The localization of sustainability message is shown by Loewe's May 2023 article on their exhibit at the Shanghai Strawberry Music Festival. By working with local craftsmen and utilizing traditional Yunnan bamboo weaving methods, Loewe brings together ecological materials with Chinese handicraft traditions. (@LOEWE, Weibo, May 5, 2023)
4.3 Analytical Approach
A. Posting Probability and Frequency
I examined the ratio of brands that are actively disseminating sustainability material and the quantity of such content across various brand categories. This included calculating the percentage of brands in each category with at least one sustainability post and comparing the average number of sustainability posts per brand between luxury and mass-market categories. Chi-square tests were used to determine the statistical significance of differences in sustainability communication frequency.
B. Content Type Distribution
For each sustainability post, I categorized the primary content type (product, branding, promotion) and calculated the distribution of these types within each brand category. This analysis revealed whether luxury and mass-market brands emphasize different aspects of sustainability in their communication. Chi-square tests examined whether these distributions differ significantly between brand categories.
C. Engagement Analysis
I collected engagement metrics (likes, comments, reposts) for each post and calculated the average engagement per post for each content type and brand category. ANOVA tests assessed whether specific content types generate significantly different engagement levels and whether this differs between luxury and mass-market brands. Post hoc tests identified which content types generate the highest engagement within each brand category.
5. Data Analysis
5.1 Total Number of Posts
A. Total Post Counts (Appendix Table 2)
· Luxury Brand (Appendix Table 3): The 30 luxury brands in the sample contributed 349 sustainability-related Weibo posts, accounting for 40.3% of all collected posts​. On average, this is ~11.6 posts per luxury brand over the three years. A few luxury brands were active (e.g., Dior with 51 posts), while some posted sparingly or not at all (e.g., Bottega Veneta with 0 posts)​. 
· Mass-Market Brand (Appendix Table 4): The 30 mass-market brands produced 518 posts, about 59.7% of all posts​, averaging ~17.3 posts per brand. Mass brands overall were more prolific in sustainability messaging, with certain brands driving the volume (e.g., FILA alone made 105 posts)​. Only one mass brand in the sample had zero posts (Abercrombie & Fitch).
· Comparison and Conclusion: Mass-market brands out-posted luxury brands in the sheer volume of sustainability posts​. In proportionate terms, nearly 60% of all identified posts came from mass brands. In summary, mass-market brands were considerably more prolific in sustainability postings than luxury brands over the period.
B. ​​Post Counts of Different Content Types (Appendix Table 5)
· Luxury Brands: Luxury brands’ sustainability posts were fairly evenly split between branding-related and product-related sustainability content, with relatively few promotion-oriented posts. Specifically, out of 349 luxury posts, 159 were branding-related (45.6%), 152 were product-related (43.6%), and only 38 were promotion/campaign-related (~10.9%)​. 
· Mass-Market Brands: Mass-market brands showed a different content mix, relying more on product and promotional messaging. Out of 518 mass-market posts, 259 were product-related (exactly 50.0%), 153 were branding-related (29.5%), and 106 were promotion-related (20.5%)​. Thus, half of mass brands’ sustainability content centered on specific products or materials, and a significant portion involved promotional campaigns or incentives, while pure brand-image sustainability posts were less common (~30%).
· Comparison and Conclusion (Appendix Table 6): The content-type distributions differ markedly between luxury and mass-market brands, a difference confirmed by a chi-square test (χ² = 28.213, p = 0.000​. Luxury brands heavily favor branding content (45.6% vs 29.5% in mass), aligning with their focus on brand heritage and values. In contrast, mass-market brands utilize more product and promotion content – for example, promotion-oriented posts make up 20.5% of mass content, nearly double the luxury proportion of 10.9%​. Mass brands’ product-centric approach (50% of their posts) also slightly exceeds luxury’s 43.6%. These statistically significant differences illustrate distinct sustainability communication strategies: luxury brands build their sustainability narrative around brand ethos, whereas mass-market brands lean towards tangible products and campaigns to engage consumers.
C. Number of Posts, Including Localization Efforts
· In Different Categories (Appendix Table 7): Across all posts, a total of 62 posts (about 7.2% of 867) incorporated localization efforts. Luxury brands made 32 of these localized posts and mass-market brands 30, indicating a comparable uptake in absolute terms​. This corresponds to roughly 9.2% of luxury posts (32/349) and 5.8% of mass posts (30/518) featuring localized content. The slight percentage difference (luxury higher) was not statistically significant (chi-square test, p≈0.07, n.s.), suggesting that both brand categories employed localized sustainability messaging at similar rates.
· In Different Content Types (Appendix Table 8): Localization efforts were concentrated in certain content types. Notably, all localized sustainability posts fell under either branding or promotion categories, with 28 localized branding posts and 34 localized promotion posts (out of 62)​. No product-focused posts were found to include localization elements. This distribution suggests that when brands tailor sustainability messages to the local culture, they do so primarily through storytelling (brand values) or promotional campaigns rather than through product descriptions.
5.2 Posting Frequency
A. Posting Frequency of Different Categories
· Luxury Brands (Appendix Figure 1): Luxury brands’ sustainability posting frequency varied over time, with a clear peak in 2022. In late 2021 (Q4 only), they made 18 posts; in 2022, this jumped to 133 posts, reflecting a major increase in activity​. In 2023, luxury brands posted 119 times (a slight decrease from 2022 but still elevated), and in the first ten months of 2024, they posted 79 times​. This trend suggests that luxury brands significantly ramped up sustainability communications in 2022 and maintained a steady output thereafter. 
· Mass-Market Brands (Appendix Figure 2): Mass-market brands also showed a 2022 surge. They posted 32 times in late 2021, then dramatically increased to 239 posts in 2022​. In 2023, mass brands’ output dropped to 126 posts, and in 2024 (Jan–Oct) they had 121 posts​. Thus, like luxury brands, mass advertisers peaked in 2022 and saw a decline afterward. However, mass-market brands consistently out-posted luxury brands in absolute terms each period.
· Comparison and Conclusion (Appendix Table 9): Both category segments exhibited a spike in posting frequency in 2022, indicating a general heightened emphasis on sustainability that year. Importantly, mass-market brands maintained a higher posting frequency than luxury brands throughout the study. The distribution of posts per year by category is significantly different: a chi-square test of the yearly post counts by brand type shows a significant association (χ² = 10.605, p = 0.014)​. Notably, luxury brands contributed nearly half of all sustainability posts in 2023 (48.6%), whereas in other years, they hovered around ~36–40%​. This indicates that luxury brands narrowed the gap in 2023, but mass brands were more consistently active overall. In summary, mass-market brands sustained a higher posting cadence, whereas luxury brands were comparatively less frequent, with both groups showing synchronized peaks and dips over the years.
B. Posting Frequency of Different Content Types
· Luxury Brands (Appendix Figure 3): Luxury brands' sustainability posting varied significantly across content types and over time. Branding-related posts demonstrated consistent frequency with 6 posts in Q4 2021, peaking at 61 posts in 2022, followed by a slight decline to 53 posts in 2023 and 35 posts by October 2024. Product-related content consistently had high posting frequencies, notably peaking at 64 posts in 2022 and maintaining similar activity in 2023 with 62 posts, followed by a noticeable decline in 2024 (44 posts). Promotion-related content was the least frequent, reaching a maximum of 20 posts in 2023, with fewer posts in other years.
· Mass-Market Brands (Appendix Figure 4): Mass-market brands demonstrated a higher and more varied posting frequency across all content types. Product-focused posts were consistently most frequent, peaking notably in 2022 with 86 posts, decreasing to 45 posts in 2023 and slightly rebounding in 2024 (53 posts). Branding-related posts had a peak of 68 in 2022, followed by a considerable drop in 2023 (40 posts) and maintaining a similar rate in 2024. Promotion-related posts remained relatively stable, with minor fluctuations around 20-21 posts annually after 2021.
· Comparison and Conclusion: Mass-market brands consistently had higher posting frequencies across all content types, particularly in product-related posts. Both luxury and mass-market brands showed synchronized peaks in activity during 2022, with mass-market brands consistently maintaining higher frequencies across each content type. In sum, mass-market brands posted sustainability content more frequently in every category except pure branding. These frequency differences by content type mirror the earlier proportional findings and are statistically significant (chi-square p<0.01), as noted above, reaffirming that brand category influences how often each type of content is used in sustainability communications.
5.3 Engagement Metrics of Posts
A. Total Participation in Different Categories (Appendix Table 10)
Per post, we define “participation” as total engagement (sum of likes, comments, and reposts). Overall engagement levels were similar for luxury vs mass-market brands’ posts. Luxury-brand sustainability posts achieved a mean engagement of about 3678 interactions per post versus 3894 for mass-market brands​. This difference is small relative to the significant variances (SD ≈ 24,000 for luxury, 13,386 for mass) and was not statistically significant (one-way ANOVA, F = 0.029, p = 0.865)​. In practical terms, this means that a sustainability post by a luxury brand attracted roughly the same audience engagement, on average, as a post by a mass-market brand. The brand category alone did not have a significant effect on engagement metrics. This finding suggests that consumers respond similarly to sustainability posts, whether from luxury or mass brands (holding other factors constant).
B. Participation in Different Content Types
Total Participation in Different Content Types (Appendix Table 11): There were significant differences in engagement based on post content type when considering all posts together. Posts with promotion-related sustainability content generated the highest engagement (mean ~6,787 interactions), compared to ~4,296 for product-focused posts and ~1,788 for branding-focused posts​. A one-way ANOVA confirms that the variation in engagement by content type is statistically significant (F = 3.929, p = 0.020)​. Post-hoc analysis indicates that promotional sustainability posts elicit significantly greater engagement than branding posts. In other words, sustainability campaigns or promotion-driven posts tend to drive higher audience interaction than informative product updates or corporate branding messages. 
· Variance Analysis of Branding Posts (Appendix Table 12): Focusing on branding-related sustainability posts only, mass-market brands’ branding posts yielded significantly higher engagement than luxury brands. Mass-market branding posts averaged ~3290 engagements, whereas luxury branding posts averaged only ~342​. This tenfold difference was statistically significant (ANOVA F = 9.184, p = 0.003)​. It suggests that mass-market brands generate more buzz or interaction relative to luxury brands when it comes to pure branding-focused sustainability messages. 
· Variance Analysis of Product Posts (Appendix Table 13): The difference in engagement between industries was insignificant for product-related sustainability posts. Luxury brands’ product posts saw a higher mean engagement (6584) than mass brands’ product posts (2952), but this gap did not reach statistical significance (ANOVA F = 2.476, p = 0.116)​. The large standard deviations in engagement for product posts (on luxury especially, SD > 33k) suggest high variability — a few posts garnered outsized engagement. Overall, both luxury and mass-market product posts perform similarly in engagement, with no reliable advantage for either group.
· Variance Analysis of Promotion Posts (Appendix Table 14): Similarly, engagement outcomes for promotion-related sustainability posts were comparable between luxury and mass brands. Luxury promotion posts averaged ~6009 engagements vs ~7066 for mass-market, a difference that is not statistically significant (ANOVA F = 0.077, p = 0.782)​. In other words, brands that run sustainability-themed promotions or campaigns tend to see equivalent engagement levels. The data indicates that brand category does not appreciably impact engagement for promotional content.
Participation in Different Content Types in Luxury Brands (Appendix Table 15): Within the luxury segment alone, there were no significant differences in engagement among the three content types. An ANOVA on luxury posts by content type gave p = 0.059 (F = 2.848), just above the 0.05 threshold, indicating no clear effect​. However, we note a pattern in the means: luxury product-related posts had the highest average engagement (~6584, influenced by a few high-performing posts), followed by promotion posts (~6009), while branding posts trailed far behind (~342) in average engagement​. The lack of statistical significance suggests that this disparity (product/promotional content doing better than branding content for luxury brands) is inconsistent or large enough across all posts to be confident. High variability (many luxury branding posts garnering minimal interactions versus a few product/promotional posts going viral) likely obscured any reliable difference. Thus, for luxury brands, no content strategy guarantees superior engagement – a branding story can sometimes perform as well as a product highlight and vice versa, depending on the execution.
Participation in Different Content Types in Mass-Market Brands (Appendix Table 16): In contrast, mass-market brands experienced significant engagement differences by content type. The one-way ANOVA for mass-market posts was substantial (F = 3.814, p = 0.023)​. Mass brands’ promotional sustainability posts drove the most engagement (mean ~7066), outperforming both their branding posts (~3290) and product posts (~2952) on average​. Post-hoc analysis indicates that promotion-related content engages users significantly more than product-focused or branding content in the mass-market context. There was no significant difference between branding vs product posts in mass (those means were relatively close). Therefore, mass-market brands see a real benefit in engagement when they run sustainability campaigns or promotions instead of just discussing products or corporate values. This finding, combined with the content mix data, highlights that mass brands’ strategy of using promotional sustainability content is rewarded with higher interaction, whereas luxury brands (who avoided heavy promotion) did not see such variation.
C. Participation in Branding Posts with Localization Efforts
· Luxury Brands (Appendix Table 17): For luxury brands, adding localized elements to sustainability posts did not produce a statistically significant change in engagement. An independent-sample t-test comparing luxury posts with localization vs without localization found no significant difference (t = 0.970, p = 0.345)​. Interestingly, the mean engagement for localized luxury posts was higher (~1400 vs ~199 for non-localized), but this large apparent gap comes with very high variability (localized posts had SD ~5395 versus ~581 for non-localized)​. Only 19 luxury posts contained localization; a few performed exceptionally well while others did not, leading to a non-significant result. Thus, for luxury brands, localized messaging in sustainability posts did not consistently boost participation.
· Mass-Market Brands (Appendix Table 18): Similarly, mass-market brands saw no significant engagement benefit from localization in their sustainability posts. Among mass brands, only 9 posts employed localization cues, with a mean engagement of ~4075 vs ~3241 for non-localized posts; this difference was not statistically significant (t = 0.200, p = 0.842)​. The small sample of localized mass posts and the high standard deviation (~11.7k) suggest that any localization effect is unreliable. In short, mass-market posts with local context performed about the same as standard posts on average.
· Comparison and Conclusion (Appendix Table 19): Localization efforts did not significantly impact engagement in either industry category. Both luxury and mass-market brands experienced statistically equivalent engagement levels for localized vs non-localized sustainability posts (no significant differences, p > 0.05 in t-tests)​. Even when pooling both categories, localized posts (n=28 across all brands) did not show an engagement advantage over non-localized posts​. This suggests that incorporating local cultural elements or local language in sustainability messaging, by itself, does not guarantee higher audience interaction. Consumers reacted similarly to sustainability content whether or not it was explicitly “localized.” In the context of this study, factors such as content type (promotion vs product vs branding) had a far more significant influence on engagement than localization.
6. Conclusion
6.1 Key Findings
This study examined how luxury brands in China have applied sustainability marketing strategies on social media to enhance consumer engagement in comparison to mass-market fashion brands. The research focused on the Weibo platform during the post-pandemic period, reflecting the platform's growing importance in shaping brand-consumer interactions within China's digital ecosystem. I employed a mixed-methods approach grounded in content analysis to address this objective. A total of 867 Weibo posts from 60 fashion brands—30 luxury and 30 mass-market—were gathered, evaluated, and published between 2021 and 2024.  Each post was categorized by content type—specifically product-related, branding-related, or promotion-related material—and by the inclusion of customized messaging adapted to Chinese cultural settings.  This design offered quantitative measurements and qualitative information, allowing a detailed comparison of sustainability communication methods across brand categories and their efficacy in enhancing customer involvement.
Mass-market and luxury firms' strategic reasoning for communicating sustainability is quite different.  Rather than promoting instant engagement, luxury businesses tended to portray sustainability as an expansion of their history and long-term principles, bolstering the brand's reputation.  Nevertheless, the level of participation was sometimes somewhat low, which is in line with the warning from Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau that being true to oneself is important, but not always enough, when including sustainability into stories about luxury (1).  However, mass-market businesses were much more successful in getting people to take action when they turned sustainability into messages that were easy to understand and implement, especially via material that focused on specific products and campaigns. This aligns with Kong et al.'s findings that practical, behavior-linked messaging enhances consumer receptiveness, especially when sustainability is framed in relatable and tangible ways (115).
Among all content types analyzed, promotion-oriented sustainability posts yielded the highest engagement, regardless of brand category. This reinforces that Chinese consumers are particularly responsive to participatory, incentive-based communication. Meanwhile, branding-focused content—particularly among luxury brands—consistently underperformed, highlighting a strategic blind spot in how brand-value storytelling translates in fast-paced digital environments. Furthermore, while localized messaging strategies are often assumed to enhance resonance in China's market, this study found no significant engagement uplift from posts containing local cultural elements—complicating conclusions drawn by Jung et al. about the advantages of contextualized communication (3). Instead, the findings suggest that the message's format, immediacy, and relevance outweigh localization alone in driving audience response.
Ultimately, these insights point to a fundamental shift in the dynamics of sustainable brand communication. Rather than being uniformly influenced by brand tier, engagement is increasingly shaped by how sustainability narratives are structured, delivered, and linked to action. Luxury brands face the challenge of reconciling exclusivity and narrative depth with the participatory expectations of digital consumers—reinforcing the tension identified by Dekhili and Achabou between traditional luxury codes and transparent, inclusive sustainability messaging (1902). 
6.2 Practical Implications
Fashion brand managers in the Chinese market should reconsider how sustainability storylines are integrated into their digital strategies—not as supplemental messages but as essential components of customer interaction. Mass-market brands have a problem in depth rather than exposure. While regular promotional material has proved efficient in catching attention, a dependence on transactional messages may erode brand confidence over time. A more balanced strategy, combining high-engagement ads with infrequent value-driven branding storylines, may build consumer trust while maintaining momentum. This is consistent with Amatulli et al.'s conclusion that moral satisfaction and perceived novelty are important drivers of long-term purchase intentions when messaging fits with brand values (64). As a result, smart pacing and content diversity are critical for avoiding audience fatigue and ensuring that sustainability is meaningfully integrated into the larger brand story.
Luxury brands have a distinct need. The traditional focus on legacy and symbolic significance does not guarantee social media success. Managers should consider dynamic, audience-inclusive formats that maintain the brand's aspirational quality and accessibility. Handcrafted sustainability marketing, like partnerships, behind-the-scenes material, and limited-edition product releases, may combine exclusivity and engagement. Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau suggest that premium sustainability initiatives must adapt to changing customer demands while maintaining authenticity (15). Localization tactics may not increase involvement, but weaving culturally relevant themes or engaging with local craftspeople and organizations might help socialize sustainable messages. Luxury and mass-market firms may benefit from using social media as a venue for co-creation, where sustainability becomes a shared story built with, not displayed to, consumers.
6.3 Limitations & Future Research
​This research sheds light on Chinese Weibo sustainability communication approaches. However, it has drawbacks.  The study's focus on a single platform and culture may limit its generalizability.  Weibo's user demographics and habits may not be typical of other social media platforms or locales, suggesting that digital interaction dynamics may vary.  Second, the analysis exclusively examined sustainability-related posts without comparing them to other company content. This focus may overlook how a sustainability message fits into a brand's social media strategy. Finally, engagement indicators were limited to likes, shares, and comments, which may not truly indicate consumer sentiment or participation.  No consideration was given to the possibility that post-timing, algorithmic biases, or outside events impacted engagement levels.
In future research, these restrictions should be solved by a bigger approach. Including several social media platforms from varied cultures may help us understand sustainability communication approaches better.  International luxury firms could benefit from studying customer interaction tendencies revealed by Western social media platforms like Instagram and Twitter. The viewpoints of the audience and the reasons for their participation may be better understood with the use of qualitative tools such as sentiment analysis and consumer interviews. Global fashion firms might benefit from a more sophisticated and successful marketing strategy by using this mixed-methods approach to better understand how sustainability themes connect with diverse customer groups.
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8. Appendix
Table 1
Luxury and Non-Luxury Brands Selected
	Category
	# of Brands
	Luxury Brands
	Mass Market Brands

	Fashion
	18
	Hermes, Louis Vuitton, Chanel, Dior, Gucci, Prada, Fendi, Saint Laurent, Givenchy, Burberry, Balenciaga, Bottega Veneta, Loewe, Valentino, Loro Piana, Ferragamo, Miu Miu, Celine
	Zara, H&M, Uniqlo, Abercrombie & Fitch, Only, Lululemon, Patagonia, DESCENTE, Nike, Adidas, Under Armour, New Balance, Puma, Li-Ning, Fila, Bosideng, Timberland, Levi’s

	Jewelry&Watches
	7
	Patek Philippe, Rolex, 
Audemars Piguet, Harry Winston, Bvlgari, Cartier, Van Cleef & Arpels 
	Casio, Swatch, Tissot, Pandora, APM, Chow Tai Fook,  

	Skincare
	5
	La Mer, La Prairie, HR, CPB, Guerlain
	Kiehl's, Clinique, L'Oréal Paris, Shu Uemura, Biotherm


Table 2
Total Post Counts
	
	Brands
	Posts
	Percentage(%)

	Brands
	APM MONACO
	4
	0.461

	
	BVLGARI
	4
	0.461

	
	Balenciaga
	5
	0.577

	
	Burberry
	1
	0.115

	
	CPB
	2
	0.231

	
	Clinique
	5
	0.577

	
	DIOR
	51
	5.882

	
	FENDI
	5
	0.577

	
	FERRAGAMO
	4
	0.461

	
	FILA
	105
	12.111

	
	GIVENCHY
	2
	0.231

	
	GUCCI
	1
	0.115

	
	Guerlain
	32
	3.691

	
	H&M
	2
	0.231

	
	HR
	10
	1.153

	
	Kiehl’s
	61
	7.036

	
	LAMER
	27
	3.114

	
	LOEWE
	9
	1.038

	
	LaPrairie
	9
	1.038

	
	Levi’s
	36
	4.152

	
	LoroPiana
	5
	0.577

	
	MiuMiu
	6
	0.692

	
	NIKE
	5
	0.577

	
	NewBalance
	11
	1.269

	
	ONLY
	29
	3.345

	
	PANDORA
	1
	0.115

	
	PUMA
	13
	1.499

	
	Patagonia
	9
	1.038

	
	Prada
	58
	6.69

	
	ROLEX
	45
	5.19

	
	Saint Laurent
	2
	0.231

	
	SWATCH
	71
	8.189

	
	Timberland
	44
	5.075

	
	Under Armour
	3
	0.346

	
	VALENTINO
	4
	0.461

	
	ZARA
	7
	0.807

	
	adidas
	11
	1.269

	
	lululemon
	7
	0.807

	
	UNIQLO
	5
	0.577

	
	Cartier
	16
	1.845

	
	Chow Tai Fook
	25
	2.884

	
	Chou Sang Sang
	3
	0.346

	
	L'Oréal Paris
	2
	0.231

	
	Li-Ning
	4
	0.461

	
	Shu Uemura
	24
	2.768

	
	Bosideng
	4
	0.461

	
	Audemars Piguet
	4
	0.461

	
	Biotherm
	20
	2.307

	
	Louis Vuitton
	9
	1.038

	
	DESCENTE
	7
	0.807

	
	CHANEL
	38
	4.383

	
	Abercrombie & Fitch
	0
	0

	
	Bottega Veneta
	0
	0

	
	Casio
	0
	0

	
	Celine
	0
	0

	
	Harry Winston
	0
	0

	
	Hermes
	0
	0

	
	Patek Philippe
	0
	0

	
	Tissot
	0
	0

	
	Van Cleef & Arpels
	0
	0

	Total
	867
	100


Table 3
Post Counts of Luxury Brands
	 
	Brands
	Posts
	Percentage(%)

	 
	BVLGARI
	4
	1.146

	
	Balenciaga
	5
	1.433

	
	Burberry
	1
	0.287

	
	CPB
	2
	0.573

	
	DIOR
	51
	14.613

	
	FENDI
	5
	1.433

	
	FERRAGAMO
	4
	1.146

	
	GIVENCHY
	2
	0.573

	
	GUCCI
	1
	0.287

	
	Guerlain
	32
	9.169

	
	HR
	10
	2.865

	
	LAMER
	27
	7.736

	
	LOEWE
	9
	2.579

	
	LaPrairie
	9
	2.579

	
	LoroPiana
	5
	1.433

	
	MiuMiu
	6
	1.719

	
	Prada
	58
	16.619

	
	ROLEX
	45
	12.894

	
	SAINTLAURENT
	2
	0.573

	
	VALENTINO
	4
	1.146

	
	Cartier
	16
	4.585

	
	Audemars Piguet
	4
	1.146

	
	Louis Vuitton
	9
	2.579

	
	CHANEL
	38
	10.888

	
	Bottega Veneta
	0
	0

	
	Celine
	0
	0

	
	Harry Winston
	0
	0

	
	Hermes
	0
	0

	
	Patek Philippe
	0
	0

	
	Van Cleef & Arpels
	0
	0

	Total
	349
	100


Table 4
Post Counts of Mass-Market Brand
	 
	Brands
	Posts
	Percentage(%)

	 
	APM MONACO
	4
	0.772

	
	Clinique
	5
	0.965

	
	FILA
	105
	20.27

	
	H&M
	2
	0.386

	
	Kiehl’s
	61
	11.776

	
	Levi’s
	36
	6.95

	
	NIKE
	5
	0.965

	
	New Balance
	11
	2.124

	
	ONLY
	29
	5.598

	
	PANDORA
	1
	0.193

	
	PUMA
	13
	2.51

	
	Patagonia
	9
	1.737

	
	SWATCH
	71
	13.707

	
	Timberland
	44
	8.494

	
	UnderArmour
	3
	0.579

	
	ZARA
	7
	1.351

	
	adidas
	11
	2.124

	
	lululemon
	7
	1.351

	
	UNIQLO
	5
	0.965

	
	Chow Tai Fook
	25
	4.826

	
	Chou Sang Sang
	3
	0.579

	
	L'Oréal Paris
	2
	0.386

	
	Li-Ning
	4
	0.772

	
	Shu Uemura
	24
	4.633

	
	Bosideng
	4
	0.772

	
	Biotherm
	20
	3.861

	
	DESCENTE
	7
	1.351

	
	Abercrombie & Fitch
	0
	0

	
	Casio
	0
	0

	
	Tissot
	0
	0

	Total
	518
	100


Table 5
Post Counts of Different Content Types
	Proportion of Content Type in Different Categories

	 
	Type Name
	Brand Category
	Total

	
	
	Luxury
	Mass Market
	

	Content Type
	Branding
	159(45.559%)
	153(29.537%)
	312(35.986%)

	
	Product
	152(43.553%)
	259(50.000%)
	411(47.405%)

	
	Promotion
	38(10.888%)
	106(20.463%)
	144(16.609%)

	Total
	349
	518
	867


Table 6
Category and Content Type Cross-sectional (Chi-square Test) Analysis
	Category and Content Type Cross-sectional (Chi-square Test) Analysis

	 
	Type Name
	Brand Category(%)
	Total
	χ2
	p

	
	
	Luxury
	Mass Market
	
	
	

	Content Type
	Branding
	159(45.559)
	153(29.537)
	312(35.986)
	28.213
	0.000**

	
	Product
	152(43.553)
	259(50.000)
	411(47.405)
	
	

	
	Promotion
	38(10.888)
	106(20.463)
	144(16.609)
	
	

	Total
	349
	518
	867
	
	

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 7
Post Counts of Localization Efforts in Different Categories
	Localization Efforts Posts Count - Category

	 
	 
	Brand Category
	Total

	
	
	Luxury
	Mass Market
	

	Localization Efforts
	 
	32
	30
	62


Table 8
Post Counts of Localization Efforts in Different Content Types 
	Localization Effort Posts Count - Content Type

	 
	 
	Content Type
	Total

	
	
	Branding
	Promotion
	

	Localization Efforts
	 
	28
	34
	62


Table 9
Posting Frequency of Different Categories
	Posting Frequency of Different Categories

	 
	Year
	Brand Category(%)
	Total
	χ2
	p

	
	
	Luxury
	Mass Market
	
	
	

	Posting Time
	2021.0
	18(36.000)
	32(64.000)
	50
	10.605
	0.014*

	
	2022.0
	133(35.753)
	239(64.247)
	372
	
	

	
	2023.0
	119(48.571)
	126(51.429)
	245
	
	

	
	2024.0
	79(39.500)
	121(60.500)
	200
	
	

	Total
	349(40.254)
	518(59.746)
	867
	
	

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 10
Total Participation in Different Categories
	Total Participation in Different Categories

	 
	Brand Category (Mean (SD))
	F
	p

	
	Luxury(n=349)
	Mass Market(n=518)
	
	

	Engagement
	3677.779±24046.557
	3894.102±13385.694
	0.029
	0.865

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 11
Total Participation in Different Content Types
	Total Participation in Different Content Types

	 
	Content Type (Mean (SD))
	F
	p

	
	Branding(n=312)
	Product(n=411)
	Promotion(n=144)
	
	

	Engagement
	1788.067±8702.484
	4295.538±22627.451
	6787.132±20095.612
	3.929
	0.020*

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 12
Variance Analysis of Branding Posts
	Variance Analysis of Branding Posts in Different Categories

	 
	Brand Category (Mean (SD))
	F
	p

	
	Luxury(n=159)
	Mass Market(n=153)
	
	

	Engagement
	342.365±1940.676
	3290.464±12107.061
	9.184
	0.003**

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 13
Variance Analysis of ​​Product Posts
	Variance Analysis of Product Posts in Different Categories

	 
	Brand Category (Mean (SD))
	F
	p

	
	Luxury(n=152)
	Mass Market(n=259)
	
	

	Engagement
	6584.026±33585.207
	2952.486±12189.480
	2.476
	0.116

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 14
Variance Analysis of ​​Promotion Posts
	Variance Analysis of Promotion Posts in Different Categories

	 
	Brand Category (Mean (SD))
	F
	p

	
	Luxury(n=38)
	Mass Market(n=106)
	
	

	Engagement
	6008.868±27038.161
	7066.132±17090.137
	0.077
	0.782

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 15
Participation in Different Content Types in Luxury Brands
	Total Participation in Different Content Type (Luxury)

	 
	Content Type (Mean (SD))
	F
	p

	
	Branding(n=159)
	Product(n=152)
	Promotion(n=38)
	
	

	Engagement
	342.365±1940.676
	6584.026±33585.207
	6008.868±27038.161
	2.848
	0.059

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 16
	Participation in Different Content Types in Mass-Market Brands
Total Participation in Different Content Type (Mass-Market) 

	 
	Content Type (Mean (SD))
	F
	p

	
	Branding(n=153)
	Product(n=259)
	Promotion(n=106)
	
	

	Engagement
	3290.464±12107.061
	2952.486±12189.480
	7066.132±17090.137
	3.814
	0.023*

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 17
Participation in Branding Posts with Localization Efforts (Luxury)
	T-test Analysis of Localization Efforts of Branding Posts(Luxury)

	 
	Localization Efforts (Mean (SD))
	t
	p

	
	YES(n=19)
	NO(n=140)
	
	

	Engagement
	1400.158±5395.149
	198.807±581.371
	0.970
	0.345

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 18
Participation in Branding Posts with Localization Efforts (Mass-Market)
	T-test Analysis of Localization Efforts of Branding Posts(Mass Market)

	 
	Localization Efforts (Mean (SD))
	t
	p

	
	YES(n=9)
	NO(n=144)
	
	

	Engagement
	4074.889±11728.231
	3241.438±12168.400
	0.200
	0.842

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Table 19
Participation in Branding Posts with Localization Efforts (Both Categories)
	T-test Analysis of Localization Efforts of Branding Posts(Both Categories)

	 
	Brand Category (Mean (SD))
	t
	p

	
	Luxury(n=19)
	Mass Market(n=9)
	
	

	Engagement
	1400.158±5395.149
	4074.889±11728.231
	-0.836
	0.411

	* p<0.05 ** p<0.01


Figure 1
Posting Frequency of Luxury Brands
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Figure 2
Posting Frequency of Mass-Market Brands
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Figure 3
Posting Frequency of Different Content Types in Luxury Brands
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Figure 4
Posting Frequency of Different Content Types in Mass-Market Brands
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