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[bookmark: _Toc234190542]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc234190543]1.1. Background of the Study
Social media has become a part and parcel of modern marketing tactics and is crucial for businesses to reach out to consumers, create a positive brand image and persuade customers to make purchases (Rehman, Gulzar and Aslam, 2022). Organisations have the potential to connect directly with customers and build a loyal base by creating content that is interactive and personalised using platforms like Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube (Celestin and Sujatha, 2024). Thus, social media marketing has grown beyond being just a supporting marketing tool to a core business part.
Social media marketing is especially significant for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) because they can reach a significant audience at lower costs through social media than ads on other platforms (Constantinides, 2014). However, unlike large corporations with significant advertising budgets, SMEs might have to use digital platforms to boost their brand awareness, engage with customers and optimise their business. The digitalisation of consumer behaviour in the United Kingdom makes it more crucial than ever to gain an understanding of the effectiveness of social media marketing activities for SME retail businesses to be competitive (Eid et al., 2020).
Existing research indicates that social media marketing practices may have an impact on customers' attitudes and behavioural intentions (Kim and Ko, 2012). However, the findings on the specific type of social media marketing activities that have the greatest effect on customers' purchase intention are inconclusive. In addition, a lot of the current research has been conducted on large organisations, luxury brands, or on a non-UK basis, which makes it unclear whether the findings would apply to UK SME retail businesses.
[bookmark: _Toc234190544]1.2. Research Problem and Literature Gap
Though social media marketing has become a popular marketing strategy, there is still a lack of understanding of the effect of specific social media marketing activities on the purchase intention of customers in UK SME retail businesses. Previous studies have mostly been conducted on the market of larger companies and luxury brands, and research on the SMEs' market has been comparatively less studied. Further, the bulk of empirical studies has been carried out in Asian and developing economies, which means there is a restricted number of specific studies for the UK market.
Another constraint in the literature is the conflicting findings on the relative effect on purchase intention of entertainment, interaction, trendiness, customisation and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM). Some studies state that interaction or eWOM influences are greater than others (Christodoulides, Michaelidou and Argyriou, 2012). While others find that entertainment or customisation has stronger influences (Kim and Ko, 2012). Thus, empirical studies are required to test these relationships in UK SMEs retail businesses.
[bookmark: _Toc234190545]1.3. Research Aim
This study aims to assess the effect of social media marketing activities on the purchase intention of customers of SME retail businesses in the United Kingdom.
[bookmark: _Toc234190546]1.4. Research Objectives
1. [bookmark: _Hlk234187513]To assess the influence of trendiness on the UK’s SME retail customers’ purchase intention.
2. To explore the impact of customisation on the UK’s SME retail customers' purchase intention.
3. To study the impact of eWOM on the UK’s SME retail customers' purchase intention.
4. To make recommendations to SME retail outlets on effective ways to market their business through social media channels.
[bookmark: _Toc234190547]1.5. Research Questions
1. What is the impact of trendiness on the UK’s SME retail customers’ purchase intention?
2. Does customisation have an impact on the UK’s SME retail customers’ purchasing intentions?
3. What is the influence of electronic word-of-mouth on the UK’s SME retail customers?

[bookmark: _Toc234190548]1.6. Research Hypotheses
H1: Trendiness positively affects the customers' buying intention.
H2: Customisation has a positive effect on buying intention.
H3: Electronic word-of-mouth has a positive effect on the purchase intention of customers.
[bookmark: _Toc234190549]1.7. Significance of the Study
The study adds to the body of literature on social media marketing with its contribution to the conversion rate in a context that is missing from the current marketing research literature of UK SME retail businesses. The results might practically help SME managers determine the best social media marketing activities, which can boost customer purchase intention and improve marketing performance. The study can also provide support for evidence-based decision-making on the investment in digital marketing in resource-limited SME environments.
[bookmark: _Toc234190550]1.8. Overview of the Research
This study will explore how the five dimensions of Social Media Marketing Activities (SMMA) affect the buying intention of the customers of the SME retail businesses in the UK. The primary data will be collected from the customers who interact with the SME retailers through the social media platform, and the relationship between the study variables will be evaluated statistically. The results are likely to yield empirical evidence on the effectiveness of social media marketing activities, as well as practical recommendations for SME retailers to improve their digital marketing.


[bookmark: _Toc234190551]Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter critically reviews the literature relating to social media marketing activities and customer purchase intention. It lays out the theoretical underpinning of the study, provides an evaluation of the key dimensions of social media marketing activities, and introduces gaps in the current literature that support the proposed study.
[bookmark: _Toc234190552]2.1. Theoretical Foundation: Theory of Planned Behaviour
According to the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) developed by Ajzen (1991), behavioural intention is determined by attitude, subjective norm and perceived behavioural control. Behavioural intention is viewed as the most reliable predictor of actual behaviour, and it has been used extensively in research related to consumer online behaviour and purchase intention (Lee and Lee, 2013). In social media contexts, marketing operations can shape customers' attitudes toward brands and products by offering information, letting them interact with brands, and fostering positive perceptions (Hollebeek and Macky, 2019). Therefore, TPB is a suitable theory to explain the impact of social media marketing activities on customer purchase intention.
[bookmark: _Toc234190553]2.2. Social Media Marketing Activities
Social media marketing activities are the marketing activities that an organisation performs in order to reach its customers, deliver value to them and make an impact on their behaviour using social media. Kim and Ko (2012) suggested a five-dimensional model in which the dimensions are entertainment, interaction, trendiness, customisation and electronic word-of-mouth. This framework is one of the most widely used in social media marketing research and is the foundation of this study.
[bookmark: _Toc234190554]2.2.1. Trendiness and Customer Purchase Intention
Trendiness is the degree of providing timely, relevant and up-to-date information via social media platforms (Kim and Ko, 2012). Social media is a key source of information for consumers, with many turning to it to find out more about new products, promotions and market trends before buying. Organisations that always deliver useful and relevant content at the right time could therefore improve the usefulness perception of the customer and drive purchase intent (Romero and Molina, 2011).

According to Anas et al. (2023), there is a positive relationship between trendiness and purchase intention (Anas et al., 2023). Brands like this are seen as more innovative and responsive to market changes, leading to higher consumer trust and engagement (Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2020). However, Hollebeek and Macky (2019) say that too much promotional material can diminish user engagement, meaning that the power of being trendy is more about the quality and relevance of the information than how often it's updated. The results of these earlier studies are inconclusive and require further research, especially in the UK SME retail sector.
[bookmark: _Toc234190555]2.2.2. Customisation and Customer Purchase Intention
Customisation is the way organisations can provide personalised information, recommendations and marketing communications to individual customers and customer preferences (Aksoy et al., 2021). The use of digital technologies and data analytics has revolutionised the way businesses can personalise social media content to align with customer interests, browsing habits and purchase history, improving the customer experience.
In general, previous studies have confirmed that the use of customised content on social media has a positive effect on purchase intentions by boosting perceived relevance and customer satisfaction (Anas et al., 2023). Highly personalised marketing can be seen as intrusive by some customers, which can lower their trust and intention to buy (Keyzer, Dens and Pelsmacker, 2021). In contrast, these results show that the customisation-purchase intention relationship is context-specific and is in need of more empirical research.
[bookmark: _Toc234190556]2.2.3. Electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM) and Customer Purchase Intention
Electronic word of mouth (eWOM) is defined as customer-generated opinions, reviews, recommendations and experiences shared online (Roy et al., 2022). EWOM is generally considered to be more credible than organisational advertising since it is the word of other consumers, not of companies. Consequently, eWOM has emerged as one of the most important sources of information that impacts online purchasing decisions.
There are many empirical studies that have identified eWOM as a key determinant of purchase intention (Erkan and Evans, 2016). Positive customer feedback enhances product quality, trust, and brand credibility, fostering consumer confidence to make a buying decision (Regina, Rini and Sembiring, 2021). On the other hand, negative reviews can have a significant impact on purchase intent even in the case of robust marketing campaigns (Zinko et al., 2021). Most of the previous studies have found a positive relationship between eWOM and purchase intention, but the strength of the relationship differs among industries and cultures. This indicates the need for additional research in UK small business retail stores to identify the relative impact of eWOM on customers' purchase intention.
[bookmark: _Toc234190557]2.3. Customer Purchase Intention
The intention to purchase of a customer indicates that the person would like to buy a product or service in the future (Kytö, Virtanen and Mustonen, 2019). It is being widely used as a predictor of actual consumer behaviour and is being used as a primary dependent variable in this study. Purchase intention is broadly considered as being strongly influenced by consumer perceptions, trust, engagement and marketing communications as described in the existing literature of consumer behaviour in the context of the social media environment.
[bookmark: _Toc234190558]2.4. Conceptual Framework
Based on the TPB and social media marketing activities framework suggested by Kim and Ko (2012), this study suggests that trendiness, customisation and electronic word-of-mouth positively influence the purchase intention of customers of UK small business retail outlets. 
[image: ]
Figure 1: The Conceptual Framework (Author)
[bookmark: _Toc234190559]2.5. Literature Gap and Overview
From the literature analysed, the following gaps are highlighted. First, the current body of evidence is largely geared to large companies and luxury brands, not SMEs. Secondly, most of the empirical research conducted comes from outside the UK, which reduces the understanding of the UK retail context. Third, the results of previous research vary with respect to the relative impact of individual social media marketing activities on intention to purchase. Therefore, there is a need to conduct an empirical study, specific to the context, in order to explore the relationship between social media marketing activities and customer purchase intention among customers of UK SME retail businesses. The solution of these gaps will contribute to academic literature and management practice.

[bookmark: _Toc234190560]Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter describes the methodological approach which was followed to examine the effect of social media marketing activities on the purchase intention of customers of SME retail businesses in the United Kingdom. It addresses research philosophy, research approach, research design, sampling strategy, data collection measures, data analysis methods and ethical issues. The chosen approach is planned to be in line with the research goals and is feasible and rigorous in academic terms.
[bookmark: _Toc234190561]3.1. Research Philosophy
This research is based on a positivist research philosophy. Positivism is the philosophical belief that researchers can observe social phenomena and measure and analyze it objectively (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). The study aims to analyse the measurable relationships between activity in social media marketing and the intention of the customers to purchase the product; for this reason, a positivist approach is appropriate here. In addition, the use of numerical data and statistical analysis is in accordance with the positivist inquiry's principles.
[bookmark: _Toc234190562]3.2. Research Approach
A deductive research approach will be used in this research. Deductive research is a process that starts with theories or empirical evidence and then proposes hypotheses that are then tested through gathering data (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The approach is suitable because the study is based on the Theory of Planned Behaviour and literature related to social media marketing, where hypotheses were developed to explain the relationship between the social media marketing activities and customer purchase intentions.
[bookmark: _Toc234190563]3.3. Research Design
This study will employ a quantitative approach in a cross-sectional research design. Quantitative research is used to collect and analyse numerical data, to examine the relationships between variables and to test the hypotheses objectively (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). A cross-sectional design, by collecting data at one time, is practical and suitable for the study of present consumer perceptions and suggestions of behaviour. The quantitative approach is appropriate for this study because the study focuses on finding out how much each independent variable affects the dependent variable and the relative importance of each independent variable (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc234190564]3.4. Data Collection Method
A structured online questionnaire through Google Forms will be used to collect primary data. The questionnaire will be closed-ended with a 5-point Likert scale from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (5).
The questionnaire will be divided into three parts. The first section will gather demographic data. The second section will assess social media marketing, such as trend building, customisation and electronic word of mouth. The third section will evaluate customers' purchase intention. Variables will be modified from previously established and validated scales for social media marketing and consumer behaviour research to improve reliability and validity.
[bookmark: _Toc234190565]3.5. Population and Sampling
The population targeted are customers (active social media users) of the Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) retail businesses in the United Kingdom. Getting a complete sampling frame is impractical, so the study will be using convenience sampling and snowball sampling.
The questionnaire will be sent via social media, online forums and personal networks. Current respondents will also be asked to recommend the survey to those who are eligible. The study aims to collect about 100 valid responses, which is deemed to be sufficient for the intended statistical analyses.
[bookmark: _Toc234190566]3.6. Data Analysis
The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) will be used for the analysis of data. Data analysis will be undertaken in 4 stages. The descriptive statistics will be employed to summarise the descriptive nature of the respondents to give a general outline of the data. Second, the reliability and internal consistency of the measurement scales will be tested by Cronbach's Alpha. Thirdly, Pearson correlation analysis will be used to establish the direction and strength of the relationships among the study variables. Finally, multiple regression analysis will be used to determine the contribution of entertainment, interaction, trendiness, customisation and electronic word of mouth on influencing customer purchase intention. As the number of independent variables is more than one, multiple regression is an appropriate method to be used in this case, as it can examine multiple variables simultaneously and determine the strongest variables that predict the dependent variable of purchase intention.
[bookmark: _Toc234190567]3.7. Ethical Considerations
The study will adhere to the ethical needs of the university and data protection laws. Participants will have to opt in to the study, and information about the purpose of the research will be made clear to participants before participation.
Everyone will have the right to leave at any time without any problem. No personally identifiable information will be collected, and all responses will be anonymous and confidential. Data will be collected and stored safely, and only for academic research purposes. Primary data will not be collected without ethical approval.
[bookmark: _Toc234190568]3.8. Methodology Overview
The methodology proposed in this chapter has been explained for studying the relationship between social media marketing activities and customer purchase intention for customers of UK SME retail businesses. The research methodology is positivist with a deductive research approach, a quantitative design, and a survey strategy is chosen to maximise the research objectives and hypotheses that can be answered statistically.



[bookmark: _Toc234190569]Chapter 4: Expected Findings
This study aims to assess the effect of social media marketing activities (SMMA) on customer purchase intention of SME retail businesses in the United Kingdom. All five dimensions of the SMMA framework, namely trendiness, customisation, and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), are hypothesised to have positive relationships with customer purchase intention, based on the Theory of Planned Behaviour and previous empirical studies.
In particular, electronic word of mouth is expected to have the greatest effect on purchase intention because customers' reviews and recommendations are believed to be credible when communicated via social media channels (Moran and Muzellec, 2014). Interaction is also expected to greatly impact purchase intention through improved customer engagement and trust. Moreover, the positive attitude of consumers towards entertaining and trendy content is expected to enhance their purchase intention towards SME retailers. Personalisation and relevance of marketing communications are also expected to be a positive contribution, as is customisation.
The results should give empirical evidence about the relative importance of various social media marketing activities in the UK SME retail environment. This evidence can help with academic learning and inform managers in creating better social media marketing practices to boost customer engagement and buying behaviour.



[bookmark: _Toc234190570]Chapter 5: Limitations
There are several limitations to the study. Firstly, the research will be limited to customers of SME retail businesses in the United Kingdom, which might restrict the generalisability of findings to other sectors and geographical contexts. Second, the study will use a convenience sampling method that can lead to sampling bias and the non-representativeness of the sample (Pickering and Blaszczynski, 2021).
Third, the study will employ a cross-sectional design, which involves data collected at one time. This means that over time, changes in consumer perceptions and behaviours cannot be studied. Last, the findings will be based on self-reported responses, subject to respondent bias and perception errors.
However, these constraints will be minimised by the use of existing scales, pilot testing, and the use of appropriate statistical analysis procedures to improve the reliability and validity of the findings.
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Table 1: The Gantt Chart (Author)


[bookmark: _Toc234190572]Chapter 7: Conclusion
This idea has been presented as a study to measure the effect of Social Media Marketing Activities on customers' purchasing intention in SME retail businesses in the United Kingdom. This study fills an important void in the literature that addresses the role of entertainment, interaction, trendiness, customisation, and electronic word-of-mouth in a UK SME retail environment. The proposed study will help to add to the academic knowledge and practice in the field of social media marketing by delivering empirical findings on the effectiveness of various social media marketing activities. In conclusion, the study could offer significant insights that can help shape better digital marketing strategies and enhance the understanding of consumer behaviour in today's retail landscape.
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