1D

Malardalen

University ‘ J

STANDARDIZED VS. ADAPTED
BRAND COMMUNICATION
STRATEGIES

A Comparative Qualitative Study of Consumer Perceptions of H&M's Global Marketing
Strategy

AUTHOR: RAYES, NOURHAN
AUTHOR: LEE-HIM, KRISTIAN

School of Business, Society & Engineering

Course: Magisteruppsats | foretagsekonomi Supervisor: Annoch Hadjikhani
Course code: FOA403 Examiner: Andreas Pajuvirta
15cr Date: 2026-06-01



ABSTRACT

Date: 2026-06-01
Level: Master thesis in Business Administration, 15 cr
Institution: School of Business, Society and Engineering, Mdlardalen University

Authors: Nourhan Rayes Kristian Lee-Him
2000/07/12 1993/10/08

Title: Standardized vs. adapted brand communication strategies: A Comparative Qualitative Study of
Consumer Perceptions of H&M's Global Marketing Strategy

Supervisor: Annoch Hadjikhani

Keywords: Standardization, adaptation, brand communication, consumer perception, brand trust, fast
fashion

Research questions: How do consumers from different cultural backgrounds perceive standardized
versus culturally adapted brand communication in a global fast fashion brand, and how does this shape
their overall brand perception?

Purpose: The thesis examines how consumers from different cultural backgrounds perceive
standardized versus culturally adapted brand communication in the global fast
fashion industry using H&M as a single case study. Existing research has focused
primarily on company strategies and financial outcomes, leaving the consumer
perspective largely underexplored.

Method: A qualitative research design was adopted, consisting of ten semi-structured
interviews with consumers from Sweden and Saudi Arabia, who evaluated the
same set of H&M campaigns. The data were analysed in-depth using thematic
analysis, drawing on Hofstede's cultural dimensions, Hall's high-context/low-
context framework, and Keller's customer-based brand equity model.

Conclusion: Standardized communication is perceived as culturally located rather than neutral,
carrying an implicit address to the brand's home market that is recognizable to
consumers outside it. Cultural adaptation does not automatically generate trust;
consumers evaluate its sincerity through the effort invested, the consistency of
engagement beyond commercially prominent occasions, and the alignment
between communication and corporate conduct. Two dimensions of brand trust
were identified: functional trust and principled trust. Cultural and religious
identity, rather than country of residence alone, shapes how consumers interpret
brand communication. suggesting that cross-cultural frameworks may need to be
operationalized at a finer level than national culture.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Background
The global fast fashion industry represents one of the most internationally expansive and culturally visible

consumer sectors in the world. Major fast fashion brands now operate across multiple markets
simultaneously, reaching consumers whose cultural values, communication norms, and aesthetic
preferences differ substantially from one another. Within this context, brand communication strategy plays
a critical role. Decisions about whether to standardize messaging across all markets or to adapt it to the
cultural context of each local audience are essential for maintaining brand equity and consumer
engagement across diverse regions (Noris, Sabatini, & Cantoni, 2025). However, the standardization-
adaptation debate remains a persistent challenge for global fast fashion brands, particularly as brand
communication is dynamic, culturally sensitive, and deeply tied to local consumer identity (Gensler,
Volckner, Liu-Thompkins, & Wiertz, 2013). The conditions under which this challenge unfolds have grown
increasingly complex as digital and social media platforms have transformed how global brand
communication is produced, distributed, and received, making the stakes of this strategic decision greater
than ever for long-term market performance.

The standardization versus adaptation debate in international marketing has persisted across decades
without producing a clear universal resolution. Standardization proponents argue that globalization has
produced a convergence of consumer needs that makes uniform communication both feasible and efficient,
while adaptation advocates demonstrate that cultural variation in consumer behaviour, values, and
communication styles remains persistent and commercially significant (Levitt, 1983; Vrontis, Thrassou, &
Lamprianou, 2009; de Mooij & Hofstede, 2010). Both standardization and adaptation carry advantages and
risks, and the appropriate balance between them depends on contextual factors including the industry, the
target market, and the nature of the product and the communication approach (Vrontis et al., 2009; Jain,
1989).

Cross-cultural frameworks, particularly Hofstede's (2001) cultural dimensions and Hall's (1976)
distinction between high-context and low-context communication cultures, establish that consumers across
different national markets hold systematically different values and interpretive habits that shape how
brand messages are received. These differences mean that brand communication is not processed uniformly
across markets but filtered through culturally specific frameworks that consumers bring to their encounters
with brands. Consumer-side outcomes of this process are captured by Keller's (1993) customer-based
brand equity model, which provides a framework for understanding the associations, attitudes, and
evaluations that consumers form in response to brand communication. Together, these perspectives
establish that culture, communication strategy, and consumer perception are interconnected dimensions of
the same strategic challenge.

Despite this theoretical foundation, how consumers themselves perceive and respond to standardized
versus adapted brand communication has received insufficient empirical attention. Existing research has
approached this question predominantly from the firm's perspective, examining what strategies companies
adopt and with what performance consequences, while giving far less attention to the consumer as the
active interpreter of those strategies (Mandler, Sezen, Chen, & Ozsomer, 2021; Katsikeas et al., 2020).
Mandler et al. (2021) systematically reviewed decades of research on the performance consequences of
standardization and adaptation, finding that the field has concentrated heavily on firm-level and financial
outcomes while consumer perception remains an underdeveloped dimension of the literature. This is a
significant limitation in a sector where brands operate across culturally diverse markets, rely on digital and
social media as their primary communication channels, and depend on high levels of consumer engagement
for long-term brand equity and market performance.



1.2 Problematization / Problem statement
Despite the breadth of existing theory, consumer perspectives on standardized versus adapted brand

communication remain insufficiently examined. Research in this field has concentrated heavily on firm-level
strategy and financial performance outcomes, while the consumer as the active interpreter of brand
communication has received comparatively little empirical attention (Mandler et al., 2021; Katsikeas et al.,
2020). This orientation has persisted across decades, leaving the field with a substantial body of knowledge
about what firms do but limited understanding of how consumers experience and evaluate the results
(Papavassiliou & Stathakopoulos, 1997). The consequence of this asymmetry is that the field understands
what brands do far better than why those decisions land differently across cultural contexts. Without that
explanatory layer, the standardization and adaptation debate remains a debate about firm behaviour rather
than a theory of communication, and the prescriptions it generates for brand managers rest on assumed
rather than empirically established consumer responses.

This gap is further compounded in the fast fashion context along three dimensions. First, cross-cultural
consumer research in fast fashion is limited, and existing studies on brand communication standardization
strategy in fashion have largely focused on the luxury segment, leaving fast fashion underexplored (Liu et
al, 2016). The field therefore lacks the empirical basis to confirm whether theoretical relationships
established between cultural context and brand communication reception in other product categories hold
in a sector where clothing, identity, and cultural belonging are particularly closely intertwined.

Second, the predominance of quantitative methods in existing empirical work produces a specific
knowledge deficit. Quantitative studies can establish whether cultural background correlates with brand
evaluation outcomes but cannot access the interpretive process through which those outcomes are
produced. If researchers cannot account for how consumers construct meaning from brand messages, the
mechanisms through which cultural background shapes brand perception remain unexplained, and neither
the standardization nor the adaptation argument can be properly evaluated (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2010).

Third, existing studies are disproportionately focused on Western markets, leaving non-Western consumer
perspectives underrepresented despite their growing commercial significance for global fashion brands (de
Mooij & Hofstede, 2010). This is not merely a sampling problem but a theoretical one: a body of theory built
predominantly on Western consumer data risks encoding Western interpretive norms as universal,
producing frameworks that appear general but are in practice culturally specific. Incorporating non-
Western perspectives in direct comparative relation to Western ones is therefore a structural requirement
for identifying where existing theory generalizes and where it does not.

Together, these three gaps establish a clear need for qualitative, consumer-centered, cross-cultural research
on global fast fashion brand communication, which this study is designed to address.

1.3 Purpose
The purpose of this study is to explore and understand how consumers from different cultural backgrounds

perceive standardized versus culturally adapted brand communication in the global fast fashion sector. By
doing so, the study aims to contribute to the standardization versus adaptation literature by addressing the
identified consumer-level gap through qualitative, cross-cultural inquiry. It also aims to extend cross-
cultural marketing theory by examining how cultural background actively shapes the interpretation of
brand communication, rather than treating culture as a background variable. A further aim is to contribute
to brand perception research by connecting communication strategy choices to their outcomes at the level
of individual consumer experience across culturally distant groups. For marketing practitioners and global
brand managers, the study offers insight into how communication decisions that are typically made at the
organizational level are received by the consumers they are intended to reach, across markets with
substantially different cultural contexts.



1.4 Research Question

This thesis is centered on the following research question:

How do consumers from different cultural backgrounds perceive standardized versus culturally adapted
brand communication in a global fast fashion brand, and how does this shape their overall brand perception?



2 Literature Review & Theoretical Framework

This chapter reviews the theoretical frameworks that underpin this study: the standardization versus
adaptation debate in international marketing, cross-cultural theory, and brand perception theory. The
chapter concludes with a conceptual model illustrating how the three frameworks connect and
collectively structure the empirical inquiry.

2.1 Standardization versus Adaptation in International Marketing

The standardization versus adaptation debate concerns whether multinational companies should pursue a
uniform global communication strategy or tailor their approach to each market's cultural conditions. No
universal resolution has emerged, as the appropriate balance depends on contextual factors such as the
industry, target market, and nature of the communication strategy (Mandler et al., 2021; Katsikeas et al.,
2020).

2.1.1 The standardization perspective

The standardization perspective suggests that globalization drives convergence in consumer tastes and
preferences across markets, making a uniform communication strategy both operationally efficient and
strategically sound (Levitt, 1983). Within this view, standardization reduces costs through economies of
scale, ensuring message consistency, and allows brands to project a coherent global identity that transcends
local specificity (Jain, 1989). In the fast fashion industry, a uniform aesthetic communicates global reach,
brand authority, and a coherent brand world. For brands pursuing this approach, the consistency of visual
identity across all markets is itself a positioning statement, one that signals a universal brand language
rather than accommodation of local cultural expectations. The strength of this approach lies in its
coherence: consumers in every market encounter the same brand, reinforcing recognition and building
equity through consistency. Its risk, however, is cultural irrelevance. Cultural differences in consumer
values, communication preferences, and brand evaluation persist across markets and show little sign of
disappearing with globalization (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2010; Usunier & Lee, 2013). A brand that
communicates in ways that do not reflect the values, norms, or aesthetic sensibilities of its target consumers
risks being perceived as indifferent or disconnected from local experience. This can have direct
consequences on brand trust, relatability, and authenticity, ultimately affecting overall brand perception
(Morhart et al.,, 2015).

2.1.2 The adaptation perspective

The adaptation perspective suggests that effective international brand communication requires genuine
sensitivity to the cultural and social conditions of each market. Cultural distance refers to the degree to
which a brand's home market differs from its target market in values, norms, and communication styles.
The greater the distance, the higher the necessity of adaptation, as does the degree to which the product
category is embedded in local cultural identity (Vrontis et al.,, 2009). In the fast fashion industry, both
perspectives are frequently present, as it is deeply connected to cultural identity, social norms, and
community belonging. Culturally adapted communication has been shown to produce stronger brand
associations, greater perceived relevance, and higher consumer engagement in target markets compared to
standardized alternatives (Kanso & Nelson, 2002; Chandra et al,, 2002; Noris, Sabatini, & Cantoni, 2025).
Adaptation, however, carries its own risks. A brand that adapts too extensively risks losing the coherent
global identity that is itself a source of brand equity, particularly in the fashion industry where the
international character of the brand's appeal is a core driver of desirability (Holt et al., 2004). More critically,
adaptation that appears strategically calculated rather than culturally genuine may be perceived by
consumers as inauthentic, commercially motivated, and undermining rather than enhancing brand trust.
The challenge for global fast fashion brands is therefore not simply whether to adapt but where, how much,
and in what specific dimensions of communication, and how consumers across different cultural contexts
experience and evaluate those choices (Morhart et al., 2015; Safeer et al., 2022).
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2.1.3 The Digital Communication Context
The rise of digital and social media has transformed the conditions under which this challenge unfolds.

Platforms such as Instagram have made brand communication instantly visible across all markets
simultaneously, fundamentally raising the transparency of standardization and adaptation decisions
(Gensler et al,, 2013; Noris et al,, 2025). Consumers can now directly access and compare the content a
brand produces for its home market with what it produces for their own market, drawing immediate
conclusions about the brand's orientation toward their cultural context. This transparency has raised the
communicative stakes of these decisions considerably, as consumers are now active and informed
interpreters of global brand strategy rather than passive recipients of locally contained messages (Katsikeas
et al.,, 2020). Digital platforms also amplify the role of the consumer as a co-creator of brand meaning,
enabling consumers to respond to, share, critique, and reframe brand messages in ways that give consumer
perception a more consequential role in shaping brand reputation than was the case when communication
was a one-directional process (Gensler et al., 2013). In this environment, understanding how consumers
from different cultural backgrounds perceive and evaluate standardized versus adapted brand
communication carries both theoretical and strategic significance (Brouthers et al., 2025).

2.2 Cross-Cultural Theory
Cross-cultural theory provides the conceptual tools for understanding how cultural context shapes

consumer behaviour, communication reception, and brand evaluation. Two complementary frameworks
are central to understanding this process: Hofstede's (2001) cultural dimensions model and Hall's (1976)
theory of high-context and low-context communication.

2.2.1 Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede's (2001) framework identifies six dimensions along which national cultures systematically differ.

Of these, Individualism vs. Collectivism is the most directly relevant to this study and to the contrast
between Swedish and Saudi Arabian consumers. Individualist cultures, characteristic of Northern and
Western Europe, place high value on personal autonomy, self-expression, and individual achievement. In
these contexts, consumers tend to respond strongly to communication that speaks to personal identity,
individual style, and unique self-expression, and they evaluate brands in terms of how well they reflect and
affirm their individual sense of self (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2010). Collectivist cultures, more characteristic of
the Middle East, place greater value on group cohesion, social belonging, and shared cultural identity. In
these contexts, communication that acknowledges community, family, and cultural belonging is more likely
to resonate than communication premised on individual self-expression. Consumers also tend to evaluate
brands in terms of their fit with shared social values and group identity rather than individual aspiration
alone. Sweden scores 71 on Hofstede's individualism index, placing it among the most individualist societies
globally. Saudi Arabia scores 38, reflecting a markedly more collectivist orientation. This contrast has direct
and concrete implications for how consumers in these two markets may receive and evaluate fast fashion
brand communication that emphasizes either universal individual style or culturally embedded collective
identity and community. Hofstede's framework has been criticized for oversimplifying within-country
variation and treating national culture as more homogeneous than it is in practice (McSweeney, 2002;
Baskerville, 2003). The dimensions are therefore applied in this study as sensitizing concepts rather than
deterministic predictors, directing analytical attention toward culturally relevant patterns without
predetermining what will be found in the data.

2.2.2 High-Context and Low-Context Communication

The distinction between high-context and low-context communication cultures provides a complementary
lens for understanding how cultural background shapes the reception of brand communication at the level
of message structure and interpretive process (Hall, 1976). In low-context cultures such as Sweden,
meaning is conveyed primarily through explicit verbal content, messages are expected to be direct and self-
contained, and ambiguity is minimized. In high-context cultures such as Saudi Arabia, meaning relies
substantially on context, shared assumptions, and non-verbal cues, with much left implicit for the receiver
to interpret through cultural knowledge and situational awareness (Usunier & Lee, 2013).
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This distinction has direct implications for how consumers receive and evaluate fast fashion brand
communication. Standardized global brand communication in this sector tends to be structurally high-
context, relying on minimalist visual imagery, carefully composed atmosphere, and aesthetic suggestion to
convey brand values with minimal explicit copy. Adapted brand communication tends toward the low-
context end of the spectrum, incorporating more direct messaging, narrative copy, and explicit articulation
of brand values. Consumers from low-context cultural backgrounds may find minimalist, atmosphere-
driven communication ambiguous or emotionally distant, while finding more explicit and direct
communication immediately accessible and relatable. Consumers from high-context cultural backgrounds,
equipped with the interpretive frameworks needed to read implicit visual communication, may be well
placed to engage with and find meaning in atmospheric brand communication, while experiencing more
explicit communication as unnecessarily direct (Usunier & Lee, 2013). Both frameworks are applied as
sensitizing concepts that direct analytical attention toward culturally relevant patterns of variation rather
than as deterministic frameworks that predetermine findings (McSweeney, 2002; Cardon, 2008).

2.3 Brand Perception Theory
Brand perception theory provides the conceptual foundation for understanding how consumers evaluate

and respond to brand communication. It draws on Keller's (1993) customer-based brand equity model as
its primary outcome framework and integrates research on cultural congruence (Torelli & Ahluwalia, 2012)
and brand authenticity to explain the mechanisms through which cultural background and communication
strategy together shape consumer brand evaluation.

2.3.1 Customer-Based Brand Equity

The customer-based brand equity model defines brand equity as the differential effect that brand
knowledge has on consumer response to brand marketing (Keller, 1993). The model identifies two core
components of brand knowledge: brand awareness, referring to the strength and accessibility of the brand
in consumer memory, and brand associations, referring to the network of meanings, images, feelings, and
evaluations linked to the brand in the consumer's mind. Brand equity is generated when consumers hold
strong, favourable, and unique associations with a brand that distinguish it meaningfully from competitors
(Keller, 1993). For this study, brand associations are the most directly relevant component, as they are
shaped by every encounter with brand communication and vary with the cultural context in which those
encounters occur (Usunier & Lee, 2013). A consumer who encounters communication that reflects their
cultural values, aesthetic preferences, and social norms may develop richer, more favourable, and more
personally meaningful brand associations than one who encounters communication designed for a different
cultural context altogether.

Three dimensions of brand perception are particularly shaped by this interaction: brand trust, relatability,
and brand image. Brand trust refers to the consumer's confidence in the brand's reliability, integrity, and
genuine concern for their experience (Safeer & Liu, 2023). Relatability refers to the degree to which the
consumer perceives the brand's communication as speaking authentically to their own values, identity, and
cultural context, and is particularly sensitive to the standardization versus adaptation choice, as
communication designed for a different cultural audience may feel impersonal or disconnected from the
consumer's lived experience. Brand image refers to the overall composite of associations the consumer
holds about the brand, integrating perceptions of quality, personality, values, and social meaning into a
holistic evaluation (Keller,1993; Safeer & Liu, 2023).

2.3.2 Cultural Congruence and Brand Authenticity

Cultural congruence and brand authenticity extend Keller's framework by explaining the mechanisms
through which the alignment or misalignment between brand communication and consumer cultural
context shapes brand perception outcomes. Consumers evaluate brands more favourably when
communication reflects their own cultural values and identity orientations, such that this congruence
produces stronger brand identification and more positive brand attitudes, particularly among consumers
for whom cultural identity is a salient dimension of self-concept (Alden et al., 1999; Torelli & Ahluwalia,
2012). In the fast fashion context, this suggests that adapted communication, when it successfully aligns
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with local cultural values, should produce stronger brand trust, higher relatability, and a more favourable
brand image than standardized communication that does not reflect local cultural context. However, this
relationship is not straightforwardly positive. Consumers in many markets actively value the global and
international character of fast fashion brands, and a brand perceived as genuinely global may carry
aspirational associations that locally adapted communication does not (Holt et al., 2004; Safeer et al., 2022).
In aspirational categories like fashion, where the international character of a brand is often part of its
cultural authority, reducing perceived globalness through adaptation may not consistently improve brand
evaluation. The net effect of adaptation on brand perception therefore depends on the degree to which
consumers value cultural congruence relative to global aspiration (Safeer et al., 2022).

Brand authenticity adds a further layer of complexity to this relationship. A brand is perceived as authentic
when it appears genuine, consistent with its own identity, and not merely performing values it does not
hold (Morhart et al, 2015). Consumers are increasingly attentive to the authenticity of brand
communication, and they are often skilled at distinguishing communication that reflects a brand's genuine
values from communication that appears commercially motivated or strategically calculated (Gensler etal,,
2013). Standardized communication may be perceived as authentic precisely because of its consistency
across all markets, signaling that the brand does not change its values to suit its audience (Safeer & Liu,
2023). Adapted communication may be perceived as authentic because it demonstrates genuine
engagement with local culture or as inauthentic if it appears commercially calculated rather than culturally
sincere (Morhart etal., 2015). Whether adaptation enhances or undermines perceived authenticity depends
on both the cultural context of the consumer and how genuinely the adaptation is executed and connects
directly to the brand trust and brand image outcomes established within Keller's framework.

2.4 Conceptual Model
The conceptual model presented

in Figure 1 organizes the

BRAND COMMUNICATION STRATEGY

relationships established across ,?,, ,.u,,
. Standardization Adaptation
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Figure 2-1: Conceptual Model (Rayes & Lee-Him, 2026)
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different communication approaches are received by consumers from two distinct cultural backgrounds.

The mediating variable is cultural background, which functions as the active interpretive lens through
which consumers receive and make sense of brand communication rather than a background condition that
simply moderates outcomes. The individualism versus collectivism dimension captures differences in how
Swedish and Saudi Arabian consumers relate to communication premised on individual versus collective
identity, while the high-context versus low-context distinction captures differences in how consumers
process implicit visual communication versus explicit verbal messaging. Both frameworks are applied as
sensitizing concepts rather than deterministic predictors.

Three consumer perception processes connect the mediating variable to the outcome variables. Cultural
congruence, the degree to which communication reflects the consumer’s own cultural values, shapes
relatability. Message interpretation, how consumers construct meaning from visual and verbal cues based
on their communicative orientation, shapes overall brand image. Authenticity evaluation, whether
consumers perceive the communication as genuine or commercially calculated, shapes brand trust. Each
process is linked by a direct arrow to its corresponding outcome variable in Figure 1.

The three outcome variables, relatability, brand image, and brand trust, together constitute overall brand
perception. The model proposes that the same brand communication strategy will produce different
perceptual outcomes depending on the cultural background of the consumer, and that the nature and
direction of these differences will vary according to where along the standardization and adaptation
continuum the communication is positioned.
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3 Method

This chapter presents the research methodology of this study. It covers the research design, case selection,
sampling, data collection, data analysis, quality criteria, and ethical considerations.

3.1 Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative research design, consistent with its aim to explore how consumers from
different cultural backgrounds perceive standardized versus culturally adapted brand communication in
global fast fashion. Qualitative research allows for in-depth exploration of how individuals construct
meaning and interpret their social and cultural world in ways that quantitative methods cannot capture
(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2023). Rather than measuring the frequency or magnitude of consumer
responses, this study is concerned with their depth, logic, and cultural specificity.

The study is situated within an interpretivist philosophical design, which holds that social reality is a
product of subjective meaning-making shaped by cultural, historical, and social context (Saunders, Lewis, &
Thornhill, 2023). This is directly consistent with the study's theoretical framework where culture is treated
not as a background variable but as an active interpretive lens that shapes how brand communication is
received and evaluated.

The study is further grounded in an abductive reasoning approach, moving iteratively between theory and
data. The theoretical frameworks established in 2. Literature Review & Theoretical Framework serve as
sensitizing concepts that direct analytical attention, while the empirical material is allowed to extend,
nuance, and challenge them (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2023).

The study employs a single-case study design with two embedded units of analysis (Yin, 2018), namely the
case brand’s standardized global communication and its culturally adapted communication. By holding
brand identity constant, this design isolates communication strategy as the primary variable, meaning that
differences in consumer perception can be attributed to the standardization and adaptation choice itself
rather than to pre-existing brand associations or positioning. The comparative dimension is preserved
through a cross-national participant design, in which consumers from Sweden and Saudi Arabia respond to
the same stimulus materials, generating analytical traction along two axes simultaneously: across strategy
types within the same brand, and across cultural groups within the same stimulus set.

3.2 Case Selection

The case brand was selected on the basis of four criteria: theoretical relevance, strategic range, market
presence, and communication visibility. In terms of theoretical relevance, it is among the most commercially
significant and well-documented global fast fashion brands, operating across more than ninety markets, and
spans the standardization and adaptation continuum meaningfully by producing both globally standardized
editorial content with a uniform visual identity and substantively adapted campaigns for distinct regional
markets. The coexistence of both strategy types within the same archive enables the embedded-unit
comparison central to the study's design. The strategic range criterion is satisfied by the visually and
substantively distinct contrast between the two approaches: standardized campaigns are characterized by
minimalist staging, neutral tones, and the absence of cultural markers, while adapted campaigns involve
substantive changes in casting, visual palette, styling, and thematic content, providing the empirical range
needed to examine how contrasting approaches are perceived across cultural groups.

The remaining two criteria concern the practical conditions of the study. Market presence is established in
both national contexts included in the study, ensuring that participants bring genuine consumer exposure
to the brand and that responses reflect lived experience rather than first impressions. The brand also
communicates primarily through digital and social media, making its content highly visible and directly
comparable across markets, which is directly relevant to the study's framework positioning digital
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transparency as a condition that raises the stakes of standardization and adaptation decisions (Gensler et
al,, 2013; Katsikeas et al., 2020).

3.3 Sampling Strategy

Participants were selected using purposive sampling, a non-probability strategy appropriate for qualitative
research where the goal is not statistical representativeness but the selection of information-rich cases
relevant to the research question (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2023). Two culturally distinct groups were
recruited: Swedish consumers residing in Sweden and Saudi Arabian consumers residing in Saudi Arabia,
reflecting the study's focus on individualism versus collectivism and high-context versus low-context
communication as primary dimensions of cultural difference. Within each group, participants were selected
on three criteria: they were required to be regular fast fashion consumers, to have meaningful familiarity
with the brand, and to be adults aged eighteen or older. Recruitment focused on the eighteen to forty age
range, where fast fashion consumption and social media exposure are greatest.

Five participants were recruited per cultural group, yielding a total sample of ten. This is consistent with
established norms for semi-structured interview research, where smaller purposefully selected samples
provided sufficient depth for meaningful thematic analysis. Recruitment continued until thematic
saturation was approached within each group, that is, until additional interviews produced diminishing new
insights. (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2023)

Participants were recruited through personal and professional networks and through snowball sampling,
in which initial participants suggested further contacts meeting the selection criteria. While this introduces
the possibility of network homogeneity, it was considered appropriate given the logistical challenges of
cross-national recruitment and the study's qualitative aims.

3.4 Data Collection

3.4.1 Semi-structured Interviews

Primary data were collected through semi-structured individual interviews, the method most appropriate
for exploring how consumers construct and articulate their perceptions of brand communication. Semi-
structured interviews provide a flexible framework that ensures comparability through consistent core
questions while allowing the depth and unanticipated directions essential to capturing consumer meaning-
making. Unlike focus groups, individual interviews eliminate the risk of social conformity effects of
particular concern in cross-cultural research where group dynamics and social desirability norms vary
(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2023).

Each interview began with a brief introduction to the study's purpose, confirmation of informed consent,
and background questions establishing the participant's familiarity with fast fashion and the brand.
Participants were then presented with the visual stimulus materials.

The interview guide was organized around three areas corresponding to the study's outcome variables. The
first explored relatability, which communications felt personally relevant or resonant, and why. The second
explored brand image, the overall impressions and evaluations each communication produced. The third
explored brand trust, whether communications felt genuine, consistent with the brand's identity, and
deserving of confidence. Probing questions were used throughout to encourage elaboration and invite
reflection on the cultural dimensions of responses. The full interview guide is provided in Appendix 1.

Interviews were conducted online via video conferencing to facilitate cross-national data collection. Most
interviews were conducted in English and lasted around 17 and 25 minutes. Three of the Saudi Arabian
participants expressed a preference for conducting the interview in Arabic rather than English. This was
accommodated in the interest of ensuring natural and accurate expression, as constraining participants to
a second language risks limiting the depth and cultural specificity with which they are able to articulate
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their experiences. These interviews were translated into English prior to analysis, with careful attention
paid to preserving the original meaning throughout the translation process.

3.4.2 Stimulus Materials

Stimulus materials were drawn exclusively from the case brand's official communication channels,
including its global and regional Instagram accounts, website, and campaign press materials. Three
campaigns were selected as the shared stimulus set and presented to all ten participants regardless of
cultural group, so that each participant responded to material directed at their own cultural context as well
as to material directed at a culturally distinct audience. The selection was governed by the
operationalization requirements of the conceptual model rather than by convenience, with each campaign
chosen to occupy a distinct and theoretically meaningful position on the standardization and adaptation
continuum and to correspond to a specific analytical function within the study's comparative design.

The first campaign selected was the brand's spring editorial collection, which served as the
operationalization of full standardization. This campaign is produced for simultaneous global distribution
without market-specific modification and is characterized by minimalist staging, a neutral colour palette,
and the absence of culturally specific casting, styling, or narrative content. Its communicative mode is
implicit and atmospheric, conveying brand values through visual composition rather than through explicit
verbal messaging, which places it at the high-context end of Hall's (1976) communication spectrum.
Analytically, this campaign was included to provide a reference point for the standardized pole of the
independent variable: a piece of communication that the brand does not adapt to any market and that
therefore carries whatever implicit cultural address standardization itself produces. This enables the study
to examine how consumers from two culturally distinct groups receive communication that was not
designed with either of them specifically in mind.

The second campaign selected was the brand's globally distributed inclusivity campaign foregrounding
diversity and identity, which served as the operationalization of a second standardized position. This
campaign was distributed through the brand's global channels without regional modification and is
characterized by explicit narrative content, direct verbal messaging, and a foregrounded statement of brand
values. Its communicative mode places it at the low-context end of Hall's (1976) spectrum, in direct contrast
to the spring editorial. The inclusion of two standardized campaigns rather than one was a deliberate design
decision: by varying the communicative mode within the standardized category, the study is able to examine
whether consumers respond to standardization as a uniform condition or whether the high-context and
low-context dimensions of Hall's framework produce meaningfully different receptions within that
category. Together the two standardized campaigns operationalize the standardized pole of the continuum
across contrasting communicative modes, providing the analytical range needed to test the message-
interpretation process specified in the conceptual model.

The third campaign selected was the brand's Ramadan collection campaign, produced specifically for Gulf
Cooperation Council and broader Middle Eastern markets. This campaign served as the operationalization
of cultural adaptation. It departs from the brand's default global aesthetic through substantive
modifications to casting, styling, colour palette, and thematic content, all of which are oriented toward the
cultural and religious context of Ramadan. It represents the adapted pole of the independent variable and
was selected specifically because it addresses one of the two cultural groups in the study directly, namely
Saudi Arabian consumers, while being entirely foreign to the communicative norms and cultural calendar
of the other, namely Swedish-resident consumers. This asymmetry is not a design limitation but a deliberate
analytical feature: by exposing both groups to a campaign addressed specifically to one of them, the study
can examine cultural congruence and its absence simultaneously, testing how adaptation is received by its
intended audience and how it is read by consumers for whom it was not designed.
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The three campaigns together constitute a comparative instrument with two axes of variation. The first axis
runs across communication strategy, from the standardized spring editorial and standardized inclusivity
campaign on one side to the culturally adapted Ramadan campaign on the other, enabling direct comparison
of how contrasting strategic choices are received. The second axis runs across cultural audiences, since each
standardized campaign carries a different communicative orientation and the adapted campaign carries a
specific cultural address, enabling examination of how participants from each cultural group respond to
material positioned toward and away from their own cultural context. This two-axis design operationalizes
the independent variable and mediating variable of the conceptual model simultaneously and within a
single shared stimulus set, ensuring that all interpretive comparisons are made on the basis of exposure to
identical materials rather than to different campaigns encountered in different research conditions.

The three campaigns selected as stimulus materials, namely the H&M Spring 2023 editorial collection, the
My Chosen Family inclusivity campaign, and the Ramadan collection campaign are documented in full in
Appendix 2, where the corresponding links and visual materials are provided for reference.

3.5 Data Analysis
The interview data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis, which provides a rigorous and

theoretically flexible method for identifying and reporting patterns of meaning within qualitative data
(Braun & Clarke, 2006).

The analysis proceeded through six phases (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In the first, the researchers familiarized
themselves with the data through repeated reading of all transcripts. In the second, initial codes were
generated systematically, capturing both explicit content and latent meaning. In the third, codes were
grouped into themes by identifying patterns of shared meaning, with particular attention to differences
across the two cultural groups. In the fourth, themes were reviewed against the coded extracts and full
dataset to ensure internal coherence and meaningful distinction. In the fifth, themes were refined and
named to clearly communicate their analytical relevance. In the sixth, the analysis was written up as a
coherent account integrating the thematic structure with illustrative extracts and connections to the
theoretical framework.

The analysis was conducted with explicit attention to variation across cultural groups and strategy types,
examining themes both within each group and across the full dataset. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and
Hall’s high-context and low-context distinction served as sensitising lenses, while Keller’s customer-based
brand equity framework provided the conceptual vocabulary for organizing the outcome dimensions of
relatability, brand image, and brand trust (Hall, 1976; Hofstede, 2001; Keller, 1993).

3.6 Quality Criteria

The quality of qualitative research is assessed through the criteria of credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and what follows is an account of how these were
pursued in practice rather than a statement that they were fully satisfied.

Credibility was pursued through repeated full readings of each transcript across different analytical stages,
with initial readings focused on familiarization and provisional code generation, and later readings used to
test whether codes held across the full dataset or required revision. Apparent consistencies between
participants were systematically re-examined against the full interview context to distinguish genuine
convergence from surface-level similarity in phrasing. Member checking was conducted with a subset of
participants across both cultural groups, who were invited to review a summary of the emerging themes
and confirm whether the interpretations reflected their own experience. Minor clarifications received in
response were incorporated into the final thematic formulations. Negative case analysis was pursued
throughout by actively searching for accounts that challenged or complicated dominant patterns within
each theme, with instances of intra-sample divergence used to refine rather than flatten the thematic
account (Braun & Clarke, 2006) (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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Transferability is supported not through claims of statistical generalizability, which would be inappropriate
given the small purposive sample, but through the level of contextual detail provided across the
methodology chapter, encompassing case selection criteria, participant recruitment rationale, stimulus set
composition, and the step-by-step account of the analytical process, sufficient for readers to assess the
relevance of the findings to their own context of interest (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2023).
Dependability was pursued through a written audit trail maintained throughout the coding process,
documenting every decision to merge, split, rename, or reconceptualize a code or theme, including the
specific extracts that prompted each decision and the reasoning applied. This trail was reviewed by both
researchers at the point of theme finalization to ensure the analytical logic was reproducible and internally
consistent (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Confirmability was pursued through an explicit reflexive process in which both researchers' cultural
positionalities were treated as active analytical factors rather than neutral conditions. Both researchers
share cultural proximity with one of the two participant groups, and on several occasions during coding,
culturally proximate readings were identified, challenged through collaborative review, and revised to
capture the ambiguity present in the data rather than resolving it prematurely in a culturally specific
direction. In each instance, the effect of this reflexive exchange was to introduce greater granularity into the
thematic account and to prevent cultural proximity from producing artificially tidy patterns within either
sample (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2023).

3.7 Ethical Consideration

This study was conducted in accordance with established ethical principles for qualitative social research
(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2023). All participants received a written information sheet prior to the
interview describing the study's purpose, the nature of participation, the use of audio recording, and their
rights. Informed consent was obtained before each interview began, and participants were explicitly
informed that participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time without consequence.

Anonymity and confidentiality were maintained throughout. Participants are identified using numerical
references (Interview 1 to Interview 10), all identifying information has been removed from the data, and
recordings and transcripts were stored securely and accessed only by the research team (Saunders, Lewis,
& Thornhill, 2023).

The cross-cultural nature of the study required sensitivity to cultural assumptions in both data collection
and analysis. Interview questions were reviewed for cultural neutrality and piloted with participants from
each cultural group to identify ambiguous or culturally loaded formulations. The researcher maintained
reflexive awareness throughout of their own cultural positioning and its potential influence on the
interpretation of data from culturally distant participant groups. For the interviews that were conducted in
Arabic, extra care was taken during translation to make sure the original meaning was preserved (Saunders,
Lewis, & Thornhill, 2023).

Additionally, generative Al, Microsoft Copilot, was used as a supplementary tool throughout the research
process to support information structuring, material organization, theme identification, and language-
related tasks such as grammar checking and improving clarity. The use of Al tools raises ethical
considerations related to transparency, accountability, and academic integrity (Corbin et al., 2025; Cui &
Zhang, 2025). As the boundaries of acceptable Al use in academic research are still evolving, all Al-generated
outputs were critically reviewed to preserve the accuracy and integrity of the empirical material.
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4 Findings

This chapter presents the findings of the thematic analysis. Six themes were generated through the analysis.
They are presented in the order they presented in the order in which they correspond to the conceptual
model set out in Section 2.4, beginning with cultural congruence and relatability and progressing through
the cross-cultural and brand perception components of the developed framework.

4.1 Theme 1: Cultural Congruence and Relatability

This theme concerns the alignment between the communicative content of each campaign and the cultural
values of the participant, situated within the brand-associations component of Keller’s (1993) customer-
based brand equity model and the cultural-congruence literature reviewed in Section 2.3.2.

Within the Saudi sample, the Ramadan campaign was consistently identified as the campaign of greatest
personal salience. Interview 6 reported that the campaign “speaks to me the most because it shows the
clothes that I would actually wear for my family gatherings during the holy month here in Ramadan”.
Interview 8 stated that “Ramadan is very important to us as Muslims and Arabs” and that the campaign
“gave me a feeling of belonging”. Interview 9 selected the Ramadan campaign on the basis that “as a hijabi
girl, I need clothes that are stylish while still being modest”. Interview 10 described the Ramadan campaign
as “the closest to me... closer to our lifestyle in terms of modest styles, colors, and overall atmosphere”.
Interview 7 constituted an exception within the sample and located her relatability in the standardized
spring campaign, on the grounds that it “reflects diversity and different identities coming together in one
space”, aresponse she connected to her self-identification as a “third culture kid”.

Within the Swedish-resident sample, the two participants identifying as Muslim, Interview 3 and Interview
5, produced evaluations consistent with those of the Saudi sample. Interview 3 reported that the Ramadan
campaign “resonated with me most or gave me more, like, feelings, seeing it”. Interview 5 identified the
Ramadan campaign as her preferred campaign on the grounds that it “highlighted this special time of the
year”. The three remaining Swedish-resident participants, who did not identify as Muslim, produced
different evaluations. Interview 1 reported that “none of them spoke to me... it wasn’t my style or my
culture”. Interview 2 placed her relatability between the Ramadan and the standardized spring campaigns
and reported the standardized content as the more familiar of the two “because that’s what I'm used to and
how it represents in a different way”. Interview 4 selected the inclusivity campaign on the grounds that “it
shows that they care, and that they are focusing on present times and not just being a brand”.

The inclusivity campaign was admired across both samples but generated limited personal relatability.
Interview 2 reported that she could not “really relate to that culture”. Interview 3 reported that she did not
“resonate with it personally on a personal level”. Interview 9 described the campaign as “something
different and not something we are very used to in Arab society”. Interview 8 reported that the inclusivity
campaign “conflicted with my values”.

4.2 Theme 2: Individualism, Collectivism and the Locus of Brand Identification

This theme corresponds to Hofstede’s (2001) individualism and collectivism dimension as introduced in
Section 2.2.1. Participants articulated their relationship to the brand through two modes: an individual
mode oriented toward personal style and self-expression, and a collective mode oriented toward family,
community, and shared cultural occasions.

Within the Swedish-resident sample, participants articulated their relationship to the brand through two
modes: an individual mode oriented toward personal style and self-expression, and a collective mode
oriented toward family, community, and shared cultural occasions. Interview 2 described fashion as “part
of your identity, so it represents how and who you are and how you dress is a bit connected to that”.
Interview 1 evaluated the campaigns through the criterion of “my style or my culture” and described herself
as not strongly oriented toward fashion as a category. Interview 4 reported following trends “but not going
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far away from my style”. Interview 5 also placed personal style at the centre of her account, stating that “in
my style, if I choose different styles, each of them is there for me for some reason”.

Within the Saudi sample, participants more frequently articulated their relationship to the brand through
family, community, and shared cultural occasions. Interview 6 located the appeal of the Ramadan campaign
in the alignment between the clothing and “my family gathering during the holy month here in Ramadan”.
Interview 9 referred to “us as Muslims” and to “many gatherings with family and friends during Ramadan”.
Interview 8 reported that the Ramadan campaign produced “a feeling of belonging” and contrasted this with
the global campaigns, of which she stated that she “was watching... rather than being part of them”.
Interview 10 reported that the styles in the Ramadan campaign were “closer to the kinds of Ramadan outfits
we actually wear for suhoor and iftar”. Interview 7 located her relatability in shared diversity rather than
in either strictly national or strictly individual identity.

4.3 Theme 3: High-Context and Low-Context Reception of Communication

This theme corresponds to Hall’s (1976) distinction between high-context and low-context communication
as introduced in Section 2.2.2. Participants articulated three communicative modes across the stimulus set:
an implicit and atmospheric mode, an explicit and narrative mode, and a visually direct mode.

The standardized spring campaign was characterized by participants in implicit and atmospheric terms.
Interview 2 reported that the spring campaign communicated “more like by images and like feelings and
like the clothes rather than like the talking and the verbal part”. Interview 3 described it as “more like fun...
but not trying to convey a message in a way. Just trying to show”. Interview 9 reported that the spring
campaign “seemed suitable for everyone and had really nice styles”. Interview 7 described it as representing
“universal lifestyle and aesthetics”.

The inclusivity campaign was characterized in explicit and narrative terms. Interview 3 described the
campaign as “very deep” and as “wanting to show a message”. Interview 2 reported that the campaign
incorporated “the colours, the fashion, the way it’s recorded and the text and the storytelling”. Interview 5
reported that the campaign foregrounded “the family and different people and everyone can fit into our
brand”. Interview 4 reported that the campaign showed that the brand was “trying to be transparent with
their values”.

The Ramadan campaign was characterized by several participants as briefer and more visually direct.
Interview 2 reported that the campaign consisted of “the picture, like the video of the woman” with “no real
story behind it”. Interview 3 reported that the campaign was “pretty short and just like showing the clothes”.
Interview 8 described its tone as “soft and diplomatic, focusing on culture, appreciation of culture, and
belonging”. Interview 9 reported that the campaign communicated “directly to Muslims and Arabs”.
Interview 10 described the campaign as “connected to a specific culture, religion, and season”.

4.4 Theme 4: Perceived Authenticity of Adapted Communication

This theme corresponds to the perceived brand authenticity construct as developed in Section 2.3.2 and to
the digital transparency literature reviewed in Section 2.1.3, within which participants evaluated the
sincerity of the adapted campaign.

Participants in both samples articulated adaptation as simultaneously a sign of respect and a commercial
decision. Interview 9 stated that adaptation was “both. I see it as respect, but also definitely a marketing
move at the same time”. Interview 7 described the adaptation as “respect and strategy”. Interview 5
characterized the relationship as “a win-win” for both the brand and the consumer. Interview 8 reported
the adaptation as “a successful business move” that “respects our taste and doesn’t offend our identity”.
Interview 6 stated that the adaptation was “probably most about marketing money but it is still
respectable”. Interview 10 stated that “I feel it's both”. Interview 3 reported that “it's a good thing when a
brand tries new things and tries to expand their target consumers”. Interview 2 moved between “a sign of
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respect” and “a calculated move” depending on the campaign in question. Interview 4 reported that the
adaptation was “probably a more calculated commercial move”.

Production effort was the cue most frequently invoked by participants in evaluating authenticity. Interview
2 reported that the inclusivity campaign showed “a bigger strategy behind it” and that the Ramadan
campaign was “much shorter... only one model... no real story behind it”. Interview 3 described the
inclusivity campaign as “very deep” and the Ramadan campaign as “pretty short”. Interview 10 reported
that “sometimes it’s obvious that there’s depth behind it, and other times it’s clear that it’s just seasonal
marketing”, and located the difference “in the details and the styles”. Interview 9 reported that the Ramadan
campaign made her feel “respected” and that the brand “paid attention to us during this month”.

Several participants within the Saudi sample connected the authenticity of adaptation to its temporal scope.
Interview 6 advised the brand to “be consistent and do not only put effort for one month” and to run
campaigns “throughout the whole year”. Interview 8 reported that authenticity would require engagement
“during Saudi Founding Day or Saudi National Day” and could “even create campaigns around recycling
clothing”. Interview 7 called for “more constant and ongoing cultural engagement, not just seasonal”.
Interview 10 reported that brands should “focus more on depth, not just appearance or chasing trends and
seasons”.

Participants within the Swedish-resident sample connected the authenticity of adaptation to the alignment
between communication and corporate conduct. Interview 2 connected the credibility of inclusive
communication to operational follow-through, with reference to past controversies regarding “child
workers”. Interview 3 reported that “everybody knows about H&M green washing, so it would help if the
company was more transparent”. Interview 4 stated that “campaigns are not everything”, with reference to
the same controversies, while reporting that the campaigns alone were “going in the right direction,
building trust”.

4.5 Theme 5: Standardization and Adaptation as Competing Sources of Brand Equity

This theme corresponds to the standardization and adaptation debate developed in Section 2.1 and to the
brand image dimension within Keller’s (1993) customer-based brand equity model. Participants articulated
the brand’s combined campaign portfolio in either coherent or contradictory terms.

A subset of participants described the portfolio as coherent. Interview 7 reported that the campaigns “feel
coherent” and that the brand “still feels coherent, just flexible in its approach”. Interview 5 described “the
same vibe in every video” and reported that across the campaigns she could “see this is H&M, not like Zara
or something else”. Interview 9 reported that the brand image “stays consistent. It feels like the same brand
image”. Interview 3 reported that the brand remained “still coherent” because the standardized campaign
carried “some form of diversity within the group of models”.

A further subset of participants described the portfolio as contradictory. Interview 8 reported that the
campaigns were “very contradictory” and that the contrast caused her to “question the brand’s identity”,
asking “Do they truly believe in these values, or are they simply giving audiences what they want?”.
Interview 6 reported that the brand appeared to have “two different responsibilities” and described the
contrast as “a little bit confusing”. Interview 2 reported that the standardized and Ramadan campaigns felt
“like two different brands in a way”. Interview 4 reported that the standardized campaign “doesn’t say
anything to who’s watching” and described this as “a little bit contradictory”. Interview 10 reported “a clear
difference” between the standardized and adapted material and described this as “a shift in personality”,
while clarifying that the contrast did not constitute a contradiction.

Several participants reported that the standardized material carried an implicit cultural address. Interview

6 reported that the global campaigns were “more like they are for the people in the western country” and
“not specifically for my life here”. Interview 8 reported that the global campaigns “didn’t resemble us”.
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Within the Swedish-resident sample, Interview 1 described the standardized content as the brand-as-usual
reference against which he evaluated the adapted material, and Interview 2 reported that the standardized
spring campaign spoke to her because it was “what I'm used to”.

4.6 Theme 6: Customer-Based Brand Trust Across Communication Strategies

This theme corresponds to the brand trust dimension within the customer-based brand equity framework
reviewed in Section 2.3.1 (Safeer & Liu, 2023). Participants articulated a distinction between trust in the
brand as a reliable supplier of product and trust in the brand as the holder of consistent principles.

Several participants within the Saudi sample articulated the distinction explicitly. Interview 8 reported that
her trust was “commercial, not emotional. [ trust them to provide beautiful options at competitive prices,
but I don’t trust them as a brand with a fixed principle”. Interview 6 described her trust as “functional”, on
the grounds that “their messages shift dramatically depending on the region so it feels more like an excellent
strategy for marketing rather than deeply to incorporate that idea”, and reported that she trusted “their
product relevance” while viewing “their communication through the traditional lines”. Interview 7 reported
her trust as “moderate” and “slightly cautious”, on the grounds that the brand’s adaptation “makes me see
it as more strategic”. Interview 10 reported that she trusted the brand “to a certain extent” and that on
closer reflection “they’re just selling in a smart way”.

Interview 9 reported the only explicit positive trust uplift attributable to the adapted campaign. She
reported that “I trust them more after the Ramadan advertisement because it meets my needs as a
customer” and indicated that this judgement would translate into more frequent purchases.

Within the Swedish-resident sample, participants more frequently articulated trust through transparency
and consistency. Interview 2 reported that her trust would be undermined if the brand “used stereotypes”
or failed to develop campaigns with cultural insiders, and connected trust to operational follow-through
beyond the campaign level. Interview 3 named transparency as the operative trust variable, with reference
to past controversies, reporting that “everybody knows about H&M green washing, so it would help if the
company was more transparent”. Interview 4 reported that “campaigns are not everything” and connected
the trust question to the same controversies, while concluding that the campaigns alone were “going in a
right direction”. Interview 5 reported that she trusted the brand for “daily clothes” and “a very important
meeting at work” but not for “my wedding dress or my very big, special occasions”. Interview 1 reported
that adaptation perceived to misrepresent a culture would “make me lose my trust for the brand”.

4.7 Summary of the Thematic Structure

Six themes were generated through the analysis and have been presented in the preceding sections. Theme
4.1 reported the patterns of cultural congruence and personal relatability across the Saudi, Muslim Swedish-
resident, and non-Muslim Swedish-resident participants. Theme 4.2 reported the orientation of individual
and collective identity through which participants articulated their relationship to the brand. Theme 4.3
reported the patterns of reception associated with implicit, explicit, and visually direct communication.
Theme 4.4 reported participants’ accounts of respect and commercial motivation, including the production-
effort, temporal-scope, and corporate-conduct cues invoked in support of those accounts. Theme 4.5
reported the coherence and contradiction reported by participants across the standardized and adapted
material. Theme 4.6 reported the two dimensions of trust articulated by participants. The themes are taken
into Chapter 5 for interpretation against the conceptual model presented in Section 2.4.
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5 Analysis and Discussion

This chapter interprets the findings reported in Chapter 4 against the conceptual model presented in
Section 2.4 and the theoretical frameworks reviewed in Chapter 2. The interpretation proceeds in six steps.
Section 5.1 considers the operation of cultural background as the active interpretive lens through which the
campaigns were received. Section 5.2 examines the reception of standardized communication, drawing on
the asymmetric way it was experienced across the two samples. Section 5.3 develops the construction of
perceived brand authenticity around the cues participants invoked. Section 5.4 interprets the coherence
and contradiction reported across the brand's combined campaign portfolio. Section 5.5 develops the
distinction between functional and principled brand trust that emerged from the data. The chapter closes
in Section 5.6 by returning to the conceptual model and stating how the empirical findings qualify each of
its components.

5.1 Cultural Background as an Active Interpretive Lens
The findings reported in Themes 4.1 and 4.2 broadly support the conceptual model's positioning of cultural

background as the active interpretive lens through which brand communication is received, rather than as
a background condition that simply moderates outcomes (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2010; Usunier and Lee,
2013). Within the Saudi sample, the Ramadan campaign was the principal locus of personal relatability, and
the dominant orientation in which participants articulated their reception of the brand was collective,
oriented toward family, community, the religious calendar, and shared cultural occasions. Within the
Swedish-resident sample, the dominant orientation among non-Muslim participants was individual,
oriented toward personal style and self-expression. This pattern is broadly consistent with the predictions
that follow from Hofstede's (2001) individualism and collectivism dimension when applied to Sweden,
which scores 71 on the individualism index, and to Saudi Arabia, which scores 38.

However, the findings simultaneously expose a tension that intellectual honesty requires acknowledging
rather than categorizing it into the model as a smooth refinement. The study's sampling strategy was
country-based, grouping participants by national residence. Yet the theoretical framework, citing
McSweeney (2002) and Baskerville (2003), explicitly cautioned against treating national culture as
homogeneous. This inconsistency between the study's sampling logic and its own theoretical caution was
not resolved at the design stage and became visible in the empirical material. Interview 3 and Interview 5,
the two Swedish-resident participants identifying as Muslim, produced evaluations of the Ramadan
campaign that aligned more closely with those of the Saudi sample than with those of the remaining
Swedish-resident participants. To present this observation as a tidy post hoc refinement of the model would
be to understate the significance of what it reveals, namely that the original operationalization of cultural
background through country of residence was already in tension with the study's theoretical commitments
before fieldwork began.

That acknowledgement made, the intra-sample variation does yield a substantive interpretive insight,
provided its evidential limits are kept in view. The alignment of Muslim Swedish-resident participants with
the Saudi sample suggests that something beyond national residence is bearing the explanatory weight.
Before accepting this re-specification, however, alternative explanations need to be considered. One
possibility is that shared religious identity as such produced the alignment, meaning that it was the salience
of Islamic practice specifically, rather than any broader cultural orientation, that drove these participants'
responses to the Ramadan campaign. A second possibility is product-category fit: participants who wear
modest fashion as a matter of lived practice may have responded more favourably to modest-fashion
content, not because of their cultural frame but because the clothing materially corresponded to their
wardrobe needs, irrespective of the cultural associations they attach to it. A third possibility is aesthetic
familiarity: participants with sustained exposure to Gulf-market fashion communication may have found
the visual codes of the Ramadan campaign more legible and therefore more engaging, independently of
religious or cultural identification.
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The available data do not permit a clean resolution between these accounts, but the extracts offer partial
grounds for preferring the cultural-religious frame interpretation over the product-category fit explanation.
Interview 3's account that the Ramadan campaign gave her "more feelings" points toward affective
resonance of a kind that exceeds functional product alignment. Interview 5's description of the campaign as
highlighting "this special time of the year" explicitly invokes the sacred calendar, indicating that the
religious dimension of the content rather than its modest-fashion aesthetics was the operative element. A
participant motivated primarily by product-category fit would have had no reason to describe the campaign
in temporal and devotional terms; the language used suggests that the cultural-religious frame was actively
engaged in the interpretive process. This does not exclude religious identity salience as a mechanism, since
that reading is consistent with rather than opposed to the cultural-religious frame interpretation. What the
data cannot settle is the degree to which cultural orientation, religious identity, and product-category fit
operate in combination or in sequence. Future research with larger samples deliberately constructed to
capture within-country religious and cultural heterogeneity would be necessary to disentangle these
mechanisms. For the purposes of the present analysis, the cultural-religious frame operationalization is
treated as the most defensible account the available evidence supports, accompanied by the caveat that it
was arrived at post hoc and does not resolve the underlying design tension.

5.2 The Reception of Standardized Communication as a Located Address
Theme 4.5 reported the asymmetric way the standardized material was received across the two samples.

Within the Saudi sample, several participants read the standardized global content as carrying an implicit
Western cultural address, with Interview 6 describing it as being "for the people in the western countries"
and Interview 8 reporting that it "didn't resemble us." Within the Swedish-resident sample, by contrast, the
standardized content functioned as the brand-as-usual reference point, the familiar baseline against which
the adapted material was evaluated. This asymmetry invites interpretation, but the most immediate reading
should be examined against plausible alternatives before its implications are drawn.

The most direct interpretation is that standardized communication carries the implicit cultural address of
the brand's home market and that this address is perceptible from outside that market (Hall, 1976). An
alternative account, however, merits consideration: Saudi participants may have read the standardized
content as Western not because the content itself carries inherent Western cultural codes, but because their
prior consumer experience of H&M has been predominantly mediated through the brand's adapted,
Ramadan-coded material. On this contrast-effect account, the adapted material sets an expectation of
cultural specificity, and the standardized material registers as exclusion by comparison rather than as a
positively Western address. A further alternative is that the minimalist editorial aesthetic characteristic of
the standardized campaigns is independently associated with Western luxury fashion conventions within
Saudi participants' broader media environment, making it Western-coded by generic convention rather
than by anything specific to H&M's communicative choices.

The available evidence offers more support for the cultural-address interpretation than for the contrast-
effect explanation, though it cannot rule the latter out entirely. The Swedish-resident participants'
consistent description of the standardized content as familiar and brand-as-usual is relevant here: if the
standardized material carried no cultural orientation whatsoever, it would be unclear why Swedish-
resident consumers, rather than all consumers equally, found it legible and familiar. Interview 2's
characterization of the standardized spring campaign as "what I'm used to" suggests that the material does
carry a recognizable cultural orientation for consumers within the brand's home-market frame, which
implies that it carries a corresponding address that consumers outside that frame would perceive rather
than simply find absent. Interview 8's formulation that the global campaigns "didn't resemble us" implies
an active reading of the content's implied audience rather than a neutral experience of non-fit. Taken
together, these accounts are more consistent with a cultural-address reading than with one premised solely
on contrast effects, though the contrast-effect mechanism may amplify the degree to which the standardized
content is coded as Western rather than simply as generic.
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If this interpretation is accepted, it carries a significant consequence for the standardization literature. The
standardization argument has been built historically on the assumption that uniform communication is
culturally portable, with variation in reception treated as a residual phenomenon to be addressed through
adaptation where it becomes commercially significant (Levitt, 1983; Jain, 1989). The present analysis
suggests instead that standardized communication is itself a form of cultural positioning, representing
adaptation to the brand's home-market audience whose cultural specificity becomes legible to consumers
outside that audience. This reading is reinforced by the digital transparency condition established in Section
2.1.3 (Gensler et al., 2013; Katsikeas et al., 2020): it is precisely because consumers can access and compare
the full range of a brand's communicative output across markets simultaneously that they are positioned to
recognize the cultural orientation of standardized content in the first place.

5.3 Perceived Brand Authenticity as a Multi-Cue Construction

Theme 4.4 reported that participants in both samples evaluated the authenticity of the adapted campaign
through three distinct classes of cue. Production effort, indexed by runtime, casting, narrative depth, and
editorial complexity, was the cue invoked most frequently across the dataset. Temporal scope, concerning
whether adaptation extended beyond commercially salient occasions, was invoked principally within the
Saudi sample. Corporate-conduct alignment, concerning whether the brand's communicative behaviour
cohered with its operational practices, was invoked principally within the Swedish-resident sample.
Together these three classes of cue point toward a more granular understanding of perceived brand
authenticity than the construct developed by Morhart et al. (2015) alone provides, though several
interpretive complications require careful treatment.

The production-effort cue warrants particular scrutiny. Within the dataset, Interview 2 and Interview 3
evaluated the Ramadan campaign as less authentically invested than the inclusivity campaign on the basis
of its shorter runtime and simpler casting. Before inferring that production effort functions
straightforwardly as a signal of cultural sincerity, an alternative account must be considered. It is possible
that participants were responding to narrative depth and storytelling sophistication as independently
valued aesthetic properties, qualities they associate with serious brand communication regardless of the
cultural specificity of the audience being addressed. On this account, the Ramadan campaign may have
received a lower authenticity rating not because it was perceived as culturally insincere but because it
conformed to the conventions of seasonal fashion imagery, a genre that participants associate with
commercially driven output irrespective of any cultural adaptation it contains.

The available extracts offer partial grounds for distinguishing between these explanations. Interview 9, who
is herself a member of the cultural audience to whom the Ramadan campaign was directed, reported feeling
"respected” by the campaign and that the brand "paid attention to us during this month." This positive
authenticity reading from within the target audience, despite the campaign's comparatively brief format,
indicates that production effort and cultural sincerity do not map onto each other uniformly and that the
genre-convention explanation may apply more specifically to the Swedish-resident participants who
evaluated the campaign from outside its intended cultural address. Interview 10's observation that
authenticity depends on "depth, not just appearance or chasing trends and seasons" connects the
production-effort cue explicitly to temporal scope rather than to narrative elaboration in isolation,
suggesting that the three cue classes interact in the authenticity evaluation rather than operating as
independent inputs.

A further complication arises from the status of the inclusivity campaign in the stimulus set. Participants
across both samples read the inclusivity campaign as more authentically invested than the Ramadan
campaign on production grounds. As established in the stimulus-design discussion, the inclusivity campaign
is a globally distributed piece rather than a market-specific adaptation. The fact that participants awarded
it higher authenticity ratings than the formally adapted Ramadan campaign directly inverts the assumption
present in the adaptation literature that cultural specificity at the message level is the primary driver of
perceived authenticity (Kanso and Nelson, 2002; Chandra et al., 2002). This inversion suggests that
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authenticity evaluation is not primarily a function of whether communication is formally adapted but of
whether it satisfies the production-effort, temporal-scope, and corporate-conduct thresholds that
consumers apply, thresholds that standardized and adapted material can meet or fail in equal measure. This
constitutes a substantive qualification of the adaptation-authenticity relationship as it has been theorized
in the existing literature, though the limited sample size requires it to be treated as a hypothesis for
systematic further testing rather than a settled empirical conclusion.

5.4 Coherence and Contradiction in Brand Image
Theme 4.5 reported that participants in both samples were divided on whether the brand's combined

standardized and adapted portfolio produced a coherent or contradictory brand image. The division was
not structured by national sample but by the consumer's expectation of what constitutes the brand's
organizing principle. Those participants who treated inclusivity as the organizing principle, namely
Interview 3, Interview 5, Interview 7, and Interview 9, experienced the divergent campaigns as coherent
expressions of a single commitment. Those who expected a fixed and culturally consistent identity, namely
Interview 2, Interview 4, Interview 6, and Interview 8, experienced the divergent campaigns as a
destabilizing contradiction. This finding suggests that the coherence of a multi-strategy portfolio is not a
property of the strategic choices themselves but a product of the interaction between those choices and the
interpretive frame each consumer brings to the brand, extending Keller's (1993) treatment of brand image
within the customer-based brand equity model.

The finding engages directly with the competing-sources-of-equity argument developed by Holt et al.
(2004) and Vrontis et al. (2009). Holt et al. argue that the global character of an international brand is itself
a source of equity that risks being eroded through overzealous adaptation. The present data qualify this
argument by showing that the perceived loss of global character is itself conditioned by the expectations
the consumer brings to the brand. Where inclusivity functions as the organizing principle in a consumer's
reading, divergent campaigns reinforce rather than dilute the global equity of the brand; where a fixed
identity is expected, the same divergence undermines it. The communicative latitude available to a brand
for adaptation is therefore not a uniform strategic quantity but one that varies according to the brand-image
expectations individual consumers hold, expectations that are themselves shaped by both cultural
orientation and personal interpretive disposition.

5.5 Functional Trust and Principled Trust

Theme 4.6 reported a distinction articulated by participants in both samples between trust in the brand as
a reliable supplier of product and trust in the brand as the consistent holder of values across all contexts in
which it communicates. The distinction was articulated most explicitly within the Saudi sample by Interview
6, Interview 7, Interview 8, and Interview 10, and was reproduced within the Swedish-resident related
concerns of transparency and consistency by Interview 2, Interview 3, Interview 4, and Interview 5. The
empirical material supports a two-dimension conceptualization of brand trust within the customer-based
brand equity framework, with the first dimension, functional trust, responsive to product reliability and
campaign-level cultural fit, and the second dimension, principled trust, responsive to year-round cultural
engagement, consistent values across different audiences, and operational alignment between
communication and corporate conduct.

This two-dimensional structure refines Safeer and Liu's (2023) account of brand trust as cumulative
confidence in reliability, integrity, and genuine consumer concern. Within the Safeer and Liu formulation,
the three components of brand trust are presented as constituents of a single integrated construct. The
present data suggest that, under the conditions of digital cross-market visibility described by Gensler et al.
(2013), these components separate empirically into the two dimensions described above. Functional trust
can be uplifted by a single high-quality culturally adapted campaign, as in the case of Interview 9, who
reported that the Ramadan campaign raised her overall trust in the brand and indicated that this would
translate into more frequent purchasing. Principled trust, by contrast, requires the broader and more
sustained pattern of year-round cultural engagement and operational coherence described in Theme 4.4.
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The implication for the conceptual model is that the brand trust outcome variable is more accurately
specified as two sub-outcomes that are responsive to qualitatively different inputs and settle at different
rates across the standardization and adaptation continuum. As with the other conceptual refinements
developed in this chapter, the two-dimensional distinction should be treated as a conceptual proposition
warranting systematic empirical testing rather than as an established contribution to the brand equity
literature on the basis of the present sample alone.

5.6 Revisiting the Conceptual Model
The conceptual model presented in Section 2.4 organized the analytical structure into a strategic

independent variable in the form of brand communication strategy positioned on the standardization and
adaptation continuum, a mediating variable in the form of cultural background, three intermediate
consumer perception processes in the form of cultural congruence, message interpretation, and
authenticity evaluation, and three outcome variables in the form of relatability, brand image, and brand
trust. The empirical material broadly supports each component of the model while qualifying and in several
cases complicating its original formulations in ways that were not anticipated at the design stage.
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the qualification that standardized communication is itself culturally located when encountered from
outside the brand's home market. The continuum is more accurately understood as running between
adaptation to a home-market audience and adaptation to a target-market audience rather than between
adaptation and its absence, though the contrast-effect mechanism remains a plausible partial explanation
for the Western readings of the standardized content that the present evidence does not entirely exclude.
The three intermediate consumer perception processes are supported by the empirical material, with the
qualification that the authenticity evaluation process is substantively more complex than the model
originally assumed. It is not a single process that maps adaptation onto authenticity but one composed of at
least three cue classes, namely production effort, temporal scope, and corporate-conduct alignment, that
participants invoke selectively and that can be satisfied or unsatisfied by both standardized and adapted
material. The authenticity evaluation therefore cannot be predicted from the categorical fact of adaptation
alone, which qualifies both the model's original specification and the broader assumption in the adaptation
literature that cultural specificity at the message level generates authenticity by default.

The three outcome variables are supported by the empirical material. The most substantive qualification
attaches to the brand trust outcome, which the data indicate separates into functional and principled
dimensions that are responsive to different inputs and that are not settled by the same communicative
conditions. This two-dimensional structure was not anticipated by the original model and represents the
most consequential conceptual development to emerge from the analysis. Its status as a contribution to the
brand equity literature depends, however, on validation through larger and more systematically designed
studies than the present one can provide.
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6 Conclusions

The research question of the thesis concerns how consumers from different cultural backgrounds perceive
standardized versus culturally adapted brand communication in a global fast fashion brand, and how this
perception shapes their overall brand perception. The integrated reading of the empirical material is as
follows.

Consumers from different cultural backgrounds perceive standardized and adapted brand communication
through an active interpretive lens that operates at the level of their self-identified cultural-religious frame.
Standardized communication is received as carrying an implicit address to the brand’s home market and is
read by consumers outside that market as culturally located rather than as culturally neutral. Adapted
communication is received as a dual gesture of cultural respect and commercial calculation, the resolution
of which is conditioned by three cues, namely the production effort visible in the campaign, the temporal
scope of engagement beyond commercially prominent seasons, and the alignment between communication
and corporate conduct.

The shape of the resulting brand perception is structured by the three intermediate processes specified in
the conceptual model. Cultural congruence between communication content and the consumer’s cultural
values shapes relatability, with adapted communication producing the strongest relatability outcomes
within the cultural audience it addresses, including those consumers who share that audience’s cultural
frame across national-residence boundaries.

Message interpretation under high-context or low-context preferences shapes brand image, with the
coherence outcome of a multi-strategy portfolio conditioned by what the consumer treats as the brand’s
organizing principle. Authenticity evaluation under the three classes of cue shapes brand trust, with
functional trust raised by a single high-quality adapted campaign and principled trust requiring sustained
year-round engagement and operational coherence between communication and corporate behaviour.

Taken together, the integrated reading indicates that the standardization and adaptation choice does not
produce uniform brand-perception outcomes across cultural groups, but neither does it produce outcomes
that can be predicted from the strategic choice alone. The outcomes are produced by the interaction
between communication strategy, the active cultural interpretive lens of the consumer, and the cues
through which the consumer evaluates whether the brand’s communicative behaviour is consistent with
the principles it claims. The implications of this reading for theory and practice, and the limitations attached
to it, are taken into the closing chapters.
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7 Limitation, Contributions, and Future Research

7.1 Limitations

Several limitations emerged from the design and execution of the study and must be kept in mind when
interpreting the findings. The sample of ten participants, although consistent with established norms for in-
depth semi-structured interview research and adequate for the depth-oriented analytical purpose of the
study, restricts the basis on which findings can be claimed to transfer beyond the immediate empirical
context. The recruitment strategy combined personal and professional networks with snowball sampling,
which was operationally necessary for cross-national data collection but introduces the possibility of
network homogeneity within each cultural group. Most interviews were conducted in English. As mentioned
in section 3.4.1, three Saudi Arabian participants were interviewed in Arabic rather than English to ensure
natural and accurate expression. These interviews were translated into English prior to analysis, with
careful attention paid to preserving the original meaning throughout. Nevertheless, translation necessarily
introduces a degree of interpretive choice, and some expressions may have been lost in the process. This
represents a limitation of the study, though it was considered a more defensible methodological decision
than compromising the quality and authenticity of participant expression in the interest of strict linguistic
consistency across the dataset.

The single-case design provides analytical leverage on the standardization and adaptation contrast by
holding brand identity constant, but it also means that the findings are most directly applicable to fast
fashion brands with comparable global reach and a similar visible split between standardized and adapted
communication. The stimulus set comprised three campaigns rather than the full range of the brand’s
communicative output and was therefore necessarily a partial representation of the brand’s strategic
position.

The researchers’ own cultural positioning is a further consideration. Reflexive thematic analysis treats the
researcher as an active participant in meaning-making rather than as a neutral observer, and the present
analysis has been conducted with explicit attention to that position. The researchers nevertheless occupy
specific cultural locations that shape the interpretive choices made at each phase of the analysis. The quality
criteria described in Section 3.6 were applied to make those choices auditable, but readers should evaluate
the findings with the researchers’ position in view.

7.2 Theoretical Contributions

The thesis makes four theoretical contributions to the cross-cultural brand communication literature. First,
it repositions standardized communication as adaptation to an implicit home-market audience rather than
as the absence of adaptation. The empirical material indicates that consumers outside the brand’s home
market perceive the cultural location of standardized content and read it as such; this nuances the
standardization perspective set out by Levitt (1983) and Jain (1989) and reframes the standardization and
adaptation continuum as a continuum between two adaptations rather than between adaptation and its
absence.

Second, the thesis attaches three classes of operationally observable cues to the perceived brand
authenticity construct developed by Morhart et al. (2015), namely production effort, temporal scope, and
corporate-conduct alignment. The authenticity evaluation process determined in the conceptual model is
composed of these cues, which participants invoke selectively when assessing whether adaptation is sincere
or commercially calculated. This refinement extends the authenticity literature beyond the categorical
reading that adaptation is by default the more authentic strategic option.

Third, the thesis proposes a two-dimensional conceptualization of brand trust within the customer-based
brand equity framework (Keller, 1993; Safeer & Liu, 2023). Functional trust is responsive to product
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reliability and campaign-level cultural fit, while principled trust is responsive to year-round engagement,
consistent values across audiences, and operational alignment between communication and corporate
conduct. The two dimensions are responsive to different inputs and become settled differently across the
standardization and adaptation continuum.

Fourth, the thesis develops the position that cultural background, as the active interpretive lens argued by
the conceptual model, is most accurately operationalized at the level of the participant’s self-identified
cultural-religious frame rather than at the level of country of residence. The intra-sample alignment of
Muslim Swedish-resident participants with the Saudi sample on culturally specific items supports the
methodological caution against treating national culture as homogeneous (McSweeney, 2002; Baskerville,
2003) and has direct implications for sampling and operationalization in cross-cultural consumer research.

7.3 Managerial Contributions

For global brand managers operating across culturally distant markets, the thesis offers four practical
implications. First, adaptation must clear an effort threshold before it generates a positive consumer
response. Adaptation that visibly under-invests in production, casting, narrative depth, or editorial
complexity is read as commercially calculated even by the audience it nominally addresses and may
undermine rather than build the trust that adaptation is intended to support. The production effort
allocated to adapted material should be at least comparable to the production effort allocated to
standardized material in the same period.

Second, adaptation must extend beyond commercially salient seasons to register as principled rather than
opportunistic. For markets in which religious and national calendar’s structure consumer life, year-round
cultural engagement, including engagement with national-day and other culturally significant occasions, is
the condition under which adaptation produces durable trust outcomes.

Third, the credibility of adapted communication is conditioned by the alignment between communication
and corporate conduct. Past controversies regarding sustainability, supply-chain practices, and the
treatment of cultural difference shape the lens through which adapted campaigns are read, and adaptation
communication that is not supported by operational coherence is discounted at the level of principled trust
regardless of the quality of the campaign itself.

Fourth, the standardized portfolio of a global brand should be developed and assessed with explicit
awareness of the cultural address it carries. Consumers outside the brand’s home market perceive
standardized content as culturally located, and the strategic latitude for relying on standardization is
therefore narrower than the standardization argument has historically assumed. Brand managers may
benefit from reviewing standardized editorial material for the implicit home-market frame it carries and
from considering whether the standardized set itself requires diversification to operate effectively across
multiple markets.

7.4 Future Research

Several research directions follow from the findings and limitations of this study. The two-dimensional
conceptualization of brand trust developed in Section 5.6, and the three-cue authenticity construct
developed in Section 5.4, are amenable to quantitative validation through scale development and survey-
based testing across larger and more diverse samples. The relationships explained between the cues and
the trust dimensions can be tested empirically, and the conditions under which functional trust translates
into principled trust can be investigated longitudinally.

The cultural-background-as-self-identification refinement raised in Section 5.2 invites further qualitative
and mixed-method work designed to capture within-country cultural heterogeneity more systematically.
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Studies sampling deliberately for cultural-religious heritage within nominally homogeneous national
markets would extend the analytical purchase of the present finding, particularly in markets with significant
immigrant populations and dual cultural orientations.

The single-case design and the fast fashion focus of the present study leaves open the question of how far
the findings generalize to other product categories and to brands with different levels of global reach.
Comparative studies across consumer-goods categories with different cultural embeddedness (for example,
premium fashion, beauty, technology, and food) would clarify the conditions under which adaptation
produces the trust outcomes anticipated by the literature.

The inclusivity campaign included in the standardized set surfaced as the most interpretively unstable
element of the stimulus design, with participants in both samples treating it as adapted to a Western
sensibility rather than as a standardized global piece. Future studies may benefit from designing the
stimulus contrast explicitly along values-coded and culture-coded axes, separating the question of whether
adaptation is to a national or regional market from the question of whether itis to a values-defined audience.

Finally, the digital transparency condition set out by Gensler et al. (2013) and extended in Section 5.3 invites
systematic research on consumer cross-market comparison practices. The extent to which consumers
actively compare standardized and adapted brand communication across markets, and the conclusions they
draw from that comparison, remain an empirical question that the present study has surfaced but not
exhausted.
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Appendices

Appendix 1 Interview Guide

The Interview Guide table below maps each interview question to its reasoning and aim, the theoretical
mechanism it is designed to illuminate, and its primary literature references.

Table 1: Interview Guide

Interview Question

Reasoning & Aim

Key Mechanism

Primary
References

Section 0: Opening & Warm-Up

Eligibility / Context-
setting

Can you tell me a little
about yourself and your
relationship with fashion
and shopping?

How familiar are you with
H&M? What comes to mind
when you think of the
brand?

Establishes rapport and
confirms the participant is an
active fashion consumer.
Grounds subsequent
responses in lived experience
rather than abstract opinion.

Captures baseline brand
awareness and pre-existing
associations before stimulus
exposure, so later responses
can be contextualised against
prior knowledge.

Brand awareness as
foundation of brand

equity

Saunders, Lewis &
Thornhill (2023)

Keller (1993)

Section 1: Relatability

When you look at these
three H&M campaigns,
which ones, if any, feel like
they are speaking to you
personally? Why those and
not the others?

Do you notice any
differences between these
three campaigns in terms
of how H&M seems to be
trying to connect with its
audience?

Directly elicits relatability as
a participant-driven response
to H&M’s contrasting
strategies. The open framing
allows cultural dimensions to
surface without being
imposed by the researcher.

Surfaces consumer awareness
of H&M'’s strategic variation
without using academic
terminology. Tests whether
the contrast between global
and locally oriented
campaigns is perceptible and
meaningful at the consumer

level.

Cultural congruence
between
communication
content and consumer
self-concept

Consumer-level
perception of
communication
strategy; high/low-
context interpretive
framing

Keller (1993);
Safeer & Liu
(2023); Mandler
etal. (2021)

Vrontis et al.
(2009); Hall
(1976); Kanso &
Nelson (2002)



Looking specifically at the
campaigns where H&M
appears to have adapted
content for a particular
cultural context, how does
that make you feel about
the brand?

Probes the emotional and
evaluative response to H&M’s
cultural adaptation, exploring
whether it enhances or
undermines relatability and
whether it reads as genuine
or commercially calculated.

Authenticity
evaluation of
adaptation; group
identity salience in
collectivist vs.
individualist contexts

Morhart et al.
(2015); Hofstede
(2001); Safeer et
al. (2022)

Section 2: Brand Image

Based on what you have
seen today, how would you
describe H&M as a

brand, what kind of brand
is it? What does it stand
for?

Does H&M'’s
communication style tell
you something about how
the brand sees its
customers? What do you
think H&M believes about
the people it is talking to?

When you look at H&M’s
standardized global
campaigns alongside its
locally adapted ones, do
you feel they project a
different version of the
brand? Does that feel
coherent or contradictory
to you?

Elicits holistic brand
associations as shaped by
both standardized and
adapted H&M campaigns.
Open-ended framing allows
brand personality, values, and
social meaning to emerge
from the participant’s own
framework.

Explores what consumers
read into H&M'’s
communication choices about
the brand’s assumptions
regarding its audience. Tests
whether minimalist global or
explicit adapted content
signals greater respect and
understanding.

Tests whether perceived
variation between H&M'’s
global and adapted content
undermines or enriches
brand image. Explores
whether consumers prioritise
consistency of identity or
relevance to their own
context.

Brand association

network as the core of

brand image

High/low-context
communication and
assumed receiver;
individualism vs.
collectivism in
identity-based
evaluation

Consistency vs.
relevance as
competing sources of
brand equity; global
aspiration vs. local
congruence

Keller (1993)

Hall (1976);
Hofstede (2001);
de Mooij &
Hofstede (2010)

Holt et al. (2004);
Vrontis et al.
(2009); Safeer et
al. (2022)

Section 3: Brand Trust

Looking across all of the
H&M content you have seen
today, how much do you
trust the brand and what is
it about the way H&M
communicates that shapes
that feeling?

Elicits brand trustas a
holistic, cumulative
evaluation shaped by the full
H&M stimulus set. Positions
trust as an outcome of H&M'’s
overall communication
strategy rather than any
single campaign.

Brand trust as
confidence in brand
reliability, integrity,
and genuine
consumer concern

Safeer & Liu
(2023); Morhart
etal. (2015)
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When H&M adapts a
campaign specifically for
your country or cultural
context, does that feel like a
sign of genuine respect, or
does it feel more like a
calculated commercial
move?

Is there a way H&M could
communicate that would
make you feel genuinely
respected and considered
as a consumer in your
cultural context?

Probes the authenticity
evaluation mechanism
directly — the central link
between adaptation strategy
and brand trust. Explores
whether H&M'’s adaptation
reads as culturally sincere or
strategically motivated.

Invites participant-generated
ideals for culturally genuine
communication, opening
space for emic perspectives
not constrained by researcher
framing. Explores the
boundary between
representation and
stereotyping.

Perceived
authenticity of
adaptation; digital
transparency
enabling cross-
market comparison

Cultural identity
salience; congruence
between brand
communication and
consumer cultural
self-concept

Morhart et al.
(2015); Gensler et
al. (2013)

Alden et al.
(1999); Torelli &
Ahluwalia (2012);
Hofstede (2001)

Section 4: Closing Reflection

If you could give H&M one
piece of advice about how
to communicate with
consumers in your country
or culture, what would it
be?

Is there anything about
how H&M communicates,
or about your experience of
fashion brand
communication more
broadly, that you feel we
have not covered and that
you would like to add?

Practitioner-relevant,
participant-led synthesis of
the full interview. Surfaces
the most salient dimension of
cultural communication from
the consumer’s own
perspective and provides rich
emic data.

Ensures participant voices are
not constrained by the
interview structure. Open
closing frequently yields
unanticipated themes not
predicted by the literature-
derived guide.

Consumer-as-expert
synthesis; integrates
all three theoretical
frameworks

Methodological
completeness;
abductive openness to
emergent data

Interpretivism;
Saunders et al.
(2023); Vrontis et
al. (2009)

Braun & Clarke
(2006); Saunders
etal. (2023)
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Appendix 2 H&M Stimulus Material

H&M Spring 2023 Collection (Standardized):

The H&M spring 2023 campaign features models showcasing the season's collection in bright, naturalistic
settings, conveying a sense of effortless everyday style through visual imagery rather than explicit narrative
or verbal messaging

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5BMwV]jCKTs

H&M My Chosen Family (Standardized):

This ad features a diverse group of individuals celebrating togetherness and chosen bonds, conveying an
inclusive vision of modern family structures through direct narrative storytelling and explicit articulation
of shared values rather than purely aesthetic visual communication.
https://www.hm.com/is/9065-my-chosen-family/

H&M Ramadan Collection for Women (Adapted):

Ramadan collection campaign for the Gulf market, featuring modest fashion styles including flowing abayas,
relaxed silhouettes, and muted or jewel-toned colour palettes, with styling and casting oriented toward the
cultural and religious context of Ramadan and Eid, communicating directly to Muslim consumers through
culturally specific visual codes and modest fashion aesthetics.
https://sa.hm.com/en/shop-ramadan-women-collection
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