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Abstract: This study investigates the influence of four digital marketing strategies social
media marketing (SMM), influencer marketing (IM), content marketing (CM), and search
engine optimization (SEO) on brand loyalty (BL) in Penang’s beauty and personal care
industry, with brand awareness (BA) serving as a mediating variable. Grounded in the
Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) and brand equity theory, the study explores direct and
indirect pathways through which digital strategies shape loyalty outcomes. A quantitative,
positivist design was used. Data were collected from 384 Penang consumers aged 18—55 who
had recently purchased beauty or personal care products and engaged with digital marketing
content. A validated 36-item instrument measured SMM, IM, CM, SEO, BA, and BL on five-
point Likert scales. PLS-SEM (SmartPLS) evaluated measurement reliability, structural
relationships, and mediation effects. The results confirmed strong measurement reliability
and convergent validity (0. and CR > .80; AVE > .50). The structural model demonstrated
substantial explanatory power for BA (R? = 0.917) and moderate explanatory power for BL
(R? = 0.487). SMM and SEO were the strongest predictors of BA (f = .24 and p = .23, p <
.05). All four strategies significantly influenced BL, with CM and SMM producing the largest
effects (~.20). BA significantly predicted BL (f = .15) and mediated the effects of all digital
strategies on BL. The findings emphasize BA as a critical mechanism linking digital
marketing engagement to loyalty formation. Marketers in Penang should prioritize SMM and
SEO to build awareness, while complementing these with high-quality content and credible
influencers to strengthen loyalty. Future studies should broaden geographic scope and apply
longitudinal designs.
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1. Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital technologies has transformed how beauty and personal care
brands communicate, differentiate themselves, and cultivate long-term customer
relationships. In Malaysia, particularly in Penang, social media platforms, search engines, and
influencer ecosystems have become central channels for product discovery, evaluation, and
engagement. Digital marketing therefore plays a strategic role in enhancing brand awareness
(BA) and brand loyalty (BL).

Existing research shows that digital strategies exert both direct and indirect effects on BL,
with BA acting as a key psychological mechanism that enhances recognition, familiarity, and
positive brand evaluations. However, limited empirical evidence exists within the Penang
beauty sector, and the mediating role of BA has not been extensively tested. This study
integrates the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) and brand equity theory to examine the
direct and indirect effects of SMM, IM, CM, and SEO on BL among Penang consumers. The
objectives of the study are to:

1. Assess the direct effects of SMM, IM, CM, and SEO on BA and BL.
2. Examine the mediating role of BA.

3. Identify the most influential digital strategy in strengthening
BL within Penang’s beauty industry.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Digital Marketing Strategies and Brand Outcomes

Social media marketing (SMM) enables two-way interaction, social proof, and community
building through platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, and Facebook. Influencer marketing
(IM) relies on perceived authenticity and expertise to shape consumer decisions. Content
marketing (CM) enhances trust by offering educational value, such as tutorials and ingredient
explanations. Search engine optimization (SEO) promotes visibility during high-intent
searches, leading to improved brand recall and evaluation. Together, these strategies
influence consumer engagement, attitudes, and loyalty in the beauty sector.

2.2 Brand Awareness as a Mediator

BA reflects a consumer’s ability to recognize and recall a brand. Digital marketing enhances
BA through repeated exposure to brand cues, messages, and visuals. Higher BA is associated
with lower perceived risk, stronger brand associations, and greater loyalty. Prior literature

shows that BA often mediates the relationship between digital marketing strategies and BL,
aligning with TPB mechanisms involving attitudes, norms, and perceived control.




2.3 Theoretical Lens: TPB and Brand Equity

TPB proposes that attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control shape
behavioral intentions. Digital platforms influence these components through persuasive
content, peer influence, and seamless digital interactions. Brand equity theory similarly
positions BA as foundational for establishing BL. Thus, this study places BA as a mediating
factor linking digital strategies to BL.

2.4 Research Gap and Contribution

Few studies examine digital marketing effectiveness specifically in Penang’s beauty industry.
Additionally, limited research tests BA as a mediator across SMM, IM, CM, and SEO
simultaneously. This study contributes by generating localized empirical insights and
validating a mediation-based explanation of how digital strategies shape BL.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design and Sampling

A quantitative, positivist design was applied. Data were collected through an online survey of
384 Penang consumers aged 18-55 who had purchased beauty or personal care products
within the previous six months and had exposure to digital marketing.

Key demographic characteristics included:

* 64.8% male respondents

* Highest age group: 4655 (25.4%)

* Largest occupation group: self-employed (29.6%)

* Predominantly RM10,001-15,000 income bracket (28.9%)

3.2 Measurement Instruments

SMM, IM, CM, SEO, BA, and BL were measured using six items each on five-point Likert
scales. Reliability and validity were assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, Composite Reliability
(CR), Average Variance Extracted (AVE), and discriminant validity using Fornell-Larcker
and HTMT criteria.

3.3 Data Analysis

Data were screened for missing values, outliers, and multicollinearity (VIF < 5). Common
method variance was tested using Harman’s single-factor analysis. PLS-SEM (SmartPLS)
examined measurement quality, structural paths, and mediation. Model fit was assessed using
R?, Q?, SRMR, and NFI.




4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Measurement Model

All constructs demonstrated strong reliability (¢« and CR > .80) and
convergent validity (AVE > .50). Discriminant validity was achieved via
Fornell-Larcker and HTMT thresholds.

4.2 Structural Model

The model demonstrated excellent global fit (SRMR = 0.005-0.007; NFI = .922). Digital
marketing strategies exhibited strong explanatory power for BA (R? = 0.917) and moderate
explanatory power for BL (R? = 0.487). Predictive relevance (Q?) was highest for SMM.

4.3 Direct Effects

« SMM — BA: B = 0.240, p <.001

» SEO — BA: p=0.229, p <.001

« IM — BA: B=0.070, p <.01

« CM, SMM, IM, SEO — BL: all p < .01
« BA > BL: p=0.153, p <.001

SMM and SEO were the strongest predictors of BA, while CM and SMM were the strongest
drivers of BL.

4.4 Mediation Analysis

Bootstrapping results confirmed BA significantly mediates the effects of all four digital
strategies on BL (p <.05).

4.5 Segment Insights

* Older consumers prioritized educational and reassuring content.

* Self-employed respondents favored short, practical content and credible influencers.

These findings suggest that brands should adapt digital strategies based on demographic
characteristics.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

5.1 Conclusion

Digital marketing strategies significantly influence BL both directly and indirectly through
BA. SMM and SEO are the most effective drivers of BA, while CM and SMM have the
strongest direct effects on BL. BA acts as a crucial mediator in strengthening loyalty in
Penang’s beauty and personal care market.




5.2 Recommendations

1.

5.

6.

Prioritize SMM and SEO to strengthen BA.

Use CM to educate, reassure, and engage consumers.

Leverage IM to boost trust and social proof.

Follow the strategic funnel: SEO/SMM — BA — CM/IM — BL.
Adapt content to demographic characteristics.

Evaluate campaigns regularly using PLS-SEM diagnostics.

5.3 Limitations and Future Research

The study is limited to Penang and relies on cross-sectional data. Future research should
expand geographically, incorporate longitudinal designs, and explore platform- specific

effects.

6. Structural Model Results

Table 1. Structural Model Results (Direct Effects)

Hypothesis | Path B t-Value| p-Value|Result

HI SMM — BA||0.240||4.766 |0.000 |Supported
H2 CM — BA |0.180/3.200 |0.001 |Supported
H3 IM — BA |/0.070|4.890 ]0.001 |Supported
H4 SEO — BA ]/0.229|5.130 ]0.000  |Supported
H5 BA — BL |0.153|3.678 [0.000 |Supported
Ho6 SMM — BL||0.204|3.908 ]0.000 |Supported
H7 CM — BL |0.205/2.507 }0.001 |Supported
H8 IM — BL |/0.203|3.329 ]0.000 |Supported
H9 SEO — BL ||0.124|3.780 ]0.001 |Supported

Source: SmartPLS 4 Bootstrapping Output.
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