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Abstract

Objective and interest of the work: The legitimacy of international firms is an important and complex issue that requires further academic development. International firms must enhance their legitimacy as a generator of competitive advantages to achieve their business objectives, both economic-financial and relational. However, there is a gap in the literature on the relationship between relationship marketing and legitimacy that needs to be filled.

Methodology design: Through an empirical study of Shein’s buyers, the model is validated using the PLS-SEM methodology.

Results: The implications of this research represent a breakthrough in the academic field by relating both theories applied to the internationalisation of companies. In addition, this research proposes implications for management by establishing strategies for international firms to achieve legitimacy, not only to enter international markets but also to create stable and long-lasting relationships with consumers.

Practical implications: This research advances the theory of legitimacy for international firms. International companies must legitimise themselves and build customer loyalty in their host countries if they are to survive and generate economic benefits.
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1. Introduction

Legitimacy refers to whether a firm operates following social values (Deephouse et al., 2017; Díez-Martín et al., 2021a). Academic literature has demonstrated that legitimacy generates competitive advantages in certain business contexts (Rivero-Gutiérrez et al., 2023), such as increased reputation and trust (Miotto et al., 2020), attraction of human talent (Chaney & Martin, 2017; Del-Castillo-Feito et al., 2022a), access to resources or increased positive perceptions towards sustainable and innovative companies (Del-Castillo-Feito et al., 2021). In this regard, Zhang et al. (2022) find that gaining legitimacy entails recognising the importance of the social system and therefore may vary from country to country. Rivero-Gutiérrez et al. (2023) suggest that firms must adapt to international institutional contexts if they want to be legitimised.

Legitimacy alone does not automatically guarantee competitive advantages (Chen et al., 2021). It must be accompanied by a sound business strategy and the implementation of marketing policies aimed at increasing stakeholder engagement with the company (Del-Castillo-Feito et al., 2022a). In the internationalisation field, legitimacy is considered a dynamic capability that firms need to manage to succeed in their internationalisation (Jiang et al., 2022; Rivero-Gutiérrez et al., 2023). Furthermore, firms legitimised in international markets are more likely to succeed and generate competitive advantages that boost differentiation vis-à-vis their competitors (Taeuscher et al., 2021).

The legitimacy of international firms (IFs) is an important and complex issue that requires further academic development (e.g. Jiang et al., 2022; Marschlich & Ingenhoff, 2022). The legitimacy of IFs refers to whether the actions of these firms are socially accepted in the countries in which they operate (Rivero-Gutiérrez et al., 2023). When IFs enter new markets, they must adapt to host country norms, regulations and practices (cultural aspects, local regulations, etc.) and can be judged in terms of legitimacy (Park, 2018; Popli et al., 2021). In addition, sustainability standards may also differ from country to country, for instance, and IFs must adapt to the requirements of the host country if they are to gain the trust of stakeholders (Del-Castillo-Feito et al., 2021; Park, 2018).

IFs must enhance their legitimacy as generators of competitive advantages to achieve their business objective (Munjal et al., 2022), among which are economic-financial and relational objectives. In other words, if IFs are legitimate and competitive, they will generate better results concerning variables such as satisfaction and loyalty (Blanco-González et al., 2023; Hermes & Mainela, 2022). However, there is a gap in the literature on the relationship between relationship marketing and legitimacy theory that needs to be filled. Therefore, this research claims that legitimacy should be considered as one more variable in the development of relationship marketing strategies.

Legitimacy and relationship marketing are connected in the sense that both focus on establishing and maintaining strong and positive relationships with stakeholders (Gordo-Molina & Díez-Martín, 2021). Legitimacy seeks to build trust (Bitektine & Haack, 2014), and relationship marketing is based on mutual trust (Gundlach & Murphy, 1993). Both concepts emphasise the importance of transparency, dialogue with stakeholders to learn about their concerns and needs, the generation of shared value and the formation of long-term relationships (Gundlach & Murphy, 1993). It is therefore necessary to demonstrate how the legitimacy of IFs generates consumer satisfaction, which in turn leads to reinforced loyalty.

Furthermore, this research focuses on IFs because of the need to fill a gap not only in terms of the legitimacy of these types of enterprises but also in how they should adapt relationship marketing policies in host countries (Chabowski & Samiee, 2023). In fact, relationship marketing has shown how its correct implementation generates an increase in the sales of companies (Sharma, 2008). For this reason, in this research, we focus on one stakeholder: consumers.

Therefore, the objectives of this research are: 1) to study in depth the relationship between legitimacy and relationship marketing; 2) to quantify the impact of legitimacy on the competitiveness of IFs; and 3) to confirm the impact of legitimacy, as a generator of competitive advantages, on consumer satisfaction and loyalty. These objectives aim to advance the theory of legitimacy and internationalisation. As previously mentioned, legitimacy in host countries is an important objective for IFs if they want not only to gain access to these countries but also to establish a foothold in them.

The paper structure is as follows: after this introduction, the second section presents the theoretical framework that justifies the hypotheses concerning the legitimacy, satisfaction and loyalty of IFs in host countries (Figure 1). The third section explains the sample and methodology used in the research, in this case, a Chinese IF operating in more than 100 countries. The study is carried out in the ultra-fast fashion sector, as it represents a competitive and dynamic industry with significant cultural differences between consumers in different countries. The PLS-SEM multivariate analysis technique is used to test the hypotheses. The fourth section shows the results, encompassing the validation of the measurement scales and the evaluation of the structural model, while the fifth section presents the discussion. The sixth and final section contains the conclusions, including theoretical and managerial implications, limitations and future lines of research.


Figure 1. Theories and hypotheses
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Source: Own elaboration.


2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Legitimacy as a generator of competitive advantages

Globalisation and digitalisation have generated greater complexity in the management of companies at an international level (Rey-Martí & Ribeiro-Soriano, 2015). In addition, consumers have more power due to access to information and the possibility of posting their opinions (Castells, 2007). IFs must respond to the growing demand for transparency and sustainability in a competitive international environment (Saeidi et al., 2015). In this regard, intangible assets, such as legitimacy, are crucial factors for competitive differentiation (Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002) and help companies to survive and succeed in the market (Miotto et al., 2020).

Legitimacy is one of the variables that has undergone the greatest academic development in recent years (Díez-Martín et al., 2021a). According to Suchman (1995, p. 574), legitimacy is “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions”. Lack of legitimacy hinders obtaining the necessary resources or support from stakeholders in host countries (Chen et al., 2021). Often, when an IF lacks legitimacy or demonstrates that it is insufficient, it finds itself in a situation of social eviction, usually without a solution (Bronnenberg et al., 2000).

Companies perceived as legitimate obtain better competitive advantages (Brown & Dacin, 1997). The importance of studying legitimacy as a generator of competitive advantages lies in the fact that legitimacy itself is a key advantage (Prado-Román et al., 2016), because it can lead to the success or failure of the IF (Díez-Martín et al., 2013). IFs must have a clear idea about which countries they can operate in without losing their legitimacy (Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). Adaptation without consistency or meaningless isomorphism will result in consumer confidence disappearing. Kostova et al. (2008) identified that legitimacy positively influences the internationalisation of firms. Chaney and Martin (2017) noted that legitimacy increases repurchase intention. Shu et al. (2024) find that green innovation can help IFs gain legitimacy in host countries and increase their exports. Han et al. (2024) investigate the impact of cultural factors and host country populism on the legitimacy of IFs.

Legitimacy and competitive advantages are two different concepts, but they are directly interrelated in the business context (Díez-Martín et al., 2021b; Munjal et al., 2022). On the one hand, legitimacy refers to whether a firm operates according to social norms and rules (Deephouse et al., 2017; Díez-Martín et al., 2021a). On the other hand, competitive advantages refer to the characteristics, resources or capabilities that enable an organisation to outperform its competitors in a specific market (Mikalef & Pateli, 2017; Mitrega, 2020).

The relationship between legitimacy and competitive advantages has been analysed within institutional theory (Greenwood et al., 2008). This theory states that companies survive when they gain legitimacy. An IF must comply with social norms to be considered legitimate (Suchman, 1995), and must also strive to offer the best products and services (Dacin et al., 2007). IFs need to differentiate themselves to be valued by consumers in host countries while adapting to the context (Kostova et al., 2008). The institutional theory is based on the assumption that if firms have to adapt to social demands, they limit their strategic options because they must enhance their competitive advantages (Dacin et al., 2007). At this point, the strategic management of legitimacy is a solution (Greenwood et al., 2008) for IFs which should be further analysed (Chabowski & Samiee, 2023). Therefore, the relationship between legitimacy and competitive advantages is significant because it influences the long-term success of the firm, as legitimacy is a strategic resource that reduces uncertainty and provides access to resources (Ghods et al., 2024).



- Hypothesis 1. Legitimacy positively influences the perceived competitiveness of IFs in host countries.

2.2. Legitimacy as a generator of relational advantages

Legitimacy and relationship marketing are linked because both focus on maintaining trust-based relationships with their stakeholders (Castelló & Lozano, 2011; Díez-Martín et al., 2021b). Legitimacy seeks to build trust (Bitektine & Haack, 2014) and relationship marketing is based on mutual trust (Gundlach & Murphy, 1993). The literature review on legitimacy provides evidence that most consumers are willing to engage only with legitimate organisations and avoid relationships with those questioned by the social system (Miotto & Youn, 2020; Deephouse et al., 2017). Consequently, one of the most relevant advantages for legitimised companies is that their consumers are more loyal (Blanco-González et al., 2023; Hermes & Mainela, 2022).

Furthermore, legitimacy affects those variables that companies must manage to build and maintain long-lasting customer relationships by applying relationship marketing properly (Miotto & Youn, 2020; Payne et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2011). Within these factors, we focus on two classic relationship marketing variables: satisfaction and loyalty (Bennet & Barkensjo, 2005; Walsh et al., 2010). In this sense, Payne et al. (2021) determine that consumers will support companies whose behaviour is appropriate. In other words, individuals will identify with companies that share their values (Del-Castillo-Feito et al., 2022b). For instance, several academic studies indicate that when a company demonstrates honesty (Goddard & Assad, 2006; Long & Driscoll, 2008), integrity (Chua & Rahman, 2011; Dhalla & Oliver, 2013), responsibility (Kraft & Wolf, 2018), or develops ethical and socially oriented initiatives, it obtains better ratings and identification from consumers, which in turn influences consumer behaviour. A company that shares social values gains legitimacy and increases consumer satisfaction and loyalty (Seger-Guttmann & Medler-Liraz, 2018).

Satisfaction is an emotional response to the expectations generated by the purchase of a product or service (Giese & Cote, 2000). Loyalty is the positive attitude of consumers towards the company, making it their only purchase option. Loyal consumers do not look for alternatives; if they need something, they look for it in the company (Stangl et al., 2017). This leads to several important advantages for the company, such as repurchase intention, complaint aversion or price insensitivity (Zeithaml et al., 1996). Being responsible and gaining legitimacy is not sufficient, as companies must bring this information to consumers’ attention and maintain consistent and constant communication, with the aim of sharing information in an environment where transparency and accountability are demanded (Palazzo & Scherer, 2006). The organisation must constantly “transform” this legitimacy into engagement with its stakeholders, specifically its consumers (Del-Castillo-feito et al., 2022a).

If consumer satisfaction and loyalty are to be improved, companies must behave in a socially accepted manner (Miotto & Youn, 2020). Although the concept of loyalty has been analysed in the literature (Pascual-Nebreda et al., 2023), incorporating the significance of shared social values and norms to achieve it still needs further empirical analysis. Legitimate firms are perceived as trustworthy by stakeholders (Deephouse & Carter, 2005; Suddaby et al., 2017). Adopting social norms can help firms increase their legitimacy and achieve social acceptance by consumers (Chaney & Martin, 2017; Suchman, 1995). Therefore, a high valuation of legitimacy will result in enhanced loyalty among stakeholders (Cachón-Rodríguez et al., 2021).

    According to Park (2018), it is essential for IFs to be legitimised, as these types of companies have constraints derived from their background. Therefore, if IFs are legitimised, they will be able to gain the trust of consumers (Donbesuur et al., 2022) and better overcome these constraints. Chen et al. (2021) find that legitimacy is essential for consumers to reduce their uncertainty of establishing relationships with enterprises. Moreover, IFs can enhance long-term relationships through legitimacy, and even achieve good referrals, recommendations and repurchase intentions (Chen et al., 2021).



- Hypothesis 2.a. The legitimacy of IFs positively influences customer satisfaction.

- Hypothesis 2.b. The legitimacy of IFs positively influences customer loyalty.

2.3. Competitive advantages and relational advantages

Finally, legitimacy alone is insufficient; IFs must foster long-term relationships with their consumers (Dacin et al., 2007). IFs often compete for consumers through price (Bitektine & Song, 2023; Miotto & Youn, 2020). However, IFs must be aware that they also have to generate sustainable competitive advantages (Miotto et al., 2020). From a marketing and management perspective, generating competitive advantages creates benefits for companies (Taeuscher et al., 2021), such as improved levels of satisfaction and engagement. Moreover, competitive sales and differentiation of IFs can be enhanced through interaction with adequate levels of legitimacy (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994). Indeed, Herrera Barriga and Escandon-Barbosa (2024) indicate that to gain legitimacy, the positive and negative aspects of information sharing must be evaluated; therefore, it is essential for IFs to assess the impact of legitimacy on consumer-related variables such as loyalty or satisfaction.

If we focus on the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty, it should be noted that, in the marketing literature (Heskett et al., 1994), loyalty is widely recognised as having an impact on the performance of a firm (Yi et al., 2013). Previous research has identified that customer satisfaction, organisation-customer value consistency, trust, perceived value or enjoyment are associated with customer loyalty (Ashforth & Lee, 1989; Al-Maamari & Abdulrab, 2017). IFs must address the concerns of their consumers to gain legitimacy and differentiate themselves from their competitors (Chen et al., 2021).



- Hypothesis 3.a. Competitive advantages generated by IFs in host countries have an impact on consumer satisfaction levels.

- Hypothesis 3.b. Competitive advantages generated by IFs in host countries have an impact on consumer loyalty levels.



Finally, considering that loyalty is defined as the user’s intention to continue with an organisation, it can involve both emotional and attitudinal components (Zeithaml et al., 1996). “True loyalty” is a psychological drive that leads to a positive perception and repetition of purchase behaviour (Shankar et al., 2003). Brand loyalty is highly dependent on consumer satisfaction (Pascual-Nebreda et al., 2023; Rather & Hollebeek, 2020). Likewise, loyalty can be assessed by both attitudinal and behavioural measures (Rather & Hollebeek, 2020).



- Hypothesis 4. Satisfaction generated by IFs in host countries has an impact on consumer loyalty.

3. Sample and methodology

For the research design, the ultra-fast fashion sector was selected. This sector operates within a competitive and dynamic marketplace, characterised by intricate brand perceptions (Bly et al., 2015; Karaosman et al., 2020) and stakeholder activism (Joyner Armstrong et al., 2018). The ultra-fast fashion sector is regarded as one of the most polluting and socially irresponsible industries (García-Torres et al., 2017). In this sector, we find a gap between price and sustainability, which can cause ethical problems among consumers (Miotto & Youn, 2020). This gap implies that, in order to survive, IFs need to adapt to the institutional context of the host country (Zhang, 2022).

Chinese IFs in the ultra-fast fashion sector were selected because their growth and penetration in international markets have increased significantly (Peng, 2005). In general, IFs of Chinese origin lack legitimising elements (e.g. disclosure of sustainability reports, communication of transparent information on environmental, social and governance (ESG) criteria, and disclosure of financial information).

As for the host country, Spain is an attractive destination for IFs because it offers access to the European Union and has government policies that promote foreign investment. Moreover, Spain is the home country of the most internationally recognised fast fashion brand: Zara. The move of Spanish companies in the fast fashion sector towards sustainability and the increase in their prices have created a gap for new brands who want to take up this position in the market, such as Shein.

The fieldwork was carried out between April and September 2023 and the sample consisted of 261 regular consumers of Shein. This sample is representative, with an error of ± 6.07% for a confidence level of 95% considering the most unfavourable population variance p=q=50%. The basic profile of the sample is as follows: 50.4% are men and 49.6% are women. The most represented age group is between 35 and 65 years old (60%) and the highest frequency of purchase is once a week (43%).

In the fieldwork, respondents were previously informed about the confidentiality and anonymity of their answers, as well as the compliance of this research with the ethical principles of the Declaration of Helsinki. The sample consists of 196 women, 62 men and 3 non-binary gender, aged between 18 and 34 years.

The questionnaire is composed of 7-point Likert scale questions and all items were justified on the basis of existing literature (Table 1).


Table 1. Items




	Variable

	Item

	Description

	Source






	Legitimacy

	Org Legit_01

	It has what I need

	Alexiou and Wiggins (2019); Deephouse et al. (2017); Díez-Martín et al. (2022); Plaza-Casado et al. (2024)




	Org Legit_02

	It does things in the best possible way




	Org Legit_03

	It makes me identify with it




	Org Legit_04

	The company is trustworthy




	Org Legit_05

	It seems to be well managed




	Org Legit_06

	It complies with the law




	Competitiveness

	Comp 01

	It is more successful

	Del-Castillo-Feito et al. (2022a); Mikalef and Pateli (2017); Miotto et al. (2020); Mitrega (2020)




	Comp 02

	It has more customers




	Comp 03

	It is growing faster




	Comp 04

	It is more profitable




	Satisfaction

	Satisf 01

	I am satisfied with the purchases I make of this brand

	Bricci et al. (2016); Miotto and Youn (2020); Pascual-Nebreda et al. (2023)




	Satisf 02

	I like to buy this brand




	Loyalty

	Loy 01

	I like to buy this brand

	Del-Castillo-Feito et al. (2022a); Miotto and Youn (2020); Pascual-Nebreda et al. (2023)




	Loy 02

	I recommend this brand to my friends and family




	Loy 03

	I like to talk about this brand to my friends and family




	Loy 04

	I feel identified with this clothing brand






Source: Own elaboration.



PLS-SEM and SmartPLS4 software are used for data processing. PLS-SEM focuses on causal-predictive analysis in high-complexity and low-information theoretic environments (Hair et al., 2019). Data processing using PLS-SEM first involves analysing the reliability and validity of the measurement model (Chin, 1998). And second, it involves evaluating the structural model to test the hypotheses that answer the research questions.

4. Results

Evaluating the measurement model of the estimated constructs implies analysing the individual reliability of its indicators observed through their loadings, the reliability of the latent variables through Cronbach’s Alpha (CA) and composite reliability (CR). The evaluation of the measurement model requires analysing the convergent validity through the average variance extracted (AVE) and the discriminant one through the heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) (Hair et al., 2019). Values higher than 0.7 are recommended for the loadings of the individual indicators and the CA (Hair et al., 2019).


Table 2. Convergent validity and reliability and discriminant analysis




	Convergent validity and reliability




	Variable

	Items

	Loadings

	T-value

	CA

	CR

	AVE






	Legitimacy

	Org Legit_01

	0.670

	15.542

	0.809

	0.812

	0.512




	Org Legit_02

	0.702

	20.560




	Org Legit_03

	0.684

	15.560




	Org Legit_04

	0.750

	22.353




	Org Legit_05

	0.753

	20.963




	Org Legit_06

	0.728

	19.142




	Competitiveness

	Comp 01

	0.844

	37.078

	0.891

	0.893

	0.755




	Comp 02

	0.908

	49.974




	Comp 03

	0.904

	53.900




	Comp 04

	0.816

	31.914




	Satisfaction

	Satisf 01

	0.939

	91.942

	0.878

	0.883

	0.891




	Satisf 02

	0.949

	126.930




	Loyalty

	Loy 01

	0.882

	59.059

	0.901

	0.904

	0.772




	Loy 02

	0.916

	70.726




	Loy 03

	0.876

	38.771




	Loy 04

	0.838

	38.312




	Discriminant analysis




	Factor

	F1

	F2

	F3

	F4




	F1. Legitimacy

	 

	0.458

	0.857

	0.810




	F2. Competitiveness

	 

	 

	0.452

	0.480




	F3. Satisfaction

	 

	 

	 

	0.785




	F4. Loyalty

	 

	 

	 

	 






Source: Own elaboration.



An analysis of the collinearity of the structural model is performed using the variance inflation factor (VIF) and the statistical significance of the effects of the path coefficients. Table 3 shows VIF values below 3.3 (Hair et al., 2019), hence problems related to this indicator are ruled out. Likewise, the values of the standardised betas and t-values confirm the significance of the established relationships.


Table 3. VIF and hypothesis testing (main effects)




	Relationship

	VIF

	Beta

	T-value

	F2






	H1. Legitimacy → Competitive advantages

	1.000

	0.400

	7.570

	0.190




	H2.a. Legitimacy → Satisfaction

	1.190

	0.734

	22.752

	0.875




	H2.b. Legitimacy → Loyalty

	2.232

	0.738

	25.185

	0.144




	H3.a. Competitive advantages → Satisfaction

	1.190

	0.129

	2.204

	0.031




	H3.b. Competitive advantages → Loyalty

	1.228

	0.185

	3.838

	0.036




	H4. Satisfaction → Loyalty

	2.237

	0.381

	5.928

	0.156




	Competitive advantages: R2 = 0.16; Q2 = 0.15. Satisfaction: R2 = 0.55; Q2 = 0.53. Loyalty: R2 = 0.58; Q2 = 0.48

p<0.05; p<0.01; p<0.001 (based on t (4999), one-tailed test)






Source: Own elaboration.



Table 3 shows the results of the hypothesis tests using 5,000 subsamples. Regarding the H1 hypothesis, it is observed that legitimacy generates competitive advantages, as indicated by previous literature (Díez-Martín et al., 2021a) (H1: β=0.400; p<0.000). The effect of legitimacy on relationship marketing variables is remarkable and validates the relationship between legitimacy and satisfaction (H2.a: β=0.734; p<0.000) and between legitimacy and loyalty (H2.b: β=0.738; p<0.000). Likewise, competitive advantages directly influence, but to a lesser extent, satisfaction (H3.a: β=0.129; p<0.000) and loyalty (H3.b: β=0.185; p<0.000). Finally, as confirmed by the literature in the field of relationship marketing, satisfaction has an impact on consumer loyalty (H4: β=0.381; p<0.000).

As for the explanatory power of the model, on the one hand, the R2 values of 0.160 (competitive advantages), 0.55 (satisfaction) and 0.58 (loyalty) indicate a substantial predictive effect of the proposed hypotheses. On the other hand, the Stone-Geisser value (Q2) evaluates the predictive relevance of the dependent construct. Values of Q2 above zero indicate that the model has predictive capacity. As Table 3 shows, values of 0.15 (competitiveness advantages), 0.53 (satisfaction) and 0.48 (loyalty) are obtained, suggesting that the model has predictive capacity. Table 3 reveals that the effect of legitimacy on satisfaction is high, while the other effects are medium.

5. Discussion

The results of this research contribute to the existing knowledge in the field and respond to the hypotheses set out in the defined model (Figure 1). First, this research quantifies the impact of legitimacy on the competitiveness of IFs. Academic literature has analysed legitimacy as a generator of competitive advantages (Díez-Martín et al., 2021a). This research goes a step further by quantifying that the legitimacy of IFs impacts consumers’ perceived competitive advantages. In line with research by Zhang (2022) or Zhang et al. (2022), this research reiterates the need for IF managers to strategically manage legitimacy. In contrast to research that theoretically formulates the relationship between legitimacy and competitive advantages in the international context (Donbesuur et al., 2022; Rivero-Gutiérrez et al., 2023), this research empirically quantifies this relationship.

Second, we delve into the relationship between legitimacy and relationship marketing, specifically between legitimacy, satisfaction and loyalty. On the one hand, the academic literature has argued that legitimacy generates relational advantages, such as repurchase intention (Blanco-González et al., 2023), social capital (Del-Castillo-Feito et al., 2022b) or engagement (Miotto et al., 2020). However, this research has focused on analysing the impact of legitimacy on other variables without justifying the need to link both theories: legitimacy theory and relationship marketing theory. The results of this research show that legitimacy has a significant impact on satisfaction and loyalty, and therefore companies should manage legitimacy as a determinant of relational benefits. On the other hand, regarding IFs, several authors have investigated the importance of legitimacy for entering new markets and surviving in host countries (Taeuscher et al., 2021; Zhang, 2022). However, further research is needed on how IFs can legitimise themselves in international markets (Chabowski & Samiee, 2023). Indeed, this research focuses on how legitimacy is a key asset in the internationalisation of IFs by analysing how it can generate relational benefits. The results suggest that IFs need to manage their legitimacy in host countries to gain a foothold and make their consumers more satisfied and loyal. In other words, legitimacy should not be a short-term strategy but should be managed as a medium- and long-term strategy.

Third, the model jointly analyses how legitimacy and competitive advantages influence satisfaction and loyalty. The results of this research indicate that the impact of legitimacy on the relationship variables is greater than the one of competitive advantages. Thus, consumers in host countries perceive IFs as competitive, but managing legitimacy has a greater impact. Therefore, from a strategic point of view, legitimacy management has a greater impact on the international success of IFs.

Finally, the model analyses how satisfaction influences consumer loyalty. The results of this research indicate that loyalty depends on consumer satisfaction, as confirmed by the literature in the field of relationship marketing (Pascual-Nebreda et al., 2023; Rather & Hollebeek, 2020).

6. Conclusions

The results obtained in this research have advanced on the antecedents and consequences of the legitimacy of IFs, and have made it possible to: 1) demonstrate the relationship between legitimacy and relationship marketing, identifying a positive impact of the legitimacy of IFs on customer satisfaction (H2.a) and customer loyalty (H2.b); 2) quantify the impact of legitimacy as a generator of competitive advantages in IFs, identifying a positive impact of legitimacy on the perceived competitiveness of IFs in host countries (H1); 3) confirm the impact of legitimacy, as a generator of competitive advantages, on the satisfaction of IF consumers (H3.a) and, therefore, on their loyalty (H3.b and H4). All of this has allowed us to contrast the proposed hypotheses, answer the research questions and fill the gap identified, highlighting the importance of legitimacy as a generator of competitive advantages in IFs and the need to adapt IFs’ relationship marketing to successfully access host countries, through actions that increase consumer satisfaction and loyalty.

6.1. Theoretical and management implications

Our study has implications for scholars and practitioners. This research has an important academic implication by confirming that legitimacy and relationship marketing are connected because they focus on establishing and maintaining strong and positive relationships with stakeholders. Considering that both theories are based on the importance of transparency, dialogue with stakeholders to learn about their concerns and needs, the generation of shared value and the formation of long-term relationships (Gundlach & Murphy, 1993), legitimacy should be considered as another variable in the strategic management of companies (Hermes & Mainela, 2022; Sudabby et al., 2017). In fact, legitimacy provides a differential for IFs, which would allow them to improve their credibility and compete because consumers perceive a differential value in their value proposition.

In terms of management implications, this research allows us to establish strategies for IFs’ establishment in new markets through legitimacy management. In this line, it is suggested that IFs develop a corporate identity (Gordo-Molina & Díez-Martín, 2020) that allows them to: (1) improve trust-based relationships with consumers in the host country, which implies legitimacy management. Foreign subsidiaries gain legitimacy in the host country by combining identity, community and audience (Li et al., 2007). In this regard, carrying out awareness-raising and information dissemination activities to attract media attention would reach a wider audience and divert their attention to the positive purposes of these actions (Petkova et al., 2013); (2) offer a clear value proposition in the new target market, through after-sales customer service focused on relationship marketing to generate greater legitimacy and thus strengthen ties with consumers (Rivero-Gutiérrez et al., 2023). Specifically, in the fast fashion sector, strengthening relationships and supporting the customer throughout the entire purchasing process through collaborative actions, such as greater flexibility in handling order returns, will allow IFs to be perceived as partners in the host country, improving customer acceptance; (3) adopt an identity similar to that of other foreign subsidiaries of IFs established in the host country that have already been legitimised (Li et al., 2007). Isomorphism enhances legitimacy (Deephouse, 1996) and should be focused internally or externally depending on the stakeholder (Souitaris et al., 2012). In the case of fast fashion IFs, managers must focus their isomorphism externally to gain legitimacy from the industry and consumers (Gordo-Molina & Díez-Martín, 2020); and (4) adopt corporate social values recognised by the social environment. Performing socially accepted practices (Keating et al., 2014) and acting in accordance with host country codes of conduct and ethics generates a supportive corporate culture (Tyler & Blader, 2005) that grants legitimacy to IFs in host countries.

6.2. Limitations and future lines of research

The main limitations of this research are that we have focused on a Chinese IF in a specific sector and have not considered other companies in this sector, personal sales or other countries of origin. These limitations lead us to propose new lines of research. Future research should include IFs from other sectors or different countries of origin. We will be able to conduct comparative studies to develop IF legitimacy management strategies that reduce entry barriers in other countries and generate strong and long-lasting relationships with consumers. Future lines of research also include demonstrating that legitimacy generates other competitive and relational advantages not covered in this research, such as trust, performance and social capital.
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