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Modelling fashion clothing involvement among
gay consumers in South Africa

Nkosivile Welcome Madinga®*, Eugine Tafadzwa Maziririt, Bongazana Hilda Dondolo? and

Tinashe Chuchu?

Abstract: This study examines fashion clothing involvement among gay men, who
are an emerging segment in the fashion industry. Data was gathered via an online
self-administered survey, resulting in 150 responses. SEM using the Smart PLS
software, version 3, was used to test the hypotheses. The findings uncovered that
fashion consciousness and consumer conformity significantly influence fashion
clothing involvement, while social comparison, purchase involvement and social
consciousness insignificantly influence fashion clothing involvement. In addition,
the results revealed that fashion clothing involvement influences both consumer
confidence and fashion opinion leadership. Fashion clothing involvement proved to
be a positive and a significant mediator between fashion consciousness, social
comparison, consumer conformity, purchase involvement, social consciousness,
consumer confidence and fashion opinion leadership. This study stands to add new
knowledge to the present body of fashion clothing involvement and consumer
behaviour literature in Africa—a context that is often ignored by academics in

developing countries.
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1. Introduction

The global clothing market is valued at 3 USD trillion dollars, accounting for 2% of the world’s Gross
Domestic Product (Kumar, 2018). With the growing disposable consumer income, there has been
a growing demand for fashion clothing among consumers worldwide (Molla-Descals et al., 2012).
The term “fashion” is difficult to define; however, it generally refers to trending clothing. Fashion is
a form of art dedicated to the design of clothing and other trending lifestyle accessories and is
divided into two broad categories: haute couture and ready-to-wear (Fibre2Fashion.Com, 2018).
Haute couture is defined as a collection devoted to particular customers and customised to the
exact specifications of the customer (Gilvin, 2014). On the other hand, ready-to-wear collections
are not customised to individual specifications and they tend to be standardised and appropriate
for mass production (Fibre2Fashion.Com, 2018).

Some distinctive behavioural tendencies appear to differentiate gay consumers from hetero-
sexual male consumers (Aung & Sha, 2016). One of these tendencies relates to how gay men place
more importance on their physical appearance and their investment into appearance (Amoha,
2017), and generally spend a significant amount of their time on fashion clothing compared to
heterosexual consumers (Sha et al., 2007). Gay men tend to have an outstanding knowledge of
fashion and the fashion industry, compared to their heterosexual counterparts. As such, Chen et al.
(2004) indicate that gay men spend a significant portion of their income on fashion clothing. In
addition, gay men are considered trendsetters in the fashion industry (Rudd, 1996).

The annual spending power of the global gay community is 3.7 USD trillion (Pride World Media,
2018). Furthermore, the gay fashion market is worth 150 USD billion worldwide (Kumar, 2018).
Compared to heterosexual consumers, gay consumers have established a reputation of being classy
and fashionable. They not only utilise fashion clothing for self-identity, but they also express their
appreciation of appearance and fashion (Amoha, 2017). Within the gay community, consumption
reflects identity, belonging and subcultural assimilation (Strubel & Petrie, 2018). Moreover, the study
conducted by Kates (2002) revealed that fashion clothing provides a safe space for gay men living
within the mainstream community and it is used to signify their affiliation. The ideal gay identity is
associated with high-quality fashion, a unique appearance, and high status. In most advertisements
and movies, the gay characters are often portrayed as educated, wealthy and successful, with the
financial means to afford expensive fashion clothing and other commodities.

Gay men tend to possess an above-average education standard, and they are brand- and
fashion-conscious and affluent, with a high disposable income (Schwartz, 1992). According to
Schofield and Schmidt (2005) gay men have enormous potential as a focal point for marketers.
As the gay lifestyle has gained acceptance in South Africa, businesses are acknowledging the need
to modify their marketing activities to align with this consumer segment (Strubel & Petrie, 2018).

Despite fashion clothing exemplifying an important dimension of modern gay male culture and
representing a growing market (Hattingh et al,, 2011), very little academic research exists that
could help marketers and fashion retail in understanding factors influencing the involvement of
gay men in the fashion clothing sector. Furthermore, Noh et al. (2015) argue that the involvement
of gay men in fashion clothing has been overlooked.

The available literature on fashion clothing involvement includes:

« O’Cass (2004), who studied the fashion clothing consumption of Australians;

« Khare et al. (2012), who studied the influence of collective self-esteem on fashion clothing
involvement among Indian women;
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* McNeill and McKay (2016), who studied fashion masculinity among young New Zealand
men, and

+ Bhaduri and Stanforth (2017), who studied the effects of fashion clothing involvement on
customer value among female consumers in the United States.

Deriving from the aforementioned studies, gay consumers are still an underrepresented consumer
segment and are underrepresented in research, particularly in the area of consumer studies.
Studying this niche market is very crucial for marketers. It would be ndive to assume a priori
that findings from developed countries in Europe or from the USA, or even from the newly
developed countries in Asia, apply in Africa. Perhaps, research which examines fashion clothing
involvement among gay men, in the African context might yield different results from other parts
of the world. Thus, in order to confirm or disconfirm the findings of previous studies, this kind of
research related to fashion clothing involvement among gay men in Africa is evidently long
overdue. Hence, what this current investigation examines, by means of a proposed conceptual
model, is the effect that fashion consciousness, social comparison, consumer conformity, purchase
involvement, and social consciousness have on fashion clothing involvement. Furthermore, the
conceptual model also seeks to determine if fashion clothing involvement would influence con-
sumer confidence and opinion leadership. Moreover, to the best knowledge of the researchers, it
can be noted that the conceptual model is one of a kind, as no previous study has tested the
variables in the proposed model in relation to the South African context.

This paper is organized as follows: firstly, empirical literature and the formation of the hypothesis
is presented. The research design and methodology are then presented, followed by a presentation
of the results, and the discussions. The final sections of the article discuss the implications,
limitations and future research directions.

2. Literature review and hypotheses development

After a search on academic online databases and search engines, this section reviews the litera-
ture around the variables of this research. Moreover, the hypothesized connections between the
study variables are discussed in the subsequent sections based on past studies and logically
deriving from prior results.

2.1. Fashion clothing involvement

O’Cass (2000) describes involvement as the extent to which consumers observe something as an
essential part of their life. This led Kim et al. (2018) to conclude that involvement shows the
tendency of a person to pay more attention to specific products or to participate actively in specific
product acquisition activities. Involvement influences the buying behavior of the consumer (Khare,
2015). Therefore, there is a difference between consumers who are highly involved and those who
are less involved (Hourigan & Bougoure, 2012). Rahman et al. (2018) assert that highly involved
consumers are most likely to purchase fashion clothes than less involved consumers. Furthermore,
consumers who are highly involved with clothing products often purchase products before others
and encourage others to buy them as well (McFatter, 2005). Likewise, they do not mind paying
a premium price for products and spend a larger quantity of their time shopping.

Highly fashion-involved consumers are regarded as the drivers of the fashion adoption process
and are an important segment for fashion retailers and marketers (Madinga, 2016). Highly fashion-
involved consumers gather fashion information before others and share with their social groups,
making them opinion leaders (Hourigan & Bougoure, 2012). Therefore, consumers who are highly
involved prefer doing extensive research before making decisions concerning fashion clothing, as
they feel that fashion is personally relevant (Jordaan & Simpson, 2006). On the other hand, less
involved consumers usually do not conduct any research before making purchase decisions
(Josiassen, 2010). Moreover, less fashion-involved consumers tend to buy fashion clothes on sale
(Miquel et al., 2002).
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Fashion clothing involvement is a rapid growing research focus as it is associated with how
important and meaningful clothes are to the lives of individuals (Hourigan & Bougoure, 2012).
O’Cass (2004, p. 870) define fashion-clothing involvement as the extent to which individuals view
the related fashion clothing as an important part of their lives.

2.2. Antecedents of fashion clothing involvement

2.2.1. Fashion consciousness

The fashion industry is very dynamic and fast-paced (Kim et al., 2018). Therefore, people often re-
evaluate themselves and the significance attached to different styles that are adopted to stay
current (Lertwannawit & Mandhachitara, 2012). Motale et al. (2014, p. 121) define fashion con-
sciousness as “a person’s degree of interest in the styles or fashion of clothing”. Fashion-conscious
consumers tend to pay more attention to the latest fashion styles so they can stay updated and
adopt new fashion trends or catch up with their peers’ changing identities (Lertwannawit &
Mandhachitara, 2012) and maintain their social network (Soh et al., 2017). A study conducted by
Vieira et al. (2008), studied fashion clothing involvement. The results indicated that fashion-
conscious consumers tend to be highly fashion involved. In addition, Chui et al. (2017) studied
fashion involvement and its implications among Malaysian Generation Y consumers. The authors
concluded that fashion consciousness is a driver of fashion clothing involvement. A study on
fashion consciousness showed that gay men respondents were more fashion-conscious than
their counterparts (Sha et al, 2007). Furthermore, studies claim that gay men spend
a significant amount of their time and money on fashion clothing. The study conducted by
Braun et al. (2015) revealed that gay men believe they have higher fashion interest than their
heterosexual counterparts. Additionally, researchers argue that gay men tend to prefer trendy
styles (Braun et al., 2015; Schofield & Schmidt, 2005). The aforementioned information led to the
following hypothesis:

H1: Fashion consciousness has a positive influence on fashion clothing involvement among gay men.

2.2.2. Social comparison

It is natural for people to compare themselves to others. Social comparison is an important
feature of social life (Liu et al., 2019). This social comparison occurs in several contexts, such as
health, work, and marriage (Vogel et al., 2014). Originally proposed by Festinger (1954), social
comparison theory suggests that people make comparisons to others to evaluate their own
opinions, capabilities, and performance, especially in uncertain situations. For example, Foddy
and Crundall (1993) found that when students had received their graded assignments, about
half were interested in social comparison information (i.e. how they fared compared to other
students) even when they already had objective information (i.e. a grade of 90%). In addition,
social comparison helps individuals understand their capabilities better (Festinger, 1954). Buunk
and Gibbons (2007) argue that individuals tend to select people who have similar or related
attributes to compare themselves to. “Social comparison affects individual behavior and guides
what an individual can do and feels obligated to do, so it can simply explain the interpersonal
influence of a social group” (Islam et al., 2018, p. 20). According to Liu et al. (2019), there are
two types of social comparison: upward social comparison and downward social comparison.
“Upward social comparison occurs when comparing with someone who is considered socially
superior in some way, whereas downward comparison occurs when individuals compare them-
selves with someone who is deemed socially worse off than they are” (Liu et al., 2019, p. 134).
Social comparison satisfies the individuals’ self-enhancement motive (Suls et al., 2002), and
enhances their self-esteem (Vogel et al., 2014).

Research consistently demonstrates that social comparison leads to fashion clothing involve-
ment (Powell et al., 2018; Tiggemann & Brown, 2018). In addition, it has been established as
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a predictor of fashion clothing involvement. This is particularly true for gay men. Gay men use
clothing and adornment to create a sense of group identity (separate from the dominant culture)
to resist and challenge normative (gendered) expectations, and to signal their sexual identity to
the wider world or just to those they know" (Rothblum, 1994; Taub, 2003). In addition, Hobza et al.
(2007), assert that gay men feel pressured to conform to the standards set by their counterparts.
For instance, in a qualitative study conducted by Clarke and Turner (2007), one participant
indicated that gay men place a particular premium on dress, appearance, style and fashion (and
making judgements about people on the basis of their clothes and appearance). Along with what
the previous literature suggests, the following hypothesis is formulated:

H2: Social comparison has a positive influence on fashion clothing involvement among gay men.

2.2.3. Consumer conformity

According to Madinga (2016, p. 18), consumer conformity is defined as the “behavior of individuals
purchasing products/or services due to interpersonal influence, so that a specific social group can accept
them, particularly people around them”. In social psychology theory, people are regarded as social
creatures who are more likely to conform to social norms and whose behavior is strongly influenced by
their group association (Kotler, 1965, p. 42). Consequently, it is normal for individuals to own certain
products because of group association (Grubb & Stern, 1971). Generally, once individuals perceive
themselves as part of a group, they tend to derive self-esteem from that group attachment and embrace
behaviors that are consistent with the stereotypes related to their group identity (Madinga, 2016).
According to Forehand and Deshpande (2001), group conformity determines what types of products
and brands individuals purchase. The study conducted by Aaker et al. (2001) revealed that consumer
choices for items such as cars, food and fashion clothing are heavily influenced by consumer conformity.
Christopher et al. (2014) emphasise that consumers often gather information about fashion clothing
brands to avoid social disapproval. Recently, the study conducted by Sun and Guo (2017) on predictors of
fashion involvement by media use, social influence and lifestyle found a strong relationship between
fashion involvement and social influence. The above argument led to the following hypothesis:

H3: Consumer conformity has a positive influence on fashion clothing involvement among gay men.

2.2.4. Purchase involvement

Involvement is an imperative feature of clothing associated purchases, owing to fashion’s central
role in society and the significance placed on clothing by consumers (Michaelidou & Dibb, 2006).
Within the existing literature, involvement has been found to lead to greater involvement in the
purchase decision itself (Hourigan & Bougoure, 2012). Purchase involvement is motivated by
consumers’ belief that a product is an extension of their personal identity and used to maintain
or enhance their self-concept (Kim, 2005; Solomon & Rabolt, 2004). Therefore, products that
enhance individuals’ physiques and appearance—such as apparel and grooming-related pro-
ducts—are considered to be high-involvement products because they directly affect consumers’
self-image, making them feel positive about themselves, and helping them project an image to
others that reflects what they aspire to be (Kim, 2005).

The study conducted by Hourigan and Bougoure (2012) found that purchase involvement influences
fashion clothing involvement. The authors argued that an individual who is highly involved in fashion
clothing tends to spend a significant portion of their time with the product category and be more
involved in the processes associated with making purchase decisions about fashion clothing. In
addition, Khan (2013) established a relationship between purchase involvement and fashion clothing
involvement. Involvement among consumers is also likely to vary with the desire of consumers to use
clothing as a means to enhance their self-images and to engage in self-expression and pleasure
through selection (Michaelidou & Dibb, 2006).
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As stated earlier, gay men place more importance on their physique, invest in their appear-
ance (Amoha, 2017), and generally spend a significant amount of their time on fashion clothing
shopping compared to heterosexual consumers (Sha et al., 2007). The above background led to the
following hypothesis:

H4: Purchase involvement has a positive influence on fashion clothing involvement among gay men.

2.2.5. Social consciousness

Social consciousness can be defined as the consciousness common within a society regarding
social situations (Cooley, 1992). According to Fu and Liang (2018), social consciousness is also
known as social awareness. Nielsen’s survey started by confirming what other studies have
suggested—that the majority of consumers today express a general preference for companies
making a positive difference in the world. Furthermore, 66% of consumers around the world say
they prefer to buy products and services from companies that have implemented programmes to
give back to society (Nielsen Report, 2012). Consumers’ awareness of social issues has a direct
impact on their purchase decision. According to Gilliland (2017), gay consumers have a strong
preference for fashion brands that support causes important to them. In addition, Radin (2019)
argues that gay consumers tend to purchase fashion clothing from fashion brands that support
Pride Month. Accordingly, this reflects socially responsible behaviour. Fashion clothing brands have
started producing eco-friendly designs to target social consciousness (Gilliland, 2017). As a result,
fashion brands are now incorporating the term “eco-friendly” in their marketing messages, with
the aim of offering “design-forward, cutting-edge fashion” that also has a positive social impact.
Therefore, this suggests the following hypothesis:

H5: Social consciousness has a significant positive impact on fashion clothing involvement among
gay men.

2.3. Consequences of fashion clothing involvement

2.3.1. Consumer confidence/self-esteem

Clothes play an important role in the enhancement of self. Keogan (2013) argues that clothes also
create a feeling of self-acceptance. Keogan (2013, p. 10) found that “positive feelings about one’s
clothing enhances self-perception of emotions; sociability and occupational competency”.
Ferguson (2016) asserts that the clothes individuals select reflect and have an impact on their
mood, heath and confidence. In 2014, car manufacturer, Kia, conducted a survey focusing on what
makes individuals confident for the introduction of their Kia Soul model. They found that fashion
clothing was one of the top items that makes people gain confidence (O’Callaghan, 2014). Clothing
may serve as an adaptive function for individuals with lower self-esteem and as an expressive
function for those with higher self-esteem. An experimental study conducted by Joung and Miller
(2006) on how dresses affect the self-esteem of elderly women in nursing homes, found that
elderly women consistently reported feeling more confident when they felt they were dressed
nicer than normal. In addition, Khare et al. (2012), found that prestigious fashion clothing
increases Indian women’s self-esteem and social status. A survey of over 600 gay men aimed at
exploring depression and mental health issues in the gay community found that 24% of gay men
admitted to trying to kill themselves, while 54% admitted to having suicidal thoughts. A further
70% said low self-esteem was the main reason for their depression and suicidal thoughts
(Williams, 2015). According to Angelo (2019), gay men can build self-esteem by wearing fashion
clothing. He further argues that “although clothes don’t make the man, they certainly affect the
way he feels about himself”. O’Callaghan (2014) emphasises that fashion has a significant effect
on self-esteem. The above background led to the following hypothesis:
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Hé6: Fashion clothing has a significant positive effect on consumers’ self-esteem.

2.3.2. Fashion opinion leadership

Schiffman et al. (2010, p. 282) define opinion leadership as “the process by which one person (the
opinion leader) informally influences the actions or attitudes of others, who may be opinion
seekers or opinion recipients.” Opinion leaders tend to be product experts, who tend to provide
information to other consumers who are not familiar with a particular product (Jin & Ryu, 2019).
Therefore, these consumers are important to marketing practitioners’ and brands (Jordaan &
Simpson, 2006). According to Bertrandias and Goldsmith (2006), fashion opinion leaders are
a crucial example of opinion leaders. “Fashion leaders have traits such as an interest in fashion.
They are high in fashion involvement, and participate in activities (e.g., read fashion magazines, go
shopping for clothing) that provide abundant information” (Lee & Workman, 2014, p. 455).
Furthermore, Workman and Cho (2012) states that fashion leaders often engage in recreational
shopping, purchase the latest fashion items and tend to be impulsive buyers of fashion clothing. All
these activities offer a wealth of fashion information that fashion leaders could share with others
(Lee & Workman, 2014). Gay men tend to be fashion opinion leaders. Furthermore, the “New
Times” (2010) states that the top fashion names in the industry such as Valentino, David Tlale,
Stefano Gabbana and Domenico Dolce are gay men. The study conducted by Vanska (2014)
revealed that fashion opinion leaders tend to be sensitive to their friends and family’s’ appearance
due to their involvement in fashion. Gay fashion leaders often convey information about fashion to
their friends and help others evaluate whether the clothes style is appropriate or not (Amoha,
2017). Gay men fashion leaders play an important role in persuading other consumers (Sha et al.,
2007). This suggests the following hypotheses:

H7: Fashion clothing involvement has a significant positive effect on fashion opinion leadership
among gay consumers.

2.3.3. Conceptual model

Drawing on the above, the study’s research model was developed (Figure 1). The theoretical model
illustrates the suggested interconnection of eight constructs, namely, fashion consciousness, social
comparison, consumer conformity, purchase involvement, social consciousness, fashion clothing
involvement, consumer confidence and fashion opinion leadership. The relationships between the
proposed constructs in the theoretical model are as follows: fashion consciousness, social compar-
ison, consumer conformity, purchase involvement and social consciousness provide the starting
point of the model and directly affect fashion clothing involvement which in turn induces con-
sumer confidence and opinion leadership.

2.4. Mediation hypothesis statements

Apart from the posited relationships depicted in conceptual model 1 (Figure 1), direct and indirect
relationships between the variables under investigation are plausible. Alternative hypothesis
statements that incorporate fashion clothing involvement as a mediating variable were also
incorporated in this study. It is imperative to provide empirical evidence that shows fashion
clothing involvement as a mediating variable between fashion consciousness, social comparison,
consumer conformity, purchase involvement, social consciousness, consumer confidence and
fashion opinion leadership. However, it is important to note that there are deficiencies in empiri-
cal studies that are centred on fashion clothing involvement as a mediating variable.
Nevertheless, there are closely related studies such as the one conducted by Venter et al.
(2016) who investigated factors influencing fashion adoption among the youth in
Johannesburg, South Africa and O’Cass and Choy (2008) who examined Chinese generation
Y consumers’ involvement in fashion clothing and perceived brand status. In addition, Vieira
(2009) measured the extent to fashion clothing involvement mediated the relationship between
predictor variables (materialism, age and gender) and outcome variables (confidence, knowledge
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Figure 1. Conceptual
Framework.

Source: Own compilation

Fashion
Consciousnes
S

Social
. Consumer
comparison confidence
. H6
Fashion -
Consumer clothing
conformity involvement TPl
Opinion
. Purchase leadership
involvement
Social
consciousnes

and patronage). Based on this premise, the mediating impact of fashion clothing involvement still
needs further clarification as there is still limited empirical research in the literature. It is
expected that fashion clothing involvement can be a mechanism through which fashion con-
sciousness, social comparison, consumer conformity, purchase involvement and social conscious-
ness can positively impact consumer confidence and fashion opinion leadership. This is one of the
important empirical contributions of this study because it offers a more nuanced explanation of
the essence of fashion clothing involvement as a mediator variable. Due to limited availability of
clear empirically demonstrated findings, it is considered appropriate to propose the following
hypotheses:

H8: Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between fashion conscious-
ness and consumer confidence

H9: Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between social comparison
and consumer confidence

H10: Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between consumer confor-
mity and consumer confidence

H11: Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between purchase involve-
ment and consumer confidence

H12: Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between social consciousness
and consumer confidence

H13: Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between fashion conscious-
ness and fashion opinion leadership

H14: Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between social comparison
and fashion opinion leadership

H15: Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between consumer confor-
mity and fashion opinion leadership
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H16: Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between purchase involve-
ment and fashion opinion leadership

H17: Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between social consciousness
and fashion opinion leadership

3. Methodological aspects

From the ontological perspective of objectivism of the research, this investigation pursues
a positivistic framework as it seeks to discover a link between the variables presented for this
analysis and uses measurement instruments for gathering data. Hence, a quantitative approach
has been applied as it improves the accuracy of findings by means of statistical analysis. The
design was suitable to solicit the required information relating to fashion consciousness, social
comparison, consumer conformity, purchase involvement, social consciousness, fashion clothing
involvement, consumer confidence and opinion leadership. The motivation for following
a quantitative approach was in the thoroughness and bias-free nature with which the methodol-
ogy is applied (Malhotra, 2010).

3.1. Data collection and sampling

In South Africa, the LGBTQAI+ community is still experiencing institutionalised prejudice, social
exclusion, hatred and violence (Nduna et al., 2017). Although approximately 10% of the South
African population is openly gay. Therefore, homosexuality is a sensitive issue in South Africa. Due
to the sensitivity of the current study, the researchers designed a web-based self-completion
questionnaire using Survey Monkey. The researchers posted the link of the questionnaire on several
online social networks, like Facebook and Twitter. The respondents are more likely to open up to
a computer-based survey than they would in a face-to-face environment. In addition, Yun and
Trumbo (2000) argue that web-based surveys collect data quickly and are advisable when
resources are limited. Survey Monkey automatically records and analyses data (Giovannini et al.,
2015). Data collection took place over a period of three months—from March to May 2017. A total
of 183 respondents contributed to the research and completed the survey. The survey contained
close-ended questions about the various items in the constructs. In total, 150 responses were
deemed complete and suitable to be included in the final analysis. The following section discusses
how the measurement instrument was developed.

3.2. Measuring instrument
The measurement instrument of this study was developed using modified items from previous
literature on fashion studies:

« constructs for fashion clothing involvement were adopted from O’Cass (2004)
- fashion consciousness from O’Cass et al. (2013) and Walsh et al. (2001),

« social comparison from Bai et al. (2013)

« consumer conformity from Shin and Dickerson (1999)

« purchase involvement from O’Cass (2000)

« social consciousness from Ladhari et al. (2019)

» consumer confidence from O’Cass (2000)

« opinion leadership from Goldsmith et al. (1993)

The scale indicators were affixed to a strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) Likert-scale
continuum.

3.3. Ethical considerations

This research study acted in accordance with the ethical standards of academic research, which
among other things is protecting the identities and interest of respondents and assuring
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confidentiality of information provided by the participants. Respondents gave their informed
consent to this research and were informed beforehand about the reason and the nature of the
investigation to ensure that participants were not misled. Despite all the above-mentioned pre-
cautions, it was made clear to the participants that the research was only for academic research
purpose and their participation in it was voluntary. No one was forced to participate.

3.4. Demographic profile of the respondents

Table 1 represents a description of the participants. The respondents were asked to report on their
demographic information, including age, highest level of education, ethnic group, marital status and
monthly income.

4. Results and discussion

A Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was used to capture data and to examine the data received. The
Statistical Packages for Social Sciences (SPSS) and the Smart PLS software for Structural Equation
Modelling (SEM) strategy were used to code information and to run the results. According to Chin
(2010), SEM is also well known for being a statistical technique that combines numerous research
procedures. It is also known for making use of different approaches, such as latent variable analysis,
covariance-based analysis and variance-based SEM (PLS path analysis). PLS-SEM have been used in
behavioral studies (Henseler & Chin, 2010; Sarstedt, 2008). PLS-SEM allows for a better understanding of
the relationship (Hair et al., 2012; Henseler et al., 2009; Rigdon et al., 2010). Smart PLS is an effective way
to deal with straightforward models. As indicated by Hsia and Tseng (2015), PLS is more suitable to
investigate areas where hypotheses are not created, as required by LISREL. Also, Smart PLS bolsters both
exploratory and corroborative research, is strong on deviations for multivariate ordinary dispersions, and
is useful for small samples (J. F. Hair et al,, 2013). Since the present investigation test estimate is
moderately small (150), Smart PLS was more suitable and befitting the reason for the present
examination.

Table 1. Demographic profile of the respondents

Measure items No. %
Age 18-25 39 26
26-30 42 28
31-35 26 17
36-40 29 19
41-45 9
46-50 5
Older than 50
Highest level of Primary school
education High school 24 16
Diploma/Degree 107 71
Postgraduate 19 13
qualification
Ethnic group Black African 73 49
Asian 3 2
White 60 40
Coloured 14 9
Monthly Income RO-R10 000 34 23
R10 001- R20 000 64 43
R20 001-R30 000 30 20
Over R30 000 22 14
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Figure 2. Step 1 in Baron and
Kenny approach.

Source: Baron and Kenny
(1986)

Figure 3. Figure 6.6: Step 2 in
Baron and Kenny approach.

Source: Baron and Kenny
(1986)

Figure 4. Step 3 in Baron and
Kenny approach.

Source: Baron and Kenny
(1986)

4.1. Testing for mediation

Ramayah et al. (2011) are of the view that a mediation test is conducted to discover if a mediator
construct can significantly carry the ability of an independent variable to a dependent variable. According
to Preacher and Hayes (2004), researchers often conduct mediation analysis to indirectly assess the
effect of a proposed cause on some outcome through a proposed mediator. The utility of mediation
analysis stems from its ability to go beyond the merely descriptive to a more functional understanding of
the relationships among variables (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). The conceptual model of this study
comprises five independent variables, fashion consciousness, social comparison, consumer conformity,
purchase involvement, social consciousness and consumer confidence; one mediating variable, fashion
clothing involvement, and two dependent variables, consumer confidence and fashion opinion leader-
ship.Bao et al. (2011) adopted Baron and Kenny (1986) suggested procedure, which consists of four main
steps. The first step is to determine the significance of the relationship between the independent and the
dependent variables, without the mediator. Figure 2 reveals step 1 in Baron and Kenny’s approach for
testing mediation.

The second step comprises determining the relationship between the independent variable and
the mediator. Figure 3 shows step 2 in Baron and Kenny’s approach for testing mediation.

The third step is centred on testing if the mediator has a significant unique effect on the
dependent variable. Figure 4 displays step 3 in Baron and Kenny’s approach for testing mediation.

The final step is to calculate the full model and identify if the previous significant relationship
between the independent and dependent variable is zero (i.e. full mediation) or reduced (i.e. partial
mediation) (Bao et al., 2011). Figure 5 presents step 4 in Baron and Kenny’s approach for testing
mediation.

Although Baron and Kenny’s approach shows the traditional testing steps for mediation,
Preacher and Hayes (2004, p. 2008) have criticised the ”causal procedure” of Baron and Kenny
(1986) by introducing a new method called “bootstrapping the indirect effect”. This current testing
procedure for mediation is said to be perfectly suited for PLS-SEM which is a common technique to
test structural models using the component-based approach (J. F. Hair et al., 2014). Furthermore,

@ Y
@ Y
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Figure 5. Step 4 in Baron and
Kenny approach.

Source: Baron and Kenny
(1986)

this study utilised Partial Least Squares (PLS-SEM) technique, to test the mediating effect of the
mediator of this study, namely competitive advantage. PLS path analysis allows evaluating media-
tion models and tests mediation hypotheses, using the bootstrapping method (Hayes et al., 2011,
Herndndez-Perlines et al., 2016). Bootstrapping, a nonparametric resampling procedure has been
recognised as one of the more rigorous and powerful methods for testing the mediating effect
(Hayes, 2009; Shrout & Bolger, 2002; Zhao et al,, 2010). The application of bootstrapping for
mediation analysis has recently been advocated by J. F. Hair et al. (2017) who noted that when
testing mediating effects, researchers should rather follow Preacher and Hayes (2004) and boot-
strap the sampling distribution of the indirect effect, which works for simple and multiple mediator
models”. It is important to note that the bootstrapping procedure was used when conducting an
estimation of indirect effect ab, standard error and both indirect effects interval at 95% confidence
interval.

4.2. Reliability and validity analysis

The statistical measures of accuracy tests that appear in Table 2 indicate the distinct measures
that were utilised to survey the reliability and validity of the constructs for the investigation.
Accurately, the table delineates means and standard deviations, Item to Total connections,
Cronbach alpha values, Average Variance Extracted (AVE), Composite Reliability (CR) and Factor
Loadings.

4.3. Measurement model assessment

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was employed and the SEM was estimated by using PLS data.
Table 2 and Figure 2 depict the CFA findings, whereas Table 4 and Figure 2 summarise the SEM
finding. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was used to evaluate the measurement model, repre-
senting the outer model in PLS. Mashapa et al. (2019, p. 588) mentioned that the “purpose of the
measurement model is to evaluate the reliability and validity of variables”. Table 2 shows that the
item-total correlation value lies between 0.531 and 0.794, which is above the cut-off point of 0.5—
as recommended by Anderson and Gerbing (1988). The higher inter-item correlations reveal
convergence among the measured items. Nunnally and Bernstein (1994, p. 1) explained that
“alpha values should exceed 0.6”. All variables in this study represented good reliability, with the
Cronbach’s alpha between 0.601 and 0.856. The study also used CR values in testing the reliability
of the seven research constructs. The CR values varied between 0.788 and 0.909. The obtained
values from CR were above the acceptable reliability score of 0.7, thus validating the internal
consistency of the seven research construct measures (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). The result
shows that the AVE of this study was between 0.487 and 0.771. These AVE values were above the
recommended 0.40, indicating a satisfactory measure (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). As shown in
Table 2, loadings of all items are more than the suggested value of 0.5 (Hair et al., 2009). Factor
loadings in this study ranged between 0.562 and 0.936. Item SCOM1 and SCOM2 were deleted
because of the low factor loadings which were below 0.5. The remaining items fulfilled the
requirement of reliability and convergent validity. Table 3 presents the discriminant validity ana-
lysis results for the study. According to Hair et al. (2017, p. 13), discriminant validity refers “to items
measuring different concepts”. Table 3 presents the results of the discriminant validity analysis.

H1 Y
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In terms of discriminant validity, all the correlation coefficients of this study fell below 0.70,
thereby confirming the theoretical uniqueness of each variable in this research (Field, 2013). In
addition, discriminant validity was evaluated using the Hetero-Trait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) criter-
ion (Table 3), despite re-recommendations from previous studies (Henseler et al., 2016; Verkijika &
De Wet, 2018) indicating that HTMT is more suitable to evaluate discriminant validity than Fornell-
Larcker’s commonly used criteria. When taking a more conservative position, discriminant validity
is reached when the HTMT value is below 0.9 or 0.85 (Neneh, 2019; Verkijika & De Wet, 2018). Table
2 reveals that the highest obtained HTMT value is 0.847, which is below the conservative value of
0.85. As such, all the constructs meet the criteria for discriminant validity.

4.4. Structural model assessment

Inner model (structural model) was assessed to test the relationship between the endogenous and
exogenous variables. The path coefficients were obtained by applying a non-parametric, bootstrapping
routine, with 150 cases and 5000 samples for the non-return model (two-tailed; 0.05 significance level;
no sign changes). The fitness of the model was assessed using the standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR) based on the criteria that a good model should have an SRMR value <0.08 (Henseler
et al.,, 2016). The structural model in Figure 3 had an SRMR of 0.057, thus suggesting an adequate level
of model fitness. In the model, the three endogenous variables (Fashion clothing involvement, con-
sumer confidence, and fashion opinion leadership) had R2 values of 0.925, 0.128, and 0.330, respec-
tively, suggesting sufficient predictive accuracy of the structural model (Figure 2).

4.5. Assessment of the goodness of fit (GoF)

Overall, R2 for fashion involvement, consumer confidence and fashion opinion leadership in Figure
2, indicate that the research model explains 92.5%, 12.8% and 33.0%, respectively, of the variance
in the endogenous variables. Following formulae given by Tenenhaus et al. (2005), the global
goodness-of-fit (GoF) statistic for the research model was calculated using the equation:

Goodness of Fit =2 \/ (average of all AVEs values * average of all R?)

=21/0.624 % 0.173
=0.38

where AVE represents the average of all AVE values for the research variables while R2 represents
the average of all R2 values in the full path model. The calculated global goodness of fit (GoF) is
0.38, which exceeds the threshold of GoF >0.36 suggested by Wetzels et al. (2009). Therefore, this
study concludes that the research model has a good overall fit.

4.6. Path Model Results and Factor Loadings
The PLS estimation results for the structural model as well as the item loadings for the research
constructs are shown in Figure 6.

According to Hair, Hult, et al. (2017), the structural model is used to explain the association between
the variables. Zhang and Savalei (2016) mentioned that “the aim of the structural model is to test the
hypothesis using bootstrapping procedure”. Particularly, the value between constructs is indicated by
a path coefficient value. The findings of the structural model are displayed in Table 4.

As shown in Figure 6 and Table 4, the relationship between fashion consciousness and fashion
clothing involvement was significant with coefficient = 0.849, t = 18.258 and p < 0.000; thus, the
findings support H1. However, the relationship between social comparison and fashion clothing
involvement was insignificant with coefficient = 0.037, t = 1.263 and p < 0.207; therefore, the
finding rejects H2. The relationship between consumer conformity and fashion clothing involve-
ment was significant with coefficient = 0.116, t = 1.982 and p < 0.038; thus, the finding supports
H3. The relationship between purchase involvement and fashion clothing involvement (4 = 0.101,
t = 1.914 and p < 0.065) and social consciousness and fashion clothing involvement (5 = 0.019,
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Figure 6. Measurement model
of fashion clothing
involvement.
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Table 4. Results of structural model
Hypothesis Relationship Path T-value P-value Results
coefficient
valued
H1 FC FCI 0.849 18.258 0.000 Supports
H2 SC FCI 0.037 1.263 0.207 Rejects
H3 CCFC 0.116 1.982 0.038 Supports
H4 PI FCI 0.101 1.914 0.065 Rejects
H5 SC FCI 0.019 0.508 0.612 Rejects
H6 FCI CCON 0.358 3.919 0.000 Supports
H7 FCI FOL 0.575 6.165 0.000 Supports

t = 0.508 and p < 0.612) was insignificant; therefore, the findings reject H4 and H5 respectively.
Lastly, the relationship between fashion clothing involvement and consumer confidence

Page 17 of 27



Madinga et al., Cogent Social Sciences (2020), 6: 1760415 :K-_‘ Cogent o SOCia| Sciences
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2020.1760415

(#=0.358,t=3.919 and p < 0.000) and fashion clothing involvement and fashion opinion leader-
ship (8= 0.575, t = 6.165 and p < 0.000) was significant, which, in turn, supports H6 and H7
respectively.

The purpose of this study was to examine the antecedents of fashion clothing involvement,
namely fashion consciousness, social comparison, consumer conformity, and purchase involve-
ment. The study also examined the consequences of fashion clothing involvement, namely fashion
opinion leadership and consumer confidence. The findings reveal that fashion consciousness
influences fashion clothing involvement among gay men. According to Hassan and Harun
(2016), fashion-conscious individuals tend to have the latest wardrobe style and their interest in
fashion is reflected in their fashion consumption. The findings indicate that there is no relationship
between social comparison and fashion clothing involvement among gay men. This finding is
inconsistent with prior studies that have found a strong relationship between social comparison
and fashion clothing involvement (Powell et al., 2018; Tiggemann & Brown, 2018). This could be
due to gay men constructing their self-image through consumption of fashion brands. Although
their consumption is influenced by their society, they still have a need to be unique (Altaf, Troccoli,
Paschoalino & Luqueze 2012). According to Motale (2015), the need for uniqueness is an impera-
tive personality trait to gay men. The relationship between consumer conformity and fashion
clothing involvement has been found to be significant. Gay men use clothing and adornment to
create a sense of group identity (separate from the dominant culture), to resist and challenge
normative (gendered) expectations, and to signal their sexual identity to the wider world or just to
those they know (Rothblum, 1994; Taub, 2003). In addition, Hobza et al. (2007), assert that gay
men feel pressured to conform to the standards set by their counterparts. In addition, gay men
often gather information about fashion clothing from their peers to avoid social disapproval
(Christopher et al., 2014). The study reveals that purchase involvement does not influence fashion
clothing involvement. Furthermore, the study also revealed that social consciousness does not
influence fashion clothing involvement among gay men. This finding is inconsistent with the
literature, which states that gay consumers tend to buy fashion clothing from fashion brands
that support causes which are important to the LGBT segment (Gilliland, 2017; Radin, 2019).

Fashion clothing is used by gay men to enhance their confidence or self-esteem. Here, again, the
theory converged with the results of the research—Angelo (2019) argued that “although fashion
clothes don’t make the man, they certainly affect the way he feels about himself”. Lastly, the
results illustrate that fashion clothing involvement is positively associated with fashion opinion
leadership. Kang and Park-Poaps (2010) revealed that fashion-involved consumers tend to learn
about new trending fashion clothing earlier in the fashion cycle and purchase new fashion clothes
sooner. Therefore, they tend to be fashion leaders, rather than followers (Hassan & Harun, 2016).
Lang and Armstrong (2018) also found a strong positive relationship between fashion clothing
involvement and fashion leadership.

4.7. Testing for Mediation Effect among Variables Using Smart PLS 3

The research conceptual framework utilised as part of this study made use of one mediating
variable that mediated the relationship between five predictor variables and two outcome vari-
ables. This mediator variable is referred to as “fashion clothing involvement”. The following section
presents the results for the mediation effect to determine whether the mediating variable posi-
tively and significantly mediated the relationship between the independent variables and depen-
dent variables. Thus, the mediation effect was generated through the ‘consistent PLS algorithm’
using Smart PLS3.

4.8. Discussion of hypotheses results

Table 5 indicates the results for hypotheses 8 to 17. Hypothesis 8 (H8) (Fashion clothing involve-
ment positively mediates the relationship between fashion consciousness and consumer confidence)
indicates a path coefficient of 0.132 and a T-statistic of 1.987. This relationship was both supported
and significant. In addition, this finding suggested that the more gay consumers are involved in
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their fashion choices, the more they become more aware and confident about their choices. The
9" hypothesis (H9) (Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between
social comparison and consumer confidence) shows a path coefficient of 0.585 and a T-statistic
of 7.456. This relationship is also supported however, it is not significant, and it suggests that
fashion involvement of gay consumers actually positively influences social comparison which leads
to higher consumer confidence. However, the effect of social involvement on social comparison is
weak as well as that of social comparison on consumer confidence is also weak.

Table 5. Hypothesised Relationships and Resulting Outcomes of the mediation effect

Hypothesised
mediation
relationship

Hypothesis

Path Coefficient
(specific indirect
effects)

T-Statistic

Outcome

Fashion
consciousness ->
Fashion clothing
involvement ->
Consumer
confidence

H8(+)

0.132

1.987

Supported and
Significant

Social comparison
-> Fashion clothing
involvement ->
Consumer
confidence

HI(+)

0.585

7.456

Supported, however,
not significant

Consumer
conformity ->
Fashion clothing
involvement >
Consumer
confidence

H10(+)

0.295

4.283

Supported and
Significant

Purchase
involvement ->
Fashion clothing
involvement ->
Consumer
confidence

H11(+)

0.182

2.904

Supported and
Significant

Social
consciousness ->
Fashion clothing
involvement ->
Consumer
confidence

H12(+)

0.208

3.130

Supported and
Significant

Fashion
consciousness ->
Fashion clothing
involvement ->
Fashion opinion
leadership

H13(+)

0.455

3.360

Supported and
Significant

Social comparison
-> Fashion clothing
involvement ->
Fashion opinion
leadership

H14(+)

0.319

3.762

Supported and
Significant

Consumer
conformity ->
Fashion clothing
involvement ->
Fashion opinion
leadership

H15(+)

0.283

2.384

Supported and
Significant

(Continued)
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Table 5. (Continued)

Hypothesised Hypothesis Path Coefficient T-Statistic Outcome
mediation (specific indirect

relationship effects)

Purchase H16(+) 0.332 4584 Supported and
involvement -> Significant

Fashion clothing
involvement ->
Fashion opinion

leadership
Social H17(+) 0.375 4927 Supported and
consciousness -> Significant

Fashion clothing
involvement ->

Fashion opinion

leadership

As for hypothesis 10 (H10) (Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship
between consumer conformity and consumer confidence). With a path coefficient of 0.295 and
a T-statistic of 4.283, this relation is found to be both supported and significant at p < 0, 05. The
finding suggests that consumer confidence is a result of fashion clothing involvement from
consumers. Hypothesis 11 (H11) (Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship
between purchase involvement and consumer confidence) has a path coefficient of 0.182 and
a T-statistic of 2.904, which is significant of p < 0, 05. This finding suggests that fashion involve-
ment plays a role in actually facilitating the link between purchase involvement and consumer
confidence. In other words, this means that for consumers to feel confident about their purchase
decisions, a certain amount of fashion involvement is required.

Hypothesis 12 (H12) (Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between
social consciousness and consumer confidence). This relationship has a path coefficient of 0.208
and a T-statistic of 3.130 which indicated that the relationship is both supported and significant at
p < 0.05. This means that the association between fashion clothing involvement and social
consciousness is needed for consumers to gain confidence in their fashion purchasing decisions.
As for the next hypothesis, (13), (Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship
between fashion consciousness and fashion opinion leadership). This relationship is both supported
and significant at p < 0.05 with a path coefficient of 0.455 and a T-statistic of 3.360. This finding
means that gay fashion consumers can become successful in fashion opinion leadership if they are
more involved and are conscious about fashion.

The 14™ hypothesis (H14) (Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship
between social comparison and fashion opinion leadership) has a path coefficient of 0.319 and
a T-test value of 3.762. This finding is both supported and significant at p < 0.05. This indicates that
when gay consumers are actively involved in fashion-related decisions they can effectively parti-
cipate in social comparison and act as fashion opinion leaders. Hypothesis 15 (Fashion clothing
involvement positively mediates the relationship between consumer conformity and fashion opinion
leadership) indicates a path coefficient of 0.283 and T-test of 2.384. This relationship is both
supported and significant at p < 0.05. This result suggests that it is imperative for gay consumers
to be involved in fashion-related decisions as this is this facilitates successful consumer conformity
and acknowledgement on their part as fashion opinion leaders.

Hypothesis 16 (H16) (Fashion clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between
purchase involvement and fashion opinion leadership) has a path coefficient of 0.332 and a T-test
value of 4.584. This relationship is also supported and significant at p < 0.05. This outcome means
that active involvement in fashion allows gay consumers to be more informed purchasers and
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ultimately become fashion opinion leaders. The last hypothesis, Hypothesis 17 (H17) (Fashion
clothing involvement positively mediates the relationship between social consciousness and fashion
opinion leadership) has a path coefficient of 0.375 and a T-test value of 4.927. This relationship is
both supported and significant at p < 0.05. The result suggests that social conscious and fashion
opinion leadership are the outcome of active fashion involvement by gay consumers.

5. Implications

The findings of this study provide helpful insights into international and national fashion clothing
producers and brands in planning branding and marketing strategies to promote fashion clothing
among gay men. In addition, an effort in understanding this emerging market provide fashion retailers
and marketers an advantage in obtaining the first-mover benefit in expanding their businesses. For
international fashion clothing brands, it is essential to have a comprehensive understanding of how
underlying motivations affect fashion clothing involvement, specifically to understand the ways in
which fashion consciousness and consumer conformity influence fashion involvement. The findings
showed that gay men are high in social anxiety. Thus, they are aware of fashion norms and they
conform. Hence, advertisements may depict fashion conformity within public situations imposing no
constraints and that focus on values which are consistent with the gay men values. Advertisements
may portray membership, harmony, and associations with close friends with whom gay men identify
with. It is important for marketers to make predictions on the relative importance of social influences
of consumers’ purchase intentions by measuring consumers’ tendencies to act on the social cues that
they use in social comparisons. “Social comparison cues or information can be utilized in advertising
techniques in order to allow for positive reinforcement in the adoption of particular fashion clothing or
warning against negative social consequences for failing to wear particular attire in particular situa-
tions” (Piamphongsant & Mandhachitara, 2008, p. 450).

In order to successfully market fashion products and brands to gay men, marketers need to stop
assuming that this market is similar to the mainstream and understand this segment as a niche
market. Therefore, there is a demand for more personalized segmentation tactics within the fashion
market, making use of fashion innovativeness as a unique segmentation technique for this consumer
segment. According to McNamara and Descubes (2017), sub-segments (i.e. niche segments within
a larger market) are well known for exhibiting great loyalty towards organizations and brands that
they identify with or which they believe speak to them personally. Brands should also identify fashion
opinion leaders and target their marketing communication strategies to them. They should target gay
men fashion bloggers who will serve as mediators of their messages, and consequently as influencers
of fashion followers. It might be fruitful for brands to target fashion leaders via social networks, as gay
men fashion leaders may make use of social media to spread fashion information to others. Fashion
retailers and marketers should consider advertising their products on digital platforms as gay con-
sumers are more engaged online compared to heterosexual consumers. In comparison to the general
population, they are 1.8 times more interested in receiving advertising via their mobile phones, 2 times
more connected by hours in a day, and 1.5 times more likely to post and consider online reviews
(Kennedy, 2019). Fashion brands targeting gay men should advertise their clothes in LGBT media.
Fashion retailers should try to stock new fashion designs every week to stay at the forefront of fashion
and the stocked collection should be small quantity to create the impression of exclusivity. Lastly, they
should acknowledge diversity and expression of identities through atmosphere, music and style.
Therefore, the creation of appealing services environment is important.

6. Limitations and future research

The findings of the current study contribute significantly to the field of consumer behavior and the
fashion market. Like any other study, this one is subject to some limitations—the first being the
sample size (only 150 participants were recruited to represent South Africa gay men and this
sample may not be a true representation of gay men). A larger sample size could improve the
representativeness of the population. Secondly, the researchers made use of web-based surveys in
a developing country where a significant portion of the population still does not have access to the
internet. Furthermore, the survey only reached people who have a Facebook or Twitter account.
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Thirdly, caution should be taken in generalising the findings, as regional differences may exist in
some countries, especially in African countries that have a different view on homosexuality. Lastly,
the influence of other antecedents of fashion clothing involvement (such as materialism, self-
monitoring, susceptibility to interpersonal influence, and need for uniqueness) was not considered
in this study. However, these limitations do not render the findings less significant, but rather open

the way for further research in this area.
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