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ABSTRACT
This study draws on the Gender Schema Theory, Technology 
Acceptance Model (TAM), Uses and Gratifications Theory (U&G), 
and Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) to explore how gender moder-
ates the relationship between extreme-context perception and user 
intentions on Instagram for fashion brands, drawing on the COVID- 
19 pandemic as an example of extreme context. Specifically, our 
study context concerns social media users in West Africa during the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2021. Through a time-lagged online survey, 
the data of 310 Instagram users based in Uganda and Nigeria were 
obtained and subsequently analysed using a variance-based struc-
tural equation modelling. Our analysis supports previously reported 
results in the literature by demonstrating the positive effects of 
extreme-context perception on intentions to follow and recom-
mend fashion brands on Instagram. Furthermore, our results pre-
sent new evidence that gender moderates extreme- 
context perception effects, such that men are significantly more 
likely to develop higher usefulness, enjoyment, satisfaction and 
intentions to recommend and follow fashion brands on 
Instagram. This empirical investigation expands our knowledge of 
social media use by demonstrating the moderating role of gender 
regarding the way extreme-context perception affects consumer 
behaviour towards fashion brands on social media.
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1. Introduction

An extreme context is a situation characterised by high uncertainty, risk, and complexity 
levels, where conventional approaches and strategies may be inadequate or insufficient 
(Mahmoud et al. 2023). In these situations, individuals, organisations, and societies are 
often pushed to adapt rapidly, displaying resilience and innovation to navigate the 
challenges (Rapaccini et al. 2020). Wars and pandemics serve as prime examples of 
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extreme contexts, as they can have widespread and far-reaching consequences, necessi-
tating quick decision-making, significant resource mobilisation, and the development of 
novel solutions to mitigate their impacts (Mahmoud et al. 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic 
exemplifies an extreme context from a marketing and consumer perspective, as it intro-
duced unprecedented levels of uncertainty, unpredictability, and interconnectedness to 
the business landscape (Golan, Jernegan, and Linkov 2020). The rapid global spread of the 
virus necessitated immediate adjustments to consumer behaviours, preferences, and 
expectations, profoundly affecting the strategies and tactics of marketers (Mahmoud, 
Joan and Daniel et al. 2021; Mahmoud, Dieu and Nicholas et al. 2021). Brick-and-mortar 
businesses faced abrupt closures, driving a surge in e-commerce and necessitating a swift 
digital transformation (OECD 2020). Marketers had to navigate the delicate balance 
between addressing the crisis's emotional impact on consumers and promoting their 
products or services (Balis 2020). The pandemic also accelerated the importance of 
corporate social responsibility and purpose-driven marketing, with consumers increas-
ingly demanding that businesses demonstrate empathy, authenticity, and a commitment 
to social good (Zhao 2021). In this extreme context, flexibility, agility, and innovation 
became vital for survival and success as traditional marketing paradigms were upended 
and consumer priorities shifted dramatically (Sneader, Sternfels and Robert 2020).

Therefore, the recent COVID-19 pandemic profoundly changed the way people, parti-
cularly consumers, engage with social media platforms (Mason, Narcum, and Mason  
2021). Studies show that due to globally implemented government-mandated lockdown 
measures, people spent more time on social media when compared to pre-pandemic 
levels (Cui et al. 2022). The increased use of social media during the pandemic has resulted 
in increased reliance on social media platforms for online shopping (Johnstone and Lindh  
2022) and brand comparisons (Miah et al. 2022). One such platform is Instagram, with over 
1.21 billion monthly active users in 2021, estimated to increase to 1.44 billion in 2025 
(Insider Intelligence 2022). The widespread usage of Instagram affects preferences and 
influences consumers’ online purchasing behaviours (Djafarova and Bowes 2021). One of 
the primary features of social media platforms, such as Instagram, is the ability for people 
to share information worldwide. Social media describes interactive, computer-mediated 
technologies that facilitate, inter alia, the sharing of ideas and information via virtual 
communities and networks (Tuten and Hanlon 2022). From a marketing communication 
perspective, social media has allowed brand owners and existing users to spread word-of- 
mouth messages to new prospective consumers (Tuten 2022). Such sharing of relevant 
information is of immense value to both the brand owner and the consumer. The utility to 
the brand owner is immense, considering positive word-of-mouth messaging is a cost- 
effective marketing tool for creating brand awareness and purchase intention (Tuten  
2022; Tuten and Hanlon 2022). The value to consumers is also significant since online 
platforms, such as Instagram in particular, provide a highly visual medium upon which to 
share brand-related content for discussion or peer-to-peer selling (Bianchi 2021). Notably, 
Instagram has witnessed swings in popularity between men and women, with male users 
bridging the usage gap compared to females recently (c.f. LSE 2017; Statista 2022a). 
Accordingly, Instagram serves as an important context for this study. In particular, this 
study explores consumers’ intentions to follow or recommend fashion brands using the 
Instagram platform in West Africa as an outcome of the interaction between COVID- 
19 perception and user’s gender. This region represents a suitable empirical setting for the 
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study for several reasons. First, as Gillwald et al. (2019) stipulate, the cost of phone calls 
and SMS messaging in Africa is prohibitively expensive. Second, penetration rates for 
Instagram in nations like Nigeria have reached 25 per cent (Mahmoud et al. 2021). 
Furthermore, West Africa provides a unique and interesting context to explore this 
research agenda for additional reasons. Specifically, the relationships among perceptions 
(i.e., perceived usefulness and enjoyment), overall attitude (i.e., satisfaction), and beha-
vioural intentions (i.e., intentions to follow and recommend) as well as the moderating 
role of generational cohorts, were established in Sub-Saharan Africa prior to and during 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Mahmoud et al. 2021, 2021). What sets this study apart is its 
novel investigation into gender as a moderator of extreme-context perceptions such as 
pandemics on the behavioural intentions towards fashion brands on social media, speci-
fically on the Instagram platform.

The domain of social media marketing has been empirically evaluated in a number of 
previous studies (Tuten and Hanlon 2022). While numerous related associations have been 
examined in the literature, word-of-mouth communication between online users on social 
media platforms has been at the centre of much of this research (Delafrooz, Rahmati, and 
Abdi 2019; Eisingerich et al. 2015). What is less understood, however, is examining potential 
moderators of the antecedents to recommend or follow brands on social media platforms as 
consequences of the perceptions of extreme contexts like pandemics and warzones 
(Mahmoud et al. 2021, 2021). This gap in understanding indicates a lack of knowledge 
regarding how consumers connect with brands and communicate their preferences to 
others within such settings. Our hypothetical model consolidates relevant insights from 
several cognitive and behavioural perspectives, such as the TAM, U&G, and SCT theories, to 
examine the relationship between COVID-19 perceptions and gender-tailored consumer 
behaviours. In doing so, we extend the relevance of these theories and address the gap in 
the literature pertaining to the user’s gender as a moderator of pandemic perception effects 
on consumers’ intentions to recommend or follow fashion brands on Instagram. Fashion 
brands are particularly useful when studying social media trends and usage because fashion 
trends have been shown to spread easily and fast through social networks (Easley and 
Kleinberg 2010), hence the criticality of the choice of social media channels for marketing 
communications (Anselmsson and Tunca 2019). Importantly, previous research has demon-
strated that high levels of brand commitment motivate consumers to communicate their 
views and preferences and incentivise them to engage with particular brands in their online 
pursuits (Wolny and Mueller 2013). However, there is presently little understanding regard-
ing the potential relevance of gender in related activities and interactions, whereas gender 
has been found relevant to many other consumer-oriented behaviours (Cara, Greaves, and 
Graham 2016). The scope of this study is limited to a sub-Saharan geographical context and 
the study of fashion brands. Fashion brands are known to exhibit high consumer involve-
ment, implying greater cognitive engagement and evaluation (Khare and Rakesh 2010). This 
view is supported by extant research, which posits that the connection between fashion 
brands and the high level of consumer involvement reflects the link between fashion 
conceptualisation and a consumer’s personality and cognitive bent (Bloch 1981; Hepner, 
Chandon, and Bakardzhieva 2020; Kapferer and Laurent 1985). Accordingly, our study aims 
to address this limitation, and we ask the following research question: Does gender 
moderate the effects of pandemic perception on consumers’ intentions to follow and/or 
recommend fashion brands on Instagram? In other words, this study is set to examine the 
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moderating role of gender regarding extreme-context perceptions (drawing on the COVID- 
19 pandemic as an example) and the consequent intentions to follow or recommend 
fashion brands on Instagram conceptually and empirically developed and examined in 
the work of Casaló, Flavián, and Sergio (2017), Mahmoud, Hack-Polay, et al. (2021) and 
Mahmoud, Ball, et al. (2021). Achieving the study aim and objectives is suggested to benefit 
both practitioners and scholars, such that answering the research questions can help 
marketers deliver more effective and efficient brand communications in extreme contexts, 
and scholars challenge existing and future theoretical frameworks amidst the dynamics 
imposed by such settings. In summary, the research context is unique due to its geogra-
phical focus, exploration of extreme contexts, emphasis on gender as a moderating variable, 
specific focus on the Instagram platform, integration of multiple complex factors, and 
a particular concentration on the fashion industry. These elements collectively contribute 
to making this study novel and original, addressing a gap in the existing literature and 
providing new insights into the field of marketing and social media engagement.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. First, we provide a theoretical 
foundation for our study upon which we propose a research model and hypotheses for 
empirical investigation. We then address the methodology used in our study before reveal-
ing the results and providing discussion and suggestions for future work in this domain.

2. Theoretical foundations and hypothetical model

Social media usage during pandemic time

Within the framework of our study and the Gender Schema Theory (Bem 1981), we 
segment gender as either male or female individuals. COVID-19 perceptions are defined 
as individuals’ subjective assessment of their personal concerns related to the negative 
consequences of the pandemic (Mahmoud et al. 2023). Additionally, we define the 
remaining constructs as follows. Perceived usefulness is defined as the extent to which 
a specific product associates with users’ identified goals (Davis 1989; Davis, Bagozzi, and 
Warshaw 1992). Perceived enjoyment indicates the degree of fun, relaxation, mental 
stimulation, and pleasure that consumers experience as a consequence of their interac-
tion with social media (Casaló, Flavián, and Sergio 2017). Perceived satisfaction refers to 
a pleasant experience with social media that consumers perceive as satisfactory 
(Mahmoud et al. 2021). Intentions to follow and intentions to recommend indicate 
consumers’ inclination to follow a particular Instagram account and the likelihood of 
a positive referral of related content (Casaló, Flavián, and Sergio 2017; Mahmoud et al.  
2021).

The impact of COVID-19 on social network usage has been remarkable (Sashittal and 
Jassawalla 2021; Sashittal, Jassawalla, and Sachdeva 2022). As more and more people 
were asked to stay at home, social network use skyrocketed to stay connected with family 
and friends and conduct work-related activities and interactions (Tibbetts et al. 2021). 
A shift towards consumers’ decision-making process on social commerce platforms was 
observed, with online trust and perceived risk playing a key role (Lăzăroiu et al. 2020). The 
use of these networks to share news, update statuses, upload photos, and share ideas has 
become part of our everyday life (Tsao et al. 2021). Pandemic-related developments and 
the consequent distancing measures further increased the emphasis placed on using 
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these networks to stay informed, conduct professional activities, and engage in events 
happening worldwide. This also reflects the altered consumer attitudes, sentiments, and 
behaviours related to COVID-19, including changes in retail purchasing behaviour (Smith 
and Machova 2021). Social networks have become an invaluable tool during this time, 
allowing us to stay connected even when physical contact is not an option (Wang, Hao, 
and Sundahl Platt 2021; Wasserman et al. 2020).

During the pandemic, brand owners have also modified their social media tactics and 
practices, often adopting a more empathetic approach to content creation, thus shifting 
away from their prior preferences to post information intended to mock and/or under-
mine competitors (CBS NEWS 2020; Dubbelink, Herrando, and Constantinides 2021). 
Furthermore, instead of posting content designed to entertain or be helpful, brands 
have frequently posted messages of solidarity, as well as public service announcements 
that leverage brand image into urging consumers to comply with preventative measures, 
such as facemask wearing, hand washing, or social distancing (Ragavan 2020). Brand 
owners have also developed announcements intended to raise awareness of their CSR 
efforts (Ragavan 2020; Raimo et al. 2021). Consumer attitudes towards new models, such 
as slow fashion, swapping, and clothes rent in the fashion industry, and their willingness 
to support them have been evident in this shift, especially among the younger genera-
tions (Mohr, Leonora, and Ali 2022; Musova et al. 2021). Accordingly, in their efforts to 
navigate the global health crisis, successful brands focused more on consumer engage-
ment and less on promotional efforts on social media platforms (Mundel and Yang 2021; 
Salzano 2020). As such, in an environment rife with misinformation, it appears that the 
brands that are able to establish relationships with consumers are best positioned to 
capitalise on social media as they provide a more reliable and, therefore, trusted source of 
information (Salzano 2020).

To understand these patterns, we draw from the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), 
Uses and Gratifications Theory (U&G), and Social Cognitive Theory (SCT). The TAM pro-
vides a basis for understanding how perceived usefulness and enjoyment drive social 
media interaction (Davis 1989), while U&G sheds light on why people choose specific 
media to satisfy various needs (Elihu, Blumler, and Gurevitch 1973). The SCT adds 
a psychological perspective, explaining how individuals acquire and maintain behaviour 
while considering social environment factors (Bandura 1986). These frameworks synergis-
tically enhance our understanding of consumer interactions and engagement with social 
media platforms during the pandemic.

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the disruptions to users’ and brands’ social 
media habits reinforce the need to examine the accuracy and generalisability of prior 
research that examines consumer interactions on social media platforms (Mahmoud et al.  
2021). This need is particularly pertinent in light of recent findings that establish 
a correlation between consumers’ perceived usefulness of information, their enjoyment 
of social media content, and subsequent intentions to follow and recommend social 
media accounts (Casaló, Flavián, and Sergio 2017). Moreover, COVID-19 perception has 
been found to positively predict the enjoyment and usefulness of consumed online 
content (Mahmoud et al. 2021). Given the previously outlined shift in online tactics by 
brand owners, COVID-19 perception effects have translated to a higher level of satisfac-
tion with fashion brand accounts on Instagram and, hence, greater intention to follow and 
recommend those accounts (Mahmoud et al. 2021).
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Gender as a moderator

Applying Gender Schema Theory (Bem 1981), we further explore the distinctions in male 
and female behaviour in the context of social media usage. This theory posits that gender- 
related differences in behaviour stem from societal norms and individual cognitive 
processing of gender-related information. This approach offers a detailed perspective 
on gender-based differences by clarifying the psychological processes that may cause 
diverse patterns of behaviour in men and women.

Contemporary digital marketing research (e.g., Davis, Lang, and San Diego 2014; 
Aramendia-Muneta, Olarte-Pascual, and Hatzithomas 2020; Liu 2019; Mahmoud et al.  
2019, 2021; Twenge and Martin 2020; Zhang et al. 2019) emphasises the substantial 
differences in the way men and women behave in digital realms. This view is also 
supported by research highlighting that men and women process information differently, 
especially in the context of stressful situations like a pandemic (Alsharawy et al. 2021; 
Heffner, Vives, and FeldmanHall 2021). Men’s tendency to seek out information and data- 
driven content aligns with the more utilitarian nature of their online behaviour (Margalit  
2015), which might explain why COVID-19 perception would affect their perceived 
enjoyment and usefulness differently. Women, on the other hand, are more receptive to 
the array of information and content provided on social media, making them more 
influenced by online content such as reviews and ratings (Karatsoli and Nathanail 2020).

Furthermore, according to the Digital Marketing Institute, women are more likely to 
utilise social media prior to making a purchase (Digital Marketing Institute 2021). Digital 
Marketing Institute (2021) further indicates that 78% of women are active on social media, 
with Snapchat and Instagram being their preferred platforms. This dynamic directly 
translates to the potency of influencer marketing efforts, as more than fifty per cent of 
women make purchases as a result of influencer posts. Interestingly, gender research 
shows that whilst women are likely to spend more time on social media during the COVID- 
19 pandemic, men are at a higher risk of developing social media addiction (e.g., Ceci  
2023; Luo, Chen, and Liao 2021; Voss et al. 2023). Some of these broader gender-related 
cognitive and behavioural stipulations were documented in the West African regional 
context during the pandemic. For instance, while men are more consistent users of social 
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Figure 1. Hypothesised model.
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media in Western Africa, the percentage of female users in the region has increased from 
36% to 39% between 2020 and 2022 (Statista 2022b). According to Vermeren (2015), 
women use social media to establish connections and keep in touch with family or friends. 
Conversely, men use social networking sites to obtain the data they need to gain 
influence, whereby social networking sites are utilised to conduct research, accumulate 
useful contacts, and eventually boost their overall status (Vermeren 2015). Combining the 
Gender Schema Theory and the documented behavioural patterns helps us understand 
that the relationship between COVID-19 perception and social media’s perceived enjoy-
ment and usefulness may be shaped differently for men and women.

Accordingly, gender differences are likely to influence how COVID-19 perception 
affects consumers’ perceived enjoyment, perceived usefulness, satisfaction, intention to 
follow, and intention to recommend fashion brands via Instagram. This argument, along-
side the results reported in previous research (Casaló, Flavián, and Sergio 2017; Mahmoud 
et al. 2021, 2021) and reports (e.g., Burke 2021) showing men shopping online more than 
women during COVID-19.

Given the above discussion and exploration of the literature, we can develop specific 
hypotheses (Figure 1) to guide our research.

As discussed above, research has highlighted gender differences in the utilisation and 
enjoyment of social media platforms (Szell and Thurner 2013), with men often engaging 
in more utilitarian and information-seeking activities (Margalit 2015; Zhang and 
Pennacchiotti 2013). During the pandemic, men’s focus on data-driven content might 
lead to a distinct response to online-shared content (Alsharawy et al. 2021; Heffner, Vives, 
and FeldmanHall 2021). Hence, men’s perceived enjoyment may be influenced differently 
by the COVID-19 perception compared to women. Therefore, we hypothesise:

H1: User’s gender will moderate the relationship between COVID-19 perception and the 
perceived enjoyment of fashion brand accounts on Instagram, such that men are more 
likely to have higher levels of enjoyment as a result of COVID-19 perception than women.

Men’s inclination to seek out useful and practical information aligns with previous find-
ings regarding the utilitarian nature of their online behaviour (Margalit 2015). For exam-
ple, research has shown that men are more likely to use social media to seek information, 
while women use social platforms to connect with people (Muscanell and Guadagno  
2012). The unique circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic might enhance the perceived 
usefulness of specific content for men, reflecting their information-seeking tendencies 
(Alsharawy et al. 2021; Vermeren 2015). Thus, we put forward Hypothesis 2:

H2: User’s gender will moderate the relationship between COVID-19 perception and the 
perceived usefulness of fashion brand accounts on Instagram, such that men are more 
likely to have higher levels of usefulness as a result of COVID-19 perception than women.

Even during the pandemic, men’s reliance on information-driven content on social media 
(Sirola et al. 2021) may translate to greater satisfaction with content that aligns with their 
informational needs. Given the alterations in brand messaging during the pandemic 
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(Ragavan 2020; Salzano 2020), men may find the content shared on Instagram more 
satisfying due to its informational value, hence our following hypothesis:

H3: User’s gender will moderate the total effects of COVID-19 perception on the 
satisfaction with fashion brand accounts on Instagram, such that men are more likely to 
have higher levels of satisfaction as a result of COVID-19 perception than women.

Based on earlier arguments, it is reasonable to assume that men’s natural tendencies 
towards being intentional, explorative, and assertive would impact their online 
behaviour. However, the disparities in engagement with digital platforms, such as 
Instagram, between men and women in West Africa may not only be attributed to 
natural tendencies or stereotypical gender roles but also are likely influenced by the 
substantial digital divide that exists in the region, as shown in countries like Uganda 
(Kwakwa 2023). Barriers such as affordability, digital literacy, online harassment, and 
lack of content targeting women hinder women’s access to and use of digital 
technologies (OECD 2018). Therefore, men’s higher engagement with fashion brand 
accounts during the COVID-19 pandemic could reflect these underlying socio- 
economic factors rather than inherent behavioural differences. Considering these 
arguments, it is anticipated that men in West Africa will show greater engagement 
with fashion brands on Instagram. They are likely to develop stronger intentions to 
follow or recommend these brands as a result of COVID-19 perception compared to 
women. Therefore, we hypothesise the following:

H4: User’s gender will moderate the total effects of COVID-19 perception on the inten-
tion to follow fashion brand accounts on Instagram, such that men are more likely to 
develop intentions to follow as a result of COVID-19 perception than women.

H5: User’s gender will moderate the total effects of COVID-19 perception on the inten-
tion to recommend fashion brand accounts on Instagram, such that men are more likely 
to recommend to follow as a result of COVID-19 perception than women.

3. Research methodology

Our research was conducted in Nigeria and Uganda, two nations in West Africa and the 
data were collected using a time-lagged online survey in the year 2021. The participants 
were selected using purposive sampling, a procedure suitable for extreme contexts 
(Mahmoud et al. 2020, 2023) and time-lagged data collection (Short et al., 2002) because 
they were Instagram users and had engaged with fashion brand pages on Instagram. We 
notified the participants that participation on two separate occasions would be required 
to complete the survey. Participants’ contact information (including email addresses and/ 
or WhatsApp numbers) was collected in order to send out the surveys. In addition, the 
participants were informed that, after finishing the first stage, they would be assigned 
a unique five-digit identification number that would be required to access the survey in 
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the second step. Participants completed the COVID-19 perception, usefulness, and enjoy-
ment assessments at Time 1.

The second wave of the survey was administered four weeks after the first phase was 
finished. We chose a four-week time lag because a too-short time lag can make correla-
tions between different variables seem bigger than they really are, while a too-long time 
lag does the opposite (cf. Ployhart and Vandenberg 2009). A similar approach was used in 
prior studies (e.g., Yam et al. 2016). Moreover, we chose a four-week time lag based on 
a specific examination of the context and consumer behaviour related to the nature of 
engagement with fashion brand pages; a longer duration is particularly relevant to 
fashion, where trends may take time to resonate with users and influence their opinions.

The sample size was determined using an a-priori sample size calculator tailored to 
structural equation models (Soper 2021). Our data collection was guided by a target 
sample size of 236 based on the following assumptions: 0.95 power level, 0.30 effect size, 
six latent variables, and 17 observed variables. The St. John’s University Ethics Committee 
approved this investigation.

The automatically generated IDs at Time 1 were used to match the responses at Time 1 
to the responses at Time 2, making sure that the pairing was done correctly. At Time 2, 
participants completed measures of satisfaction, intention to recommend, intention to 
follow, and demographics. Participants in both waves of the study were given a detailed 
description of the study’s objectives and procedures. They were informed that they were 
able to contact the investigators anytime to ask questions, express concerns about the 
survey, or leave the study. Participants’ signatures were not collected since the survey was 
administered online for both stages of the research. All of the responses to the survey 
were kept confidential. We promised confidentiality for all participant responses. At Time 
1, we distributed 700 questionnaires and obtained 398 responses. At Time 2, we circulated 
the second wave of questions only to the respondents who had completed Time 1’s 
surveys. Ultimately, we received 310 completed questionnaires whose data informed our 
analyses and conclusions. The majority of our sample was aged between 26 and 39 (42%), 
women (51%) and educated to a university degree level (49%).

For measuring COVID-19 perception, we used the work of Mahmoud, Ball, et al. (2021). 
For measuring usefulness, enjoyment, satisfaction, intention to follow and intention to 
recommend fashion brand accounts on Instagram, we used the work of Casaló, Flavián, 
and Sergio (2017) and Mahmoud, Ball, et al. (2021) as Appendix 1 exhibits. Multi-item and 
rated on a five-point Likert scale were the characteristics of the measures used in this 
research. Implementing the Fornell-Lacker Criterion, the square root of each construct’s 
AVE was greater than its correlations with the remaining variables (see Table 1). Table 2 

Table 1. Discriminant validity test.
COVID-19 

Perception Enjoyment
Intention to 

Follow
Intention to 
Recommend Satisfaction Usefulness

COVID-19 
Perception

0.834

Enjoyment 0.358 0.816
Intention to Follow 0.310 0.743 0.924
Intention to 

Recommend
0.275 0.656 0.665 0.893

Satisfaction 0.412 0.741 0.749 0.645 0.910
Usefulness 0.343 0.655 0.674 0.537 0.753 0.897
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demonstrates that all constructs had average variance extracted (AVE) values of more 
than 0.5, correlation coefficient (CR) values between .7 and.9 (Hair et al. 2022), and 
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values less than 3. Common-Method Bias (CMB) was also 
evaluated and yielded no inner VIFs of concern (see Table 3) since they were all either very 
close to or less than 3.3 (Kock 2015). In light of these findings, we conclude that all of the 
study measures satisfied the discriminant validity, construct reliability, and convergent 
validity quality requirements.

4. Results

We primarily employ structural equation modelling with the variance-based approach or 
partial least squares (PLS-SEM) to evaluate study hypotheses. Our decision to use the PLS- 
SEM method is based on previous research recommending it for analysing predictive 
models and the increasing prevalence of its application in behavioural and social sciences 
research (Hair et al. 2022). Furthermore, the literature (e.g., Mahmoud et al. 2021) indicates 
that the multivariate normality criterion is unlikely to be met by the majority of data. In 
addition, a growing body of research (e.g., Pathania, Dixit, and Rasool 2022; Phan 2023; 
Mahmoud et al. 2023) has validated the use of PLS-SEM for empirical research investiga-
tions incorporating non-normality-sensitive data.

To test the hypotheses, we employ SmartPLS 4 to conduct a path analysis. This 
includes reporting standardised betas (β) for direct effects, unstandardised betas (B) 
for total indirect effects, and their t-values with bootstrapping performed at 5,000 
samples (Preacher and Hayes 2008). In addition, Cohen’s f2 was used to evaluate 
effect sizes, with scores of 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 indicating small, medium, and large 

Table 2. Outer loadings, VIFs, construct reliability and validity.

Item
COVID-19 

Perception Enjoyment
Intention to 

Follow
Intention to 
Recommend Satisfaction Usefulness VIF

COV1 0.795 1.499
COV2 0.873 1.749
COV3 0.832 1.697
ENJ1 0.812 1.863
ENJ2 0.819 1.904
ENJ3 0.756 1.645
ENJ4 0.874 2.224
IF1 0.924 2.010
IF2 0.924 2.010
IREC1 0.876 1.553
IREC2 0.910 1.553
SAT1 0.896 2.542
SAT2 0.931 3.259
SAT3 0.903 2.658
USE1 0.886 2.297
USE2 0.908 2.742
USE3 0.896 2.329
Cronbach’s alpha 0.782 0.832 0.830 0.747 0.896 0.878
Composite reliability 

(rho_a)
0.795 0.841 0.831 0.759 0.898 0.88

Composite reliability 
(rho_c)

0.873 0.889 0.921 0.887 0.935 0.925

Average variance 
extracted (AVE)

0.696 0.666 0.854 0.797 0.828 0.804
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effect sizes, respectively (Cohen 2013). Finally, PLSpredict is calculated to test the 
out-of-sample prediction (Hair et al. 2019), and the standard root mean square 
residual (SRMR) is employed to assess the model’s fit to the data (Henseler et al.  
2014).

Table 3. Inner VIFs.
COVID-19 

Perception Enjoyment
Intention to 

Follow
Intention to 
Recommend Satisfaction Usefulness

Enjoyment 2.851
Intention to Follow 3.027
Intention to 

Recommend
2.077

Satisfaction 3.522
Usefulness 2.459
COVID-19 

Perception
1.217

Enjoyment 2.853
Intention to Follow 2.961
Intention to Recommend 2.073
Satisfaction 3.006
COVID-19 

Perception
1.201

Intention to Follow 2.765
Intention to Recommend 1.961
Satisfaction 3.431
Usefulness 2.495
COVID-19 

Perception
1.176

Enjoyment 2.762
Intention to Follow 2.866
Intention to Recommend 2.014
Usefulness 2.088
COVID-19 

Perception
1.221

Enjoyment 2.779
Intention to Follow 2.882
Satisfaction 3.515
Usefulness 2.527
COVID-19 

Perception
1.218

Enjoyment 2.645
Intention to Recommend 1.953
Satisfaction 3.399
Usefulness 2.448

Table 4. Hypotheses testing – direct effects.
Path β T statistics (|O/STDEV|) f2

COVID-19 Perception -> Enjoyment 0.499** 5.044** >0.150
COVID-19 Perception -> Usefulness 0.481** 3.984** >0.150
Enjoyment -> Satisfaction 0.433** 6.586** >0.350
Gender -> Enjoyment 0.562** 6.401** >0.020
Gender -> Usefulness 0.387** 3.898** >0.020
Satisfaction -> Intention to Follow 0.751** 16.539** >0.350
Satisfaction -> Intention to Recommend 0.646** 14.038** >0.350
Usefulness -> Satisfaction 0.471** 6.872** >0.350
Gender x COVID-19 Perception -> Enjoyment −0.342* 2.548* >0.020
Gender x COVID-19 Perception -> Usefulness −0.327* 2.087* >0.020
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Our statistics show that COVID-19 perception positively predicts both usefulness (β  
= .481, t = 3.984, f2 > .15) and enjoyment (β = .499, t = 5.044, f2 > .15). Further, both 
usefulness (β = .471, t = 6.872, f2 > .35) and enjoyment (β = .433, t = 6.586, f2 > .35) 
positively predict satisfaction that in turn positively predicts intentions to follow (β  
= .75, t=16.539, f2 > .35) and intentions to recommend (β = .646, t = 14.038, f2 > .35). 
Also, all unstandardised betas are positive and significant at a probability value less than 
.001, indicating all of the mediations transmitting COVID-19 perception total effects 
through usefulness, enjoyment and satisfaction onto intention to follow (B = .337, SD  
= .082, t = 3.965) and intention to recommend (B = .29, SD = .073, t = 3.83) are significantly 
full and positive. However, as both Tables 4 and 5 show, the direct paths from COVID- 

Table 5. Hypotheses testing – total indirect effects.
B SD T statistics (|O/STDEV|)

COVID-19 Perception -> Intention to Follow 0.337** 0.082 3.965**
COVID-19 Perception -> Intention to Recommend 0.291** 0.073 3.831**
COVID-19 Perception -> Satisfaction 0.447** 0.097 4.478**
Enjoyment -> Intention to Follow 0.325** 0.057 5.715**
Enjoyment -> Intention to Recommend 0.279** 0.043 6.515**
Gender -> Intention to Follow 0.321** 0.066 4.811**
Gender -> Intention to Recommend 0.276** 0.056 4.866**
Gender -> Satisfaction 0.426** 0.077 5.489**
Usefulness -> Intention to Follow 0.353** 0.057 6.149**
Usefulness -> Intention to Recommend 0.305** 0.056 5.447**
Gender x COVID-19 Perception -> Intention to Follow −0.231* 0.098 2.311*
Gender x COVID-19 Perception -> Intention to Recommend −0.199* 0.086 2.271*
Gender x COVID-19 Perception -> Satisfaction −0.306* 0.126 2.407*

Figure 2. Simple slope analysis—gender X COVID-19 perception => usefulness.

12 A. B. MAHMOUD ET AL.



19 perception to both usefulness and enjoyment are moderated by gender, leading to 
COVID-19 perception total effects on both intention to follow and intention to recom-
mend being moderated by gender too. In other words, whilst women are shown to 

Figure 3. Simple slope analysis—gender X COVID-19 perception => enjoyment.

Intentions to 
Follow 

R2 = .56 
Enjoyment 

R2 = .24 

Intentions to 
Recommend 

R2 = .42 

Satisfaction 

R2 = .67 

Usefulness 

R2 = .18 

COVID-19 
Perception 

Gender 

-.33**

-.33*

.56**

.39** .24**

.47**

.43**

.47**

.49**

.61**

.75**

Figure 4. Hypotheses testing results. Note 1. ** P < .01; * P < .05  
Note 2. Bold arrows represent significant moderation. 
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perceive fashion brands’ accounts on Instagram as more useful (β = .387, t = 3.898, f2 > 
.02) and thus more satisfied (B = .426, SD = .077, t = 5.489) with them and more likely to 
follow (B = .321, SD = .066, t = 4.81) or recommend them (B = .276, SD = .056, t = 4.866) 
than men; however, men are more likely to have higher levels of usefulness (β = −.327, t =  
2.087, f2 > .02), enjoyment (β = −.342, t=, f2 > .02), satisfaction (B=−.306, SD = .126, 
t = 2.407) and hence more likely to follow (B=−.231, SD = .098, t=2.311) or recommend 
(B=−.199, SD = .086, t = 2.271) those accounts because of COVID-19 perception effects. 
Therefore, we judge H1, H2, H3, H4 and H5 as valid (see Figures 2, 3 and 4).

The SRMR value is found to equal .059, less than .08, indicating that our hypothetical 
model fits our data well. Finally, when compared to the naive LM benchmark (Table 6), 
nearly all of the observed variables in the PLS-SEM evaluation possess lower root mean 
square error (RMSE) scores, suggesting that the model has a medium to a strong level of 
predictive power (Hair et al. 2019).

5. Discussion

Brand recommendations on social media are mostly firm (brand owner) driven, aimed at 
increasing sales via selected e-commerce platforms (Zhang and Pennacchiotti 2013). 
Social media has put brands’ marketing, via word-of-mouth recommendations, in the 
hands of consumers (Cheung, Chiu, and Lee 2011). Consumers now value social media as 
a brand communication medium more than traditional communication media (Nisar and 
Whitehead 2016), thus giving consumers the power to influence other consumers’ views 
on brands (Mangold and David 2009). Our work adds to the existing literature by 
examining the overlooked moderating effect of customer gender on online engagement 
within extreme contexts like pandemics, an aspect not previously emphasised in the 
literature.

In this study, we investigated the moderating effects of gender regarding the way 
extreme context variables, such as the COVID-19 pandemic perception, affect consumer 
behaviour towards fashion brands on social media. In line with existing research that has 
highlighted gender differences in the utilisation and enjoyment of social media platforms 
(Szell and Thurner 2013), with men often engaging in more utilitarian and information- 
seeking activities (Margalit 2015; Zhang and Pennacchiotti 2013), we formulated five 

Table 6. Plspredict results.
Q2 predict PLS-SEM_RMSE LM_RMSE

ENJ2 0.096 0.933 0.943
ENJ3 0.056 1.048 1.058
ENJ4 0.101 0.955 0.965
ENJ1 0.041 0.899 0.905
IF1 0.075 0.876 0.878
IF2 0.059 0.934 0.936
IREC1 0.042 1.248 1.256
IREC2 0.057 1.074 1.074
SAT1 0.122 0.849 0.851
SAT2 0.127 0.841 0.844
SAT3 0.112 0.871 0.866
USE1 0.086 0.766 0.771
USE2 0.066 0.837 0.837
USE3 0.064 0.764 0.765
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hypotheses and tested a model of the moderating role of gender in the effects of COVID- 
19 perception effects on perceived usefulness, enjoyment of and satisfaction with fashion 
brands’ accounts on Instagram and the subsequent behavioural intentions of following or 
recommending those accounts. All five hypotheses formulated theory-based directional 
predictions about the moderating role of gender in COVID-19 perception pronounced 
effects on Instagram users’ behavioural intentions building primarily on the work of 
Casaló, Flavián, and Sergio (2017), Mahmoud, Hack-Polay, et al. (2021) and Mahmoud, 
Ball, et al. (2021). We hypothesised how men’s focus on data-driven content might lead to 
a distinct response to online-shared content (Alsharawy et al. 2021; Heffner, Vives, and 
FeldmanHall 2021), as well as how the unique circumstances of the pandemic might 
enhance perceived usefulness for men (Alsharawy et al. 2021; Vermeren 2015). We also 
considered how differences in engagement with digital platforms in West Africa may 
reflect underlying socio-economic factors, including the digital divide in the region 
(Kwakwa 2023; OECD 2018). Using variance-based structural equation modelling to con-
duct path and multigroup analysis, we found full support for all of our hypotheses. Whilst 
our findings supported previous studies (Mahmoud et al. 2021, 2021), indicating a positive 
effect of COVID-19 perception on consumer intention to follow and recommend fashion 
brands on Instagram, our study offered novel findings – new evidence, demonstrating 
that gender moderates COVID-19 perception effects such that the women favourability of 
following or recommending fashion brands’ accounts on Instagram are less affected by 
that extreme-context perception. Whilst our gender-related findings align with the stu-
dies and theories that established rationale for our hypotheses (e.g., Alsharawy et al. 2021; 
Bem 1981; Heffner, Vives, and FeldmanHall 2021; Kwakwa 2023; Margalit 2015; Muscanell 
and Guadagno 2012; Sirola et al. 2021; Szell and Thurner 2013; Vermeren 2015), our results 
represent a deviation from existing models, adding a fresh perspective to the established 
theories.

Certainly, whilst women are shown to perceive fashion brands’ accounts on Instagram 
as more useful, thus more satisfied with them and more likely to follow or recommend 
them than men, women are yet less likely to be affected by COVID-19 to perceive those 
accounts as useful (H1) or entertaining (H2) and consequently feel satisfied (H3) or 
develop intentions to follow (H4) or recommend (H5) than men. Specifically, women are 
significantly less likely to develop higher usefulness, enjoyment or satisfaction with 
fashion brands and are less likely to recommend and follow fashion brands via visually 
rich social media as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic. This study contributes 
a fresh understanding of gender dynamics within social media brand interactions during 
a global crisis, synthesising and extending the work of previous scholars in the field.

6. Conclusion

Practical implications

We make several notable contributions to the literature. First, our study utilises a unique 
and valuable empirical setting and provides additional validation to earlier stipulations 
regarding the consequences of social distancing to consumer engagement and interac-
tions on social media platforms. Second, we present novel insights regarding the role of 
gender in consumers’ response to extreme socio-economic developments, such as the 
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COVID-19 pandemic and the consequent social distancing measures. We specifically 
demonstrate that women tend to be less affected by the extreme-context circumstances 
of COVID-19 as it relates to their engagement with fashion brands on social media plat-
forms. This gender-related cognitive and behavioural context concerns differentiated con-
sumer responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. The study specifically shows a hindered 
inclination by women to develop higher enjoyment and satisfaction with fashion brands 
due to social distancing measures. It further indicates that women are less likely to follow 
and recommend branded products on social media platforms as a consequence of pan-
demic-related isolation policies. Our study has broad and far-reaching implications for the 
matters of both policy and practice, with direct relevance to the development of effective 
policies, organisational strategies, and operating models and protocols. The COVID-19 
pandemic was a global crisis with unprecedented consequences for a wide range of social 
interactions, customer engagement, and broader economic developments. These circum-
stances provide a unique setting to assess the complex effects of social distancing on 
consumer behaviour. In this context, our study presents important insights regarding the 
role of gender in the way consumers respond to social distancing measures, with a focus 
on their behaviour towards fashion brands on social media platforms. This information can 
help organisations and brand owners develop effective marketing strategies that consider 
distancing trends in many markets while factoring in gender-related nuances. For example, 
whilst online word-of-mouth brand recommendations generated by consumers are largely 
uncontrollable by the brand owner, brand owners can direct online brand conversations by 
developing gender-specific marketing communication campaigns. In doing so, brand own-
ers are using a form of consumer advocacy to create, inter alia, purchase intentions via 
specific online channels. Our study can also aid policymakers in their evaluation of COVID- 
19 consequences and preparation for future developments that may necessitate the 
implementation of widespread social distancing initiatives.

Limitations and future directions

Whilst our study’s findings have implications for academics and practitioners, we acknowl-
edge several limitations of our work. First, our West Africa setting provides an interesting 
yet geographically limiting understanding of consumer behaviour regarding online fash-
ion brand recommendations. Whilst we acknowledge the international reach of social 
media platforms, such as Instagram, the effectiveness of rapport-building strategies 
between brand owners and consumers is culturally dependent. It should be adapted to 
the micro level, especially for continental countries that are culturally diverse. This 
suggests the need to consider the different cultural contexts to better understand con-
sumers’ behavioural tendencies towards fashion brands. A further limitation centres 
around the choice of social media platform. We selected Instagram as the sole social 
media platform in this study. Alternative social media sites such as YouTube offer 
consumers and brand owners a rich visual experience to develop positive brand percep-
tions, possibly yielding different results. Indeed, one advantage that YouTube has over 
alternative social media platforms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) is that it does not 
require consumers to sign up for membership to receive brand recommendations. Finally, 
our study uses the current COVID-19 pandemic as a backdrop. Whilst the world is still in 
the grip of COVID-19, much of the world’s population is vaccinated against the effects of 
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COVID-19. Does this alter consumers’ perceptions and the likelihood of recommending or 
following fashion brands on social media? Moreover, with new extreme contexts devel-
oping worldwide (e.g., the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the cost-of-living crisis in 
Europe), can our result generalise to those extreme settings?
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