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Abstract
This research investigated relationship TikTok and Instagram marketing has with buying decision of Generation-Z in the UK fast fashion industry. The study investigated a research problem created by lack of the platform-specific evidence and the uncertainty between exposure, engagement, purchase intent, and actual purchase. Besides, the uses AIDA Model and Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), as the theoretical framework for explaining the role of features of platform in shaping user attention, interest, desire, action, and information processing. Further, the secondary qualitative design was implemented with structured thematic analysis with the help of 24 sources. The results analysed significant variations between platform pathways. The evidence from TikTok highlights discovery through algorithms, speedy trend circulation, and impulse cues, while the evidence from Instagram focuses more on aesthetics, expertise, usefulness, social proof, and shopping evaluation. According to the evidence in the UK market, 93% of social media buyers made purchases directly or indirectly, and 71% said they made spontaneous purchases. Among UK online adults, Ofcom established 56% reach for TikTok, and 78% reach for Instagram. An analysis of sustainability showed mixed results. Further, 77.2% felt that social media influenced fashion and 68.4% followed fashion influencers who shared sustainable fashion. However, with FOMO, low prices and fast trends, it can still be possible to maintain unsustainable buying. The research recommended that platform-specific marketing strategies, stronger review, credibility practices, and sustainability communication reduces misleading urgency. It is concluded that social media influence is conditional rather than uniform, but it is influenced by platform design, credibility, value, and sustainability tensions when making the purchase decisions.
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[bookmark: _Toc241064230]Chapter 1: Introduction and Rationale
[bookmark: _Toc241064231]1.1. Research Background
The role of social media platforms, like TikTok and Instagram has transformed the operational dynamics between young customers and fashion retailers. Besides, these digital platforms act as pivotal tools in contemporary retail landscape for product evaluation and commercial transactions. In UK, fast fashion industry is the most competitive in digital retail. Mintel (2025) estimated that the UK clothing retail market was worth £67.8 billion. Further, Retail Economics (2024) forecasted that by 2028, UK social commerce would hit £16 billion, which reflects integration of social content and direct online shopping functionality. According to TikTok (2025), 30 million users use the platform in the UK per month. Similarly, Statista (2025) revealed that there are 34.71 million active Instagram users in the UK. Thus, social media is a vital marketplace for fast fashion brands to market their products, as shoppers explore, compare, and purchase items on these platforms.
The UK fast fashion sector is a driver of digital growth, as Gen-Z has emerged as the main consumer group. Besides, the global spending power of Gen-Z is projected to be $12 trillion by 2030 (NielsenIQ, 2024). Further, PwC (2022) predicted global digital advertising spending to reach €709.3 billion by 2025, demonstrating the commercial significance of understanding the effects of the various social media platforms on purchasing behaviour. According to YouGov (2025), 66% of consumers in Generation Z research products on social media, while 35% of older consumers do so. Moreover, Mintel (2025) reported that in the last 12 months, 52% of young consumers in the UK bought clothes directly from social media. The results on this aspect showed that Gen-Z is highly engaged with digital content, and liable to online recommendations. 
Even though TikTok and Instagram have positioned them as commercial leaders, they affect consumers in diverse ways in terms of marketing. According to Herman (2023), TikTok relies on an algorithmically curated For You Page that distributes short-form video content without needing existing follower base. This is reflected by Gutelle (2026) who found that 67% of younger shoppers say they find new products on TikTok. In contrast, Instagram is all about carefully curated visual content, brand identities, and social proof to add to consumer trust. Safitri (2022) revealed that users who are familiar with a brand tend to have a higher conversion rate for Instagram post and story. Moreover, 39% of Gen-Z customers in the UK have finished fashion purchases from Instagram's in app shopping features (Williams, 2019). Thus, TikTok excels at initial product discovery, while Instagram supports visual identity building and direct sales conversions.
The consumption patterns of Gen-Z reveal a different paradox regarding environmental sustainability and fast fashion purchasing habits. McKinsey (2025) reported that 46% of the UK consumers intend to reduce their purchases of fast fashion products. Escourido-Calvo et al. (2025) stated that financial affordability and trend-seeking behaviours are key drivers towards fast fashion purchases. Besides, social media continues to accelerate these purchasing cycles through viral trend formats. One example is UGC like haul videos and Get Ready with me videos, which not only generate repeat sales, but also show users newly released fashion items through recommendation algorithms. Thus, this means that micro-trends on social platforms often override green values, which lead to rapid product consumption among the young UK shoppers.
Social media marketing and consumer behaviour have been explored in numerous studies, but many still distinguishes between individual platform mechanisms. Meng et al. (2024) showed that short form video ads are effective in improving product discovery, while Liu and Zheng (2024) found that credibility of influencers positively influences purchase intention. Thus, current literature lacks direct comparative evaluation between TikTok and Instagram within the UK fast fashion context. Moreover, less academic attention has evaluated role of platform specific recommendation algorithms in sustainability paradox among Gen-Z shoppers. Thus, lack of platform level analysis reduces usefulness of current research for retail marketers. However, this research fills these gaps by conducting a comparative study of TikTok and Instagram as social commerce platforms in the UK fast fashion industry.
[bookmark: _Toc241064232]1.2. Research Rationale
[bookmark: _Toc241064233]1.2.1 Theoretical Justification
This research revealed an integrative theory in digital marketing and social commerce on a platform-comparative approach, from which the theoretical discussion can be extended. Besides, this research builds on two existing theories. These include AIDA Model (Attention, Interest, Desire, Action) proposed by Tristanto (2021) and Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) by Petty and Cacioppo (1986). Further, the research integrates these models to examine how unique social media mechanisms help in consumer decision-making stages. In case of AIDA Model, this research contributes by linking different features of social commerce on each stage of buyer decision cycle. The model is used traditionally by marketing communications to be a linear process across generic media channels. According to Chaffey and Smith (2022), the digital platforms split customer journey into discrete algorithmic micro-touchpoints. However, this research narrows down the scope by showing that TikTok is mainly at the Attention and Interest stage and uses algorithmic content discovery. In case, Instagram works well at Desire and Action through curated feeds that are aesthetically pleasing and built-in checkout features. 
Moreover, the current research contributes towards Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) by identifying peripheral mechanisms and cognitive processing routes, which exists in these platforms. Pan (2024) argued that social media context promote peripheral processing, as people tend to consume information rapidly. Besides, this research builds upon ELM theory by indicating that TikTok's For You Page is a platform that continuously offers peripheral cues. These cues comprise of viral sounds (like counts) and instant interaction with peers. Instagram, in case offers peripheral cues that link to visual appearance, brand prestige and source credibility of influencers. 
Moreover, the source credibility and parasocial interaction are assessed as psychological mechanisms in social commerce environments. According to Liu and Zheng (2024), the customer trust in content creators relies on perceived authenticity and relational closeness with creators. Besides, the research builds on this theoretical argument by analysing differences between platform interfaces in terms of parasocial bonding. For instance, TikTok fosters parasocial closeness through spontaneous short video formats, while Instagram builds source credibility via curated influencer lifestyles. Thus, this research advances the field of consumer psychology in terms of comparing and contrasting relational persuasion paths and platforms.
Finally, this study proposes a theoretical contingency in social commerce, which is conceptualized as the sustainability paradox associated with the platform. However, prior consumer behaviour literature analyses ethical purchasing intentions and unsustainable actions as an individual cognitive dissonance problem. Escourido-Calvo et al. (2025) argued that external marketing stimuli systematically moderate ethical decision-making. Thus, this research contributes toward theoretical understanding on the role of digital marketing environments in moderating sustainable consumption intentions by presenting how short-form video algorithms can lead to impulse buying.
[bookmark: _Toc241064234]1.2.2 Practical Justification
Beyond theoretical contribution, this research carries direct practical value for fast fashion retailers and digital marketers operating in the UK. With social commerce spending forecast to reach £16 billion by 2028 (Retail Economics, 2024) and UK clothing retail already worth £67.8 billion (Mintel, 2025a), brands face growing pressure to allocate marketing budgets efficiently across platforms rather than treating TikTok and Instagram interchangeably. Findings from this study can guide marketers in tailoring content strategy, campaign timing and creative format to the stage of the purchase journey each platform serves well, TikTok for discovery, Instagram for conversion. The research also carries relevance for brand and sustainability teams, since it examines how platform-driven marketing mechanisms may unintentionally accelerate unsustainable consumption among Gen-Z shoppers. Understanding this paradox equips retailers to design campaigns that support commercial performance without undermining stated environmental commitments, an increasingly important balance for strategic decision-making in retail marketing.
[bookmark: _Toc241064235]1.3. Research Contribution and Motivation
This research is motivated by the widening gap between the pace of social commerce growth and the depth of academic understanding of how individual platforms shape consumer behaviour. While existing studies examine TikTok (Meng et al., 2024) or Instagram (Safitri, 2022) in isolation, or focus on general influencer credibility (Liu and Zheng, 2024), few offer a direct, platform-comparative analysis within a single retail context. This dissertation contributes to closing that gap by synthesising secondary data to build a comparative account of how TikTok and Instagram function differently across the Gen-Z purchase journey in UK fast fashion. It further contributes a novel angle by linking platform-level marketing mechanisms to the sustainability paradox, an area McKinsey (2025) and Escourido-Calvo et al. (2025) address separately from platform dynamics. Personally, this topic reflects an interest in how digital retail strategy can reconcile commercial growth with responsible consumption, making it a timely, underexplored area for dissertation research.
Another contribution is the platform distinction between influence and consumer response. The study is not based on the assumption that exposure equals purchase. Instead, it examines the alternative ways in which discovery, evaluation, social proof, and value conditions can play themselves in the same consumer journey. George, et al. (2025) showed that there was a lack of platform-specific research in the field of fashion influencer studies, which supports the comparative direction of this research. This research also contributes by including sustainability in the platform comparison. Kang and Badal (2025) showed that sustainable and fast fashion behaviour could not always be explained through a simple attitude-behaviour gap. Handranata and Kalila (2025) further showed that credibility could influence attitudes towards the fashion influencers. Their evidence analysed a need to investigate consumer assessments of social information, instead of measuring the engagement alone. Motivation will thus be academic and practical. Academically, the research links platform structure, consumer assessment, and sustainability in a single analytical account. For retailers, it offers a framework to differentiate the role of the platforms while avoiding claims that visibility alone produces purchasing. The research is useful to understand the conditions of the Gen Z's fashion decision in the UK market with this focus. 
[bookmark: _Toc241064236]1.4. Research Aim, Objectives, and Questions
The research aim is to identify the influence of TikTok and Instagram marketing on Gen-Z purchase decisions within the UK fast fashion sector through systematic secondary data analysis. The objectives include:
· To critically contrast the unique marketing mechanisms and user-generated content (UGC) configurations of TikTok and Instagram in driving brand engagement and purchasing behaviour among UK Gen-Z consumers
· To evaluate theoretical models that account for the persuasive power of social media on Gen Z consumer decision-making
· To identify the sustainability paradox among Gen-Z fast fashion consumption and its relationship with platform-driven marketing
However, the research questions are as follows:
1. How do the distinct marketing mechanisms and user-generated content (UGC) formats of TikTok and Instagram differentially influence brand engagement and purchasing decisions among Gen-Z consumers in the UK fast fashion industry?
2. Which theories describe the persuasive impact of social media marketing among Gen-Z consumers?
[bookmark: _Toc241064237]1.5. Dissertation Structure
This dissertation is organised into six chapters. 
· Chapter One introduced the research background, rationale, aim, objectives and questions. 
· Chapter Two reviewed existing literature on social commerce, platform-specific marketing mechanisms and Gen-Z consumption behaviour, situating the study within current theoretical debate. 
· Chapter Three outlined the secondary research methodology, including data sources, selection criteria and analytical approach. 
· Chapter Four presented findings from the synthesised secondary data, organised around the research objectives. 
· Chapter Five discussed these findings in relation to the theoretical framework established earlier. 
· Chapter Six concluded the dissertation, summarising key contributions, practical recommendations and limitations for future research.



[bookmark: _Toc241064238]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc241064239]2.1 Introduction
The chapter reviews and critically analyses literature on the relationship between social media marketing, platform-specific mechanisms and user-generated content (UGC) and influencer marketing with fast-fashion buying in the UK among Gen-Z, rather than descriptively summarising previous research, it asks the following questions: How are TikTok and Instagram theorised, compared and empirically tested? What is missing from the accounts? It integrates Attention-Interest-Desire-Action (AIDA) and Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) as lenses to examine persuasion and then moves to the sustainability paradox that is the consumption of Gen-Z. The chapter ends with a realisation of the lack of literature that could be improved by using a platform-comparative approach in the current study.
[bookmark: _Toc241064240]2.2 Social Media Marketing, Social Commerce and UK Fast Fashion
[bookmark: _Toc241064241]2.2.1 Evolution of social media marketing
The digital marketing landscape has now transitioned from one-way communication to participatory communication, in which the customer provides feedback, shares and helps create content (Chaffey and Smith, 2022). Social platforms can be understood as both communicative and commercial spaces. Moreover, a recent empirical systematic literature review of fashion influencer research, guided by PRISMA, found that most common antecedents of purchase intention are source credibility, trust, and attractiveness, while source credibility theory and theory of planned behaviour are frequently applied theoretical lenses (George et al., 2025). Their review also pointed to methodological problems with previous work that sees “social media” as a singular entity and does not distinguish between platform mechanisms, which are the aim of this research.
[bookmark: _Toc241064242]2.2.2 Social commerce and fast fashion
Social commerce is the merging of discovery, entertainment, and transactions in a single platform such as TikTok Shop and shopping tags on Instagram. This is where fast fashion flourishes, due to the ever-changing nature of fashion, the low cost and impulse purchasing, which is heavily reliant on imagery. This is set against the backdrop of the UK market, which is expected to be worth £16 billion by 2028, according to Retail Economics (2024). Empirically, Lee and Chen (2021) applied the Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) approach to model impulse buying in live-streaming commerce through a survey-based structural model. It found that streamer interactivity and perceived enjoyment had a significant effect on increasing the urge to buy, which analysed that commerce features intensify impulsivity rather than just facilitating it.
[bookmark: _Toc241064243]2.2.3 Reasons why Gen-Z is significant to this environment
The fact that Gen-Z are a digital native and that they rely on social media as a major source to research products (66% vs 35% across older generations) makes this generation a structurally important generation for social commerce. You et al. (2022) conducted a survey with 348 Gen-Z social media users in China and identified multiple dimensions of convenience that impacted their cognitive and affective attitudes, leading to impulsive buying behaviour, moderated by exposure of social media celebrities, implying that convenience on its own is not sufficient to explain impulse buying, it is also parasocial exposure. Existing studies in the literature point to the importance of social commerce in fast fashion without considering the ‘social media’ as a single stimulus, and therefore social commerce is important in different ways on different platforms. 
[bookmark: _Toc241064244]2.3 TikTok and Instagram as Platform-Specific Marketing Environments
[bookmark: _Toc241064245]2.3.1 TikTok’s marketing mechanisms
TikTok's For You Page (FYP) allows businesses, especially small and new ones, to be found algorithmically unlike follower distribution, as claimed by Herman (2023). This algorithmic logic is supported by empirical research on short-form video content. Meng et al. (2024) analysed 2,578 TikTok videos from 128 users, and found that trustworthiness, expertise, attractiveness, authenticity, and brand heritage were content attributes that strongly associated with consumer purchase behaviour. It revealed that TikTok’s persuasive power depends on both its algorithm and content design. This also aligns with the youth consumer psychology. By extending the SOR model to mobile short-video advertising, Tian et al. (2022) also found that vividness and interactivity stimulated positive emotional and cognitive responses, which subsequently increased purchase intention. However, the relationship between emotional arousal and actual conversion remained relatively weak, which analysed that TikTok may be influential for product discovery and impulse responses than for deliberate purchasing.
However, live commerce expands this one more step. The study of Qin and Jin (2022) and Wang et al. (2022) both employed survey-based structural equation models to analyse the live-streaming viewers in China, both of which were found that the interaction, perceived trust and parasocial engagement were all positively related to purchase intention, with the quality of interaction further impacting impulsive purchasing behaviour. Overall, the studies in this chapter uphold the hypothesis of Chapter 1 that TikTok is better for Attention and knowing more about a product/service and inconclusive for consistent Action.
[bookmark: _Toc241064246]2.3.2 Instagram’s marketing mechanisms
Instagram's marketing logic is more curatorial: aesthetic branding, influencer collaborations and social proof (likes, comments and follower counts) are all constructed from purposefully crafted content. Safitri (2022) shows how Instagram posts, Stories and Reels influence consumer response and Williams (2019) show how UK Gen-Z interacts with the shopping functionality on Instagram. The findings of Duffett and Mxunyelwa (2025) further show that algorithmic exposure is not the only factor shaping persuasion among Gen Z consumers. Their study, which examined the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) alongside the Source Credibility Model, found that perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use were important toward the persuasive process. Moreover, attractiveness and expertise also influenced the Gen-Z consumers’ purchase intentions.
[bookmark: _Toc241064247]2.3.3 Critical TikTok–Instagram comparison
	Dimension
	TikTok
	Instagram

	Primary discovery mechanism
	Algorithmic FYP
	Following/Explore/Reels

	Content style
	Short-form, spontaneous
	Curated, visual, lifestyle-oriented

	Main consumer role
	Discovery and entertainment
	Identity, evaluation and shopping

	Persuasion
	Virality, trends, social interaction
	Aesthetics, credibility, social proof

	UGC
	Highly trend-driven
	More curated

	Influencer relationship
	Informal/relatable
	Aspirational/lifestyle

	Purchase pathway
	Discovery → interest → potential impulse
	Discovery → desire → conversion

	Fast-fashion relevance
	Micro-trends, rapid consumption
	Brand identity, product presentation



[bookmark: _Toc240564322]Table 2.1: TikTok–Instagram comparison based on dimensions
(Source: Self-Created)
This table is only supported part way by the evidence above. Both TikTok Shop and Instagram Shopping offer short-form video and influencer marketing, and both enable consumers to shop in-app, so it is not far-fetched to think that TikTok and Instagram are developing parallel paths for consumers, or whether the two stores are simply evolving as quickly as the branding. George et al. (2025) conducted a systematic literature review and found limited research directly testing this convergence hypothesis. Further, studies that examine the relationship often treat platforms as separate contexts rather than comparing them within same research design, which leaves a gap that this research aims to address.
Another way to interpret platform differences is how algorithms are used to categorise the contents for consumers. Haq et al. (2026) explored the 458 Generation Z users and found that personalisation in the use of Instagram was associated with an increase in perceived creativity (β = 0.578) and authenticity (β = 0.664). These both had indirect effects on the purchase intention. That means that pictures alone do not produce persuasion. Algorithmic relevance can change the nature of user's response to advertising. That means platform architecture should be treated as an enabling mechanism rather than a direct cause of purchase. For example, TikTok fashion videos had an impact on attitude, trust, and purchase intention. It is found that relationship between video content and purchase intention was mediated by attitude and trust. This is important because reach measures visibility, while persuasion requires a response from the customer.
[bookmark: _Toc241064248]2.4 User-Generated Content, Influencer Marketing and Gen-Z Engagement
[bookmark: _Toc241064249]2.4.1 User-generated content
From haul videos to “get ready with me” (GRWM) videos, outfit reviews and peer recommendations, UGC is widely thought to be more effective than ads created by brands because it doesn't feel like an ad. When looking at the impact of brand content versus UGC on Gen-Z's intention to purchase sustainable fashion, El-Shihy and Awaad (2025) discovered that UGC had a more significant effect than brand content, with UGC being perceived as more authentic and relatable to peers. However, authenticity is something that is not guaranteed there: sponsored hauls, brand partnerships masquerading as such and the like of it all commercialises authenticity, and Gen-Z is not always the best at spotting. Liu (2022) investigated the relationship between UGC's persuasiveness and consumers' perception of fast-fashion sustainability in a survey study and found that the persuasiveness of UGC and its level of trust are two different concepts.
[bookmark: _Toc241064250]2.4.2 Credibility of influencer and parasocial relationship
The one-sided intimacy that audiences feel towards influencers, known as parasocial relationships, is now considered less as a mere additive and more as a means by which the credibility of influencers is transferred to purchase behaviour. This is more in-depth than other studies that consider “credibility” as a one-facet factor and found that both expertise and trustworthiness factor could be used as a basis for forming a parasocial relationship which resulted in purchase intention in a survey of 407 respondents’ Indonesian beauty-influencer followers using PLS-SEM by Muhmin et al. (2026). This is an improvement over the three-mechanism source credibility, parasocial relationship, and perceived authenticity theory of Liu and Zheng (2024), which suggests that source credibility, parasocial relationship and perceived authenticity mechanisms are not equally weighted and not equally mediated. Based on Wang et al.'s (2022) study on live-commerce, evidence suggests that micro-influencers and peer-creators were considered more relatable and less commercial when compared to macro-influencers and celebrities and that, as a result, their parasocial engagement was more likely to result in purchase intention than was the number of followers.
[bookmark: _Toc241064251]2.4.3 Engagement and Gen-Z purchasing
While likes, comments, shares and views are often regarded as measures of marketing effectiveness, a growing body of literature suggests that social media engagement does not have a simple linear relationship with actual buying behaviour. Roy et al. (2025) adopted a hybrid model combining PLS SEM and an artificial neural network (ANN) approach among Gen-Z social media users and found that, although behavioural engagement factors explained a significant proportion of variance in purchase intention, while the other factors, including price sensitivity and post exposure deliberation, were not fully captured by the model. Thus, these factors may operate between behavioural engagement and purchase intention, which highlights the complexity of converting online engagement into actual purchasing behaviour. This seems to support the notion that conceptually and empirically, brand awareness, engagement, purchase intent and purchase are not the same and do not fall on a continuum (as will be discussed in Section 2.7 in the context of AIDA).
Social relations should be paid more attention. In an online experiment with 280 Gen Z participants, Hammond et al. (2025) found that the viral TikTok videos had an immediate impact on purchase intention. Besides, perceived loyalty, openness and willingness to share information with creators positively influenced Parasocial Interaction, which subsequently influenced Purchase intention. This implies that viral reach and relational influence can work gradually. Thus, Influencer effectiveness may depend on perceived closeness and expertise. In a study, Djafarova and Davies (2025) analysed the use of human and virtual influencers in fashion and beauty content on Tik-Tok. They applied the mixed methods study and included factors of trustworthiness, expertise, content quality, and parasocial interaction. This extends the scope of credibility from a source characteristic towards an ongoing relationship.
[bookmark: _Toc241064252]2.5 Gen-Z Purchase Decision-Making in Fast Fashion
[bookmark: _Toc241064253]2.5.1 Characteristics of Gen-Z purchasing
Gen-Z buying habits include being digital native, trend sensitive, more price sensitive, identity expression through consumption (NielsenIQ, 2024), (YouGov, 2025) and (Mintel, 2025). Harantová and Mazanec (2025) surveyed 340 Slovak Gen-Z consumers and found that emotional arousal and environmental consciousness have a synergistic effect on in-store attitudes, which has a direct impact on Section 2.6.
[bookmark: _Toc241064254]2.5.2 Factors that affect the purchasing decisions relating to fast fashion clothing
These are all coupled with platform-level drivers like algorithmic personalisation, which are in turn driven by economic, psychological and social factors. Integrating environmental knowledge, need for uniqueness and materialism as moderators of the TPB, Wojdyla and Chi (2024) found that with 528 US Gen-Z consumers, the model accounted for 68.9% of the variance, with attitude, perceived behavioural control, environmental knowledge and fashion leadership all being significant predictors of intention to purchase fast fashion. It is interesting to note that both the effect of environmental knowledge on purchase intention and the effect of fashion leadership on purchase intention was negative, which is a contradiction as explained in Section 2.6. In line with this, Escourido-Calvo et al. (2025) identify affordability and trend seeking as the most important factors.
[bookmark: _Toc241064255]2.5.3 From Intention to buy to buying
The path from exposure to purchase is not a direct one or a sure one. Roy et al. (2025) revealed that only a part of the influence of engagement on purchase intention occurs, while Tian et al. (2022) noted that the conversion from emotional arousal to purchase from short video content is not a consistent phenomenon. This means that there is some attrition in the Exposure, Attention, Engagement, Interest, Intention and Purchase. This puts AIDA in a nice, but incomplete, description of the model and adds to that in Section 2.7.
Towards Social commerce and the movement from intention to purchase, it is identified about difference between purchase intention and purchase decision-making. Fatimah et al. (2026) conducted a survey on Gen-Z social media users who have made purchases through social media. They found a significant relationship between social media and the purchase of clothes (β = 0.74, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.41). The top factor that influenced purchasing decisions was user reviews followed by visual appeal and exposure to influencers. Retail Economics (2025) found that 78% of Gen Z, compared with 47% of adults in the UK, had done online shopping directly from social platforms. This is relevant for fast fashion, as product in front of the consumer and deals are becoming more intertwined. However, the evidence does not prove that social media alone causes purchase. It indicates that discovery and evaluation are becoming interdependent with transaction. Thus, this type of proof enables a staged interpretation of purchase behaviour, rather than exposure to purchase pathway.
[bookmark: _Toc241064256]2.6 Gen-Z, Fast Fashion and the Sustainability Paradox
[bookmark: _Toc241064257]2.6.1 Gen-Z sustainability consciousness
Gen-Z is the most environmentally conscious generation of consumers, preferring circular and sustainable fashion (Escourido-Calvo et al., 2025; McKinsey, 2025). In turn, Xiao (2025) studied fashion consumers' response towards cultural sustainability messaging and discovered that the authenticity of the cultural element of the sustainability claim positively influenced purchase intentions, suggesting that sustainability messages are more likely to be effective when they align with cultural values and less effective when using factual environmental information.
[bookmark: _Toc241064258]2.6.2 Intention–behaviour gap
However, at times, this awareness is deceptive and people buy. Both Zhang et al. (2023) who profiled sustainable-fashion consumers in China, and Vlastelica et al. (2023) who studied environmentally and socially responsible apparel consumption among young adults in the Czech Republic identified a combination of positive environmental attitudes along with ongoing conventional fashion consumption, with price and convenience and social pressure both found to play a moderating role. The “sustainability paradox” is about values and purchases not going hand in hand, as financial and social acceptance and trendiness are more immediate rewards than environmental benefits.
[bookmark: _Toc241064259]2.6.3 TikTok and Instagram: Reinforcement of the paradox
This paradox is not necessarily a contradiction to the platform mechanics; it can be developed by the mechanics themselves. In an empirical study of 345 consumers in the United States, Haque and Lang (2025) examined how Gen-Z consumers respond to greenwashing in fast fashion. They found that greenwashed promotional messages could generate both positive and negative emotional responses, while perceived greenwashing had a negative, but not complete, effect on purchase intention. This indicates that even sceptical consumers may still be influenced by algorithmically optimised promotional messages. Further, this contributes to the creation that reveals how TikTok's trend-acceleration and Instagram's aspirational visuality create high-volume, fast-paced consumption habits, both of which can detract from the purported sustainability claims, even if that is not evident to the consumers. The empirical question, which is central to the issue, remains to be answered: is social media a consequence of an already established demand or does it really create demand, as most of the studies quoted speak of attitudes, of intentions to act.
Acikgoz et al. (2026) explored the attitudes of Gen-Z towards sustainable clothing and identified psychological and functional barriers in the intention-behaviour gap. Their study shows that simply being worried about environment does not essentially mean adopting a sustainable purchasing behaviour when the practical barriers affect their purchasing decisions. This is important because convenience, cost, and quick product discovery can be brought closer to end of decision-making process in platform environments. In contrast, Ikramuddin et al. (2025) analysed the factors affecting intention to purchase fashion products for Gen-Z in TikTok Shop, while focusing on the digital marketing, influencers and discounts. Thus, sustainability should be analysed not just with convenience value and platform incentives rather than an isolated attitude alone.
[bookmark: _Toc241064260]2.7 Theoretical Framework
[bookmark: _Toc241064261]2.7.1 AIDA Model
AIDA (Attention, Interest, Desire, and Action) has been largely used to understand how platforms can drive consumers to purchase (Tristanto et al., 2021; Chaffey and Smith, 2022). This is done by grabbing attention with algorithmic recommendations, engaging with interest with creators’ demos, reviews and commentary, creating desire with aesthetics, social proof and aspirational framing, as well as prompting action with in-app shopping, like TikTok Shop and Instagram Shopping. The above evidence is complicated sequential reading, however. Both Tian et al. (2022) and Roy et al. (2025) detected lower than expected relationships between the early and latter stages, which means that social-media consumer journeys are recursive; a consumer may return to the Interest phase after the Desire stage as a result of coming upon a competing product. The core issue with AIDA is it is quintessentially linear in an algorithmically tailored, repetitive and non-sequential world.
[bookmark: _Toc241064262]2.7.2 Elaboration Likelihood Model
Elaboration likelihood model (ELM) (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986) makes a distinction between central route processing (where product information, price, quality, sustainability are carefully taken into account) versus peripheral route processing (where heuristics such as influencer credibility, visual appeal, and social proof are used). Pan (2024) concurs that this difference applies to social media buying. The related literature provides further support for this relationship. Studies applying TAM to live commerce found that peripheral factors, such as streamer credibility, and interactivity had a stronger influence on purchase intention formation (Qing and Jin, 2022). Similarly, Duffett and Mxunyelwa (2025) found that perceived usefulness influenced purchase intention regardless of streamer attractiveness, which analysed that functional value can remain important alongside source related factors. This implies that Gen Z consumers may not process information in the same way throughout the purchase journey. They may scroll through TikTok’s FYP and process information peripherally when discovering a product. However, at the point of purchase, they may process information more centrally by assessing product details, sustainability claims and price. This highlights why a one-size fits all view of social media persuasion may overlook important differences in how consumers respond to content.
[bookmark: _Toc241064263]2.7.3 Incorporating AIDA and ELM
The models suggest in combination that the platform characteristics drive to marketing stimuli which in turn drive to Attention and Interest (AIDA) and then to Desire, then to Purchase Intention and Action and then to fast-fashion purchase behaviour that might not necessarily reflect sustainability values expressed and might be dependent on the consumer motivation and platform situation (ELM). AIDA is a sequence of steps that should be followed for a purchase to occur, and ELM is a model of the processing of the persuasive information during each of the steps. As stated in Chapter 1, TikTok is linked to Attention/Interest (mostly peripherally and algorithmically), Instagram is linked to Desire/Action (peripherally and aesthetically, then more centrally through evaluative information such as reviews and information from shopping pages).
This distinction is crucial, as attention does not necessarily lead to deliberate evaluation. TikTok may generate attention through viral content, while Instagram may provide opportunities for evaluation through personalised advertising. The two theories balance each other. AIDA refers to transitions between stages, while ELM is provided to explain why users might use peripheral cues at one time. This offers better grounds for comparison of platforms. Thus, this framework can be used to study the differences in platforms without assuming identical cognitive responses.
[bookmark: _Toc241064264]2.8 Critical Synthesis and Literature Gap
To summarise the previous sections there are four gaps. The other comparison is platform-specific comparison: most studies conducted in this field, including George's et al. (2025) systematic review, study the social media as a whole group or study one single platform only, so most of the time, no comparison study between TikTok and Instagram is conducted in the same study design. Second, UK fast-fashion context: although there is a large body of empirical studies in developed countries like the USA, China, Indonesia and the Southeast Asian region, UK Gen-Z consumption habits in the fast-fashion sector are comparatively under-examined, even though the UK has a unique trajectory in social commerce (Retail Economics, 2024). Third, UGC and platform mechanisms: UGC and influencer credibility have been firmly established as influential (El-Shihy and Awaad, 2025; Muhmin et al., 2026), yet how the UGC is influential in one platform versus another, for example, an algorithmically driven feed versus a curated grid, has been under-theorised. Fourth, there is a well-documented intention-behaviour gap with Gen-Z, but the extent to which platform-specific marketing mechanism can explicitly reinforce – rather than just coexist – with this paradox is not yet well modelled.
The literature overall notes the effects of social media on Gen-Z fast fashion purchasing, however, an integrated account of how platform specific mechanisms, UGC and influencers, dual-route consumer processing and staged pathways to purchasing are specifically connected to purchasing fast fashion in the UK Gen-Z is not yet possible. This is precisely where the current dissertation comes into play.
[bookmark: _Toc241064265]2.9 Chapter Summary
Nowadays, social media has become an integral part of the fast-fashion business and TikTok and Instagram are doing this in different ways but increasingly similar. There is an empirical distinction between engagement and purchase intention, and the credibility of the UGC and influencer impact Gen-Z engagement and purchase intention. In a well-documented sustainability paradox, Gen-Z fast-fashion buying is not only a result of platform mechanics, it also pioneers contradictory consumption. The AIDA process was a description of the process of the consumer, and the ELM was the description of the dual processing, which takes place in the AIDA process. Existing literature relating to the fast-fashion context in the UK shows a lack of direct platform comparison. The methodology of a systematic literature review that was performed to further understand this evidence base is described in chapter 3.


[bookmark: _Toc241064266]Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc241064267]3.1. Introduction
This chapter discussed how the research has been conducted to examine TikTok and Instagram in the UK fast fashion without gathering any primary data. The study uses secondary qualitative evidence, as the research question deals with meanings, platform practices, and consumer responses in the existing evidence. The decision is based on the research gap identified in literature, where direct comparison between platforms remains limited. Further, the research aims to identify the patterns and paradoxes among credible sources, instead of treating social media as standardised. 
[bookmark: _Toc241064268]3.2. Research philosophy
The research adopted an interpretivist philosophy because purchase decisions cannot be understood through measurement of platform activity. Besides, meanings are created through social interaction, visual cues, trust, identity, price concerns, and sustainability beliefs. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) believed that interpretivism is suitable when reviewing the perception of social contexts. This aligns with current research, as TikTok and Instagram are not advertising mediums only. They are social spaces where Gen-Z sees the products, shares opinions, and understands meanings regarding fashion. Further, the evidence available for this research includes published interpretations, research results, consumer statements and market observations. Thus, the research does not interpret the patterns and does not make any claim for an objective explanation. Unlike Positivism philosophy that is related to survey research, interpretivism does not mean accepting every published claim correspondingly. It was vital to conduct a critical reading because academic studies have varying findings in diverse nations, samples, platforms, and product categories. For example, some research link social media engagement with purchase intent, whereas others have found no correlation between engagement and buying. This difference is significant, as the philosophy facilitates comparison, questioning, and contextual analysis instead of mere aggregation of findings.
[bookmark: _Toc241064269]3.3. Research approach
An inductive approach is used to change from the evidence in individual sources towards the general explanations of Gen-Z purchase decisions. When patterns should be identified in complex qualitative data, Proudfoot (2022) argued that inductive research would be helpful. This is important, as the study does not start with a predetermined opinion that one platform is always better. Rather, during coding, common data patterns related to discovery, visual presentation, credibility, social interaction, impulse buying, value, and sustainability are found. Although the analysis is not that theoretical, theories from literature such as AIDA and ELM act as sensitising concepts during interpretation. They can be useful to understand how the platform mechanisms might be integrated into purchase process and how the consumers may respond to persuasive messages. However, these models are not responsible for the initial codes. This separation reduces the risk of assigning each finding to a predetermined category.
[bookmark: _Toc241064270]3.4. Research design and method
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[bookmark: _Toc241062859]Figure 3.1: Methodological orientation between research questions, evidence, and theory
(Source: Self-Created)
The research uses secondary qualitative research through a structured thematic synthesis of 24 selected sources. It does not use primary interviews, surveys, observations, PRISMA, or a systematic literature review. Secondary research is appropriate, since there is a good amount of evidence already available in peer-reviewed studies, trustworthy newspapers, and industry reports. It is meant to compare and interpret this evidence with research questions for the research, rather than replicating individual studies. The final corpus includes 16 open-access peer-reviewed journal articles, 4 newspapers, and 4 industry reports. Only one analytical position was offered for each source. Each of 4 final themes had 6 sources. This stabilises distribution of evidence across the whole evidence to ensure no single theme is driven by one type of evidence, which makes the later findings chapter easier to trace. However, the 4 themes identified, in terms of keywords include ‘platform specific discovery and digital retail pathways’, ‘user generated content, credibility and social proof’, ‘purchase decisions, impulse and value’, and the ‘sustainability paradox in Gen-Z fashion consumption’. In contrast, no sub themes were developed. This decision ensures that the analysis is not too broad and remains within relatively narrow RQs. It does not also segment mechanisms into small sub-categories, which would weaken the comparative argument.
[bookmark: _Toc241064271]3.5. Data source selection and collection
A purposive sampling strategy was used for source collection, as the objective was not to collect the selected number of papers, but to choose sources that could directly inform the RQs. Besides, searches included through TikTok, Instagram, Gen-Z, fashion, purchase intention, social commerce, user-generated content, fast fashion, impulse buying, and sustainability. However, the sources were identified through academic databases, publisher platforms, alongside established news and industry sources. Besides, the journal part focused on open-access research, which was published primarily in 2025 and 2026. If it was judged that a source provided a robust platform or behaviour explanation, its direct relevance was believed before it was included. Further, the studies chosen are related to TikTok mechanisms, Instagram activity, short-video content, trust, social proof, digital purchase intention, impulse buying, fast fashion, ultra-fast fashion, and sustainable consumption. For instance, El Shihy and Awaad (2025) made a comparison between brand and user generated content on TikTok and Instagram. In contrast, Roy et al. (2025) revealed that purchase intention is influenced by the multiple behavioural cues, instead of one social media cue. TikTok's For You Page is also a factor in clothing impulse buying, as discussed by Tumangger and Munthe (2025). Thus, these studies offered various perspectives of the explanation.
The newspapers sources were chosen from Reuters, Financial Times, The Guardian and The Independent. They are not causal but rather situational. Reuters (2026) offers up-to-the-minute insight into Gen Z value and quality worries, while Financial Times (2026) revealed how social media is driving retail behaviour in the offline world. However, current market evidence was provided by industry reports, with exception of one report from the local market. Ofcom (2025) provided UK platform use data, while Mintel (2025) reported that 93% of UK social media buyers had purchased via social platforms directly or indirectly. Another interesting statistic Mintel cited that 71% of social media buyers make impulsive purchases, with fashion being the leading categories.
[bookmark: _Toc241064272]3.6. Eligibility criteria and source audit 
The selection process used clear eligibility rules. The journal article was required to be peer-reviewed, which is relative to Gen-Z, while and fashion or digital purchase behaviour should provide an identifiable analytical contribution. Besides, newspaper sources need to be from legitimate editorial organisations and should contain relative reporting. The industry reports were required to offer recognisable methods, survey data, or evidence from current market. Further, the sources were excluded, when they included promotional brand materials, personal blogs, an unverified webpage, duplicated versions, or sources with weak relevance to RQs. Sources that did not had a clear relationship with the consumer behaviour, except for general social media use, were also excluded. This helped to avoid the corpus from becoming broad but analytically weak.
The source audit was also a careful context. The major peer-reviewed studies are international, while news and industry layers build the UK context. Kang and Badal (2025) explored how Gen-Z can have sustainability preferences while engaging in the fast fashion. Nguyen, Nguyen and Pham (2026) also investigated unsustainable intentions towards ultra-fast fashion. Del Olmo Arriaga, Pretel-Jiménez and Ruíz-Viñals (2025) linked digital communication to the shifting consumption patterns. Internet-Retailing (2025) also placed social commerce in a wider context of fashion retail's transition in the UK. According to a report by Ofcom (2025), TikTok has achieved a 46% smartphone penetration rate among UK adults. This is a sign of effective platform exposure, while exposure should not be treated as an evidence of persuasion. Thus, the research breaks down the evidence by separating reach, engagement, intention, and purchase. The evidence found on TikTok was coded for discovery, rapid circulation of trend, and impulse cues. In contrast, Instagram evidence was coded to visual evaluation, brand familiarity, social proof, and shopping functions. 
	Source group
	Number
	Evidence role
	Selection basis

	Open-access peer-reviewed journals
	16
	Core empirical and theoretical evidence
	Gen Z and fashion or digital purchase relevance; open access; identifiable study design

	Newspaper articles
	4
	Current UK market and consumer context
	Reuters, Financial Times, The Guardian, The Independent; editorial relevance to fashion and social media

	Industry reports
	4
	Current market statistics and sector context
	Established institutional or industry publishers with identifiable survey or market evidence

	Total corpus
	24
	Balanced evidence base
	Six sources allocated to each final theme; no source duplicated



[bookmark: _Toc240564323]Table 3.1: Structure of the selected 24 sources
(Source: Self-Created)
[bookmark: _Toc241064273]3.7. Data Analysis
For this research, manual coding was used as a key component, which aimed to identify the meaning, comparison, and contradiction within diverse sources. Besides, each selected source was read and provided a source identification code, while passages were manually transcribed into a coding matrix. The following information was captured in the matrix with source, context, platform, participant group, main finding, supporting statistic, strength of evidence, and initial code. The first step was a descriptive coding pass that included terms like algorithmic discovery, visual presentation, UGC, credibility, social proof, trust, impulse buying, price sensitivity, sustainability, greenwashing, and purchase intention. These coding were kept close to language of sources, which reduced early interpretation and facilitated comparisons of similar evidence across studies.
The second step was an analytical, as the related codes were identified and grouped around the RQs. For example, algorithmic discovery, short video, trend visibility, and fast product exposure were grouped as related pathways of platform, as they were correlated. Similarly, credibility, peer recommendation, peer review, and social proof were analysed because each concerned how customers assess social information.
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[bookmark: _Toc241062860]Figure 3.2: Study design and manual coding pathway
(Source: Self-Created)
This third step was a specific comparative reading, as evidence was coded based on primary context (TikTok, Instagram, and broader social media context). This was relevant, as research required platform differences. A major finding about general social media was not treated as evidence about TikTok or Instagram. Instead, its relevance has been documented as a contextual sign. The fourth step included contradiction checks, as positive purchase effects were presented with weak, indirect, or non-significant effects evidence. 
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[bookmark: _Toc241062861]Figure 3.3: Final four-theme architecture
(Source: Self-Created)
The final step was the theme review and naming, as Braun and Clarke (2024) argued that good thematic analysis requires coherent themes that capture meaningful patterns without becoming repetitive. Thus, each theme had to meet 3 conditions. These had to address part of RQ, include evidence from a variety of source types, and different from other themes. 
[bookmark: _Toc241064274]3.8. Quality, credibility and reflexivity
Quality was reinforced by use of source triangulation, rather than source triangulation. Empirical findings and theoretical explanations were provided by peer-reviewed studies. Newspapers provided the reader with latest market context, while industry reports offered recent commercial reports. Besides, sample context, research design, key variables, and limitations were examined in academic sources. The news text was handled with care due to possibility of complex evidence being compressed during reporting process. However, reflexivity was maintained by keeping a contradiction record during coding (Dado, Spence and Elliot, 2023). If a source disputed an interpretation that was just beginning to take shape, it was included, not deleted. This was mainly relevant for the case of sustainability contradiction, where environmental concern and fast fashion demand could co-exist. 
[bookmark: _Toc241064275]3.9. Ethical considerations
The research used publicly open secondary sources and involved no direct contact with participants. Thus, informed consent and participant confidentiality is not a need in primary research. Besides, the sources are referenced using Harvard referencing or direct links or a DOI, if applicable. This research also refrained from demonstrating social media posts that have not been published as direct research evidence. This kind of material may shift quickly and might not offer adequate context for interpretation. The analysis is based on publications that are identifiable and have a stable group of authors, dates, methods and links, if available, to be used for future verification. Moreover, potential commercial bias is also recognised, as Platform or industry claims are not treated as neutral evidence, particularly when they endorse commercial effectiveness.


[bookmark: _Toc241064276]Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc241064277]4.1. Introduction
This chapter presents the findings generated from 24 sources selected in Chapter 3. The analysis is arranged into 4 themes, with 6 sources allocated to each theme, with no redundancy. The evidence consists of 16 open-access, peer-reviewed studies, 4 newspaper reports, and 4 industry reports. It aims to conclude the source set about the actual nature of TikTok, Instagram, Gen Z, and fast fashion. As such, the chapter highlights patterns, differences, contradictions and statistical outcomes of selected sources. It does not generalise these results into theory or management. According to Retail Economics (2025), 47% of UK adults had bought directly via social platforms. The figure increased to 78% among Gen Z consumers. It also discovered 52% of Gen Z used TikTok or Instagram rather than Google to research products. Further, New Look Retailers (2026) generated 52 weeks of revenue of £677.9 million. Digital activity accounted for 38.4% of revenue and customers numbered 10 million. In contrast, the traffic on the Primark website has increased by 24% and ‘Click and Collect’ has now been implemented in all 187 shops. Thus, there are some identifiable statistics to show digital discovery, digital engagement and store based fulfilment for UK fast fashion.
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[bookmark: _Toc241062862]Figure 4.1: Sample sizes reported by the 16 journal studies
(Source: Self-created)
[bookmark: _Toc241064278]4.2. Findings and Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc241064279]4.2.1. Theme 1: Platform-specific discovery and digital retail pathways
In Theme 1, it showed that platform structure mattered because discovery does not occur in the same way on TikTok and Instagram. Tumangger and Munthe (2025) examined 110 Gen-Z students and found that certain lifestyle factors and exposure to the ‘For You Page’ on TikTok were related to impulsive clothing purchase. The study applied a purposive sampling method and multiple linear regression, where algorithmic exposure led to direct quantitative evidence on the relation between algorithmic exposure and clothing purchase behaviour. However, the sample comprised only one university group. Thus, the result referred to a relationship, rather than the UK population's effect. In contrast, Instagram evidence offered a diverse route, as Duffett and Mxunyelwa (2025) conducted an online questionnaire with 497 respondents from the Gen-Z group in South Africa. They found positive relationships between expertise, attractiveness, perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness, and purchase intention. This implies that exposure alone was not sufficient. Another part of the purchase pathway was the product usefulness and usability of the shopping environment. 
In contrast, Lady et al. (2025) provided further evidence from 384 Indonesian Gen-Z respondents. In their SOR model, they considered social media marketing, eWOM, trust, and price as stimuli. Purchase intention was positively induced by trust, eWOM, and social media marketing, directly and indirectly through brand image formation. However, there was no significant relationship between price and purchase intention for the model. This is significant, as platform effects are not uniform across consumer groups. However, Singh et al. (2025) studied viral content with 652 valid responses from 950 distributed questionnaires. They found that content informativeness, credibility, and usefulness were significant predictors of Gen-Z attitudes, whereas attitudes were correlated with purchase intentions. 

[bookmark: _Toc241062863]Figure 4.1: UK platform reach among online adults, 2025
(Source: Adapted from Ofcom, 2025)
These findings align with the broader UK context, as Ofcom's (2025) Online Nation report analysed that TikTok has achieved 56% reach among online adults in the UK, with 27.3 million monthly visitors in May 2025. The same evidence reported Instagram reach at 78%, i.e., about 38.5 million users. It shows that Instagram remains the larger platform by adult online reach. In contrast, Financial Times (2026) also stated that prime shopping centres' footfall was 55% higher since 2021, which linked digitally driven behaviour towards increased physical retail activity. This means that it is not exposed on the platform. However, reach remains an exposure measure, which cannot prove that a purchase was caused by the platform. 

[bookmark: _Toc241062864]Figure 4.2: UK monthly platform visitors, May 2025
(Source: Adapted from Ofcom, 2025)
In contrast, discovery to transaction is also evident in platform activity. At the end of 2024, TikTok (2025a) stated that the number of UK shoppers on TikTok shops had grown by 131% year-on-year and the revenue generated on TikTok Shop had increased by 180% year-on-year. It also saw over 6,000 TikTok Shop LIVE sessions in the UK daily. These are scale figures, not causation figures, and are platform reported. This is why TikTok offers metrics of actual business activity in addition to mere audience engagement. Thus, this theme 1 identified a difference between discovery architecture and purchase pathway. It was found that algorithmic discovery, viral circulation, and impulse cues are emphasised using TikTok evidence. Instagram has focused more on usefulness, expertise, and assessing the shopping experience. However, the geographical variation and diverse research designs require caution. Moreover, this theme directly links to Objective 1, which compares the platform mechanisms and establishes the variations between discovery and retail pathways on TikTok and Instagram.
[bookmark: _Toc241064280]4.2.2. Theme 2: User-generated content, credibility, and social proof
The findings analysed that content credibility and social proof are key aspects, though their effects vary by source and setting. El-Shihy and Awaad (2025) used stratified random sampling and PLS-SEM to investigate 643 consumers from Gen-Z. The user-generated content and brand-generated content had a positive impact on purchase intention. Besides, brand-generated content had a stronger reported relationship, and social media engagement partially mediated both relationships. This finding qualifies widely held belief that user content is persuasive. In this dataset, professional quality and emotional appeal provided brand content a stronger position. In contrast, Handranata and Kalila (2025) examined responses of 251 women in Indonesia who responded to the questionnaires. The results showed that perceived credibility was the best predictor of attitude towards fashion creators, followed by perceived behavioural control and expertise. 
However, Ramadani and Dwita (2025) offered a useful contrast from 190 Gen-Z respondents using a PLS analysis. The results showed that perceived trust, subjective norms, perceived behavioural control, and attitudes towards creators significantly affected attitudes and purchase intention. However, direct effects of perceived trust on purchase intention were not found to be significant. This contradiction within the same model showed that credibility might operate indirectly rather than acting as a simple trigger Quijije-Alvarez et al. (2025) also conducted a study to assess 315 young consumers in Machala via an online questionnaire and PLS-SEM. One of the best numerical comparisons in this theme is their reported coefficients. The most significant factor in purchase behaviour was visual aesthetics (β = 0.334), which is followed closely by eWOM (β = 0.332). The credibility of the creator was poorer at β = 0.206. The findings suggested that the visual presentation and peer communication levels might be as significant as source credibility in fashion purchases. The research does focus on Instagram and a local Ecuadorian market, but the UK fast fashion sector is a limitation.

[bookmark: _Toc241062865]Figure 4.3: Reported effectiveness or reliance on social proof, UK survey
(Source: Adapted from WPP, 2025)
From the UK market survey by WPP (2025), there were 2111 adult respondents, with 479 being fashion and beauty shoppers who followed creator recommendations. Of those, 49% said that they thought in-depth product reviews were effective, while 32% said user-generated content was effective. Further, 63% relied on friends and family recommendations, while 48% relied on an expert review. However, 24% believed recommendations from smaller creators. Thus, these percentages showed that social proof includes more than just creator content. Customers also rely on close social networks and expert evidence. In contrast, The Guardian (2025) also added commercial pressure in the UK fast fashion market. Its coverage of ASOS and Boohoo identified intense competition from other brands including Shein, Vinted, and Zara, particularly in terms of price and trend responsiveness. ASOS was trading at a valuation worth with £5 billion, but had dropped down to around £320 million. This market context is important because there is a lot of competition in the attention market. Moreover, there are still the price and rapid changing trends to consider. Thus, the results identified that credibility is significant, but it is not enough. It is also analysed that visual aesthetics, peer recommendations, perceived expertise, brand attitude, and review quality could work harmoniously. 

[bookmark: _Toc241062866]Figure 4.4: Reported path coefficients for Instagram fashion content
(Source: Adapted from Quijije-Alvarez et al. 2025)
There is more detail in the current evidence from the UK on Instagram and social fashion marketing. Instagram was the biggest social commerce platform for spend, while TikTok was the fastest growing platform, according to Retail Economics (2025). ASOS plc (2026) has conducted research among almost 2,000 UK consumers, meanwhile. It found 67% get fashion inspiration from social media. When it came to getting outfits dressed with them, 92% of the UK online fashion shoppers aged 18 to 35 desired complete outfits. Hence, it seems like there is significance in inspiration through sight, yet there is also value in information. This theme addresses Objective 1 and Objective 2 by identifying the impacts of UGC, credibility, and social proof in various platform and purchase contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc241064281]4.2.3. Theme 3: Purchase decisions, impulse, and value
When it comes to purchase intention, it develops from several behavioural conditions rather than engagement alone. Roy et al. (2025) conducted a research with 551 participants in their study who were Gen-Z. Their long-term model included attitude, subjective norms, perceived behavioural control, live streaming, celebrity endorsement, promotional tools, and online reviews. They found these to be related to the intention to buy online. The major finding is the multiplicity of drivers, while a single engagement measure does not capture the complete decision process. In contrast, Elida and Raharjo (2025) have used SEM-PLS to study 444 students at universities in West Java. The price discount, store atmosphere, and fashion involvement were major factors that influenced impulse buying. Wide differences were found between men and women. It was found that consumer involvement and situational stimuli affected impulsive fashion purchasing. This helps to qualify platform-based explanations. 
From 457 completed surveys out of 711 collected surveys, Prisco et al. (2025) made a comparison to identify sustainable fashion. They used their PLS-SEM modelling to integrate the Normative Activation Model and Model of Goal-Directed Behaviour. It was found that norms and aspirations had a significant impact on decisions to purchase second-hand. The finding revealed that buying decisions could also convey moral and environmental intentions, particularly when it comes to circular fashion. The study is not about fast fashion but rather second-hand clothing. It thus identifies a value pathway, rather than an evaluation of the fast fashion demand. In contrast, Harantová and Mazanec (2025) studied 340 Gen-Z respondents in Slovakia through an online survey between Nov’24 and Jan’25. It was found that over 65% found second-hand shopping satisfying. Further, 72% found it authentic, 70% liberating, and over 66% interesting. Meanwhile, nearly 42% said worn clothing posed a challenge, and over 20% said the time required to search was a challenge. The findings reflected an evident balance on emotional value and practical barriers. 
There is also the relationship between social media cues and purchase intention. Roy et al. (2025) reported β = 0.274 (p < 0.001) for celebrity endorsement. Live streaming reached β = 0.159, while online reviews reached β = 0.144 (p < 0.001). Further, promotional tools reached β = 0.102 (p = 0.005). They found that celebrity endorsement has a normalised importance of 97.5% in their ANN model. At 74.4%, online reviews followed. The United Kingdom's GMV decreased by 7% and orders decreased by 12% for ASOS plc (2025). However, the average value of baskets rose 6% and the number of active customers was 6.5 million. TikTok (2025b) also claimed that they saw a 50% increase in sales in the UK during their Black Friday and Cyber Monday days. On Black Friday, 27 items were sold each second. Unique shoppers grew by 28% and LIVE shopping sales grew by 68%. 

[bookmark: _Toc241062867]Figure 4.5: UK social media buying behaviour, 2025
(Source: Mintel, 2025)
When choosing for quality in a price range, younger people gradually considered utility, composition, construction, and user reviews of the clothing (Reuters, 2026). This provided a real-time indicator that price is not the only metric to consider for a price-sensitive market. The evidence is particularly applicable to fast fashion, where it is possible to attract attention by offering a lower-priced product, but the perceived value of the product should be assessed. The Mintel (2025) report, it surveyed 1,845 UK internet users, aged 16 and over. The report revealed that 93% of UK social media buyers had bought via social media directly or indirectly. It also reported that 71% made spontaneous purchases. Fashion and footwear were identified as the top level of spending by consumers, while the report highlighted that younger consumers aged 16-34 years led spending across categories. Thus, social commerce has moved beyond awareness into transaction and impulse behaviour. The evidence analysed shows that purchase is not identical to engagement. Mintel (2025) reported scale, but the academic studies detailed the various situations of that behaviour. The international samples also limited direct generalisation to the UK, while other studies cannot be treated as fast fashion. Moreover, this theme addresses Objective 1 by analysing behavioural and value conditions that transform exposure and engagement into purchase intention and impulse behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc241064282]4.2.4. Theme 4: The sustainability paradox in Gen-Z fashion consumption
This theme provided the strongest contradictory finding because sustainable attitudes can coexist with unsustainable fashion intentions. Kang and Badal (2025) conducted a study with 289 female Gen-Z consumers to test 14 hypotheses. Besides, their integrated TPB and VAB model found a significant role for personal values, attitudes, and perceived behavioural control in fast fashion consumption. In their sample, no attitude-behaviour gap was found regarding 'sustainable fashion consumption'. This is significant since it undermines the notion that all Gen-Z consumers who express ethical concern behave contradictorily. Further, the result is different from the 279 Vietnamese Gen-Z respondents by Nguyen, Nguyen and Pham (2026). They integrated the Theory of Planned Behaviour into their SEM with the Expectation Disconfirmation Theory. It was found that perceived value had a significant mediating effect, while fear of missing out had a significant positive influence on unsustainable ultra-fast fashion purchase intention. The result revealed a direct psychological path that can support unsustainable purchasing. 

[bookmark: _Toc241062868]Figure 4.6: Sustainability related social media indicators
(Source: Del Olmo Arriaga et al. 2025)
Del Olmo Arriaga, et al. (2025) examined sustainability transition using a mixed-method design. The online survey consisted of 202 respondents and had strong reliability with Cronbach's alpha values of 0.70 or more. The results revealed that 77.2% of respondents believed that social media affected their fashion choices, while 68.4% followed creators who promoted sustainable practices. Further, 70% of them discussed with friends regarding how fashion affected the environment. The correlation between environmental knowledge and intention to act for sustainable brands was 0.61. It was found that perceived brand sustainability had much weaker relationships with purchase intention. Hence, the evidence provides evidence of awareness and communication but not of commercial change. In contrast, Haque and Lang (2025) examined 345 valid responses from US participants who were exposed to fast fashion messages with greenwashing components. The study used structural equation modelling and 5,000 bootstrapping iterations to examine indirect effects. It was found that attitudes about promotional messages were both positive and negative. However, perceived greenwashing negatively affected purchase intention, but the effect was not significant. This means that scepticism can be used to reduce intention without lessening commercial interest in fast fashion. The UK retail data also add to the sustainability debate. Associated British Foods plc (2025) indicates 85% of Primark's products were being sold for £10 or below. The prices of the adult basic t-shirts were set at £2.50 and the women's leggings were still priced at £3. It's also going to be offering 100% cotton Palazzo jeans for £12.00 in the UK through their ‘Major Finds' initiative in September 2025. The same report revealed that 5% of clothing unit sales was circular. Across focus categories, 20% of jersey units were sold that is circular. Thus, there was both low price and circular action.

[bookmark: _Toc241062869]Figure 4.7: Selected sustainability tension indicators
(Source: McKinsey, 2025 and Del Olmo Arriaga et al. 2025)
The Independent (2025) described a parallel market issue on algorithmic micro trends. The analysis of their activities revealed that social media plays an enabling role in creating a fast life cycle of trends that appear and disappear rapidly. The article revealed that Social media has transformed fashion from a seasonal art form into a persistent cycle of consumption through influencer culture, algorithmic micro-trends, and a human need to belong. In contrast, the Internet Retailing (2025) report on the future of fashion in the UK positioned sustainability as an omnichannel context. It highlights that social commerce, digital discovery, physical retail integration, and circular approaches are developments in the fashion sector in the UK. It is found that retailers are adapting to shoppers who move between online discovery and physical evaluation. This makes it an environment where convenience, price, and experience are challenging with the environmental claims.
From this theme, the strongest pattern is coexistence rather than a single consumer type. There can be sustainable value support or responsible intentions, while FOMO or trend pressure, or low prices can support fast fashion. The evidence also disproves the overly simple Paradox story. The sustainable attitude behaviour gap did not exist in the sample, as per Kang and Badal (2025). Geographic variation adds to the issue because the strongest digital FOMO evidence is Vietnamese, while the strongest current market statistics are UK-based. Thus, this theme is related to Objective 3, which identifies the potential of digital conditions to coexist, reinforce, or sometimes fail to address the sustainability paradox.
[bookmark: _Toc241064283]4.3. Findings with evidence boundaries and analytical limitations
The sources offered a wide range of evidence, but the conclusions drawn from the evidence should be interpreted within a specific analytical context. First, only a limited number of studies are obviously UK-based. The vast majority of journals are from Indonesia, South Africa, Ecuador, Vietnam, Slovakia, Italy, and the US. Thus, the findings can be compared with mechanisms, but they do not produce a statistical profile of UK Gen-Z. The newspaper reports and industry reports provided strong context for the UK.  Second, the methods across the journal articles are quantitative. The studies are based on 16 different types of research, like surveys, SEM-PLS, structural equation modelling, regression, and statistical methods. These designs yield measurable relationships, but do not capture the full meaning of an individual purchase decision. Further, self-reported intention and behaviour are also dependent variables in several studies. Thus, purchase intention should not be treated as equivalent to actual purchase.
Third, the evidence is not the same for all platforms. Several studies take the broader social media instead of TikTok or Instagram. The finding has been considered contextual, but not platform-proof. TikTok has more data on discovery and impulse, while Instagram has data on creator credibility. However, the two platforms have integrated similar shopping functionality. Fourth, the market reports offered valuable percentage information, with different measures. For instance, Mintel’s 93% purchase figure concerns UK social media buyers, whereas WPP’s 27% figure concerns fashion and beauty shoppers who follow creator recommendations. Similarly, the 77.2% estimate in Del Olmo Arriaga et al. (2025) is about the social media influence on fashion decisions, rather than purchases. Hence, the analysis does not include any aggregation of original measures into “average" scores.
Finally, the evidence offers genuine contradictions. In the case of Ramadani and Dwita (2025), there is no significant effect of trust on purchase intention directly in the study, whereas in the study of Lady et al. (2025), the concept of trust is also significant. El-Shihy and Awaad (2025) found that brand-generated content outpaced user-generated content, while other sources highlighted the importance of peer credibility and of user-generated content. Kang and Badal (2025) did not find any significant difference between sustainable attitude and behaviour gap, while others have identified the tensions between sustainability and fast fashion. These contradictions are retained as findings. They showed that Gen-Z purchasing is conditional, context-specific, and not explained by one platform. The source set can be used to make comparisons without treating correlation as causation or market reach as proof of purchase behaviour. Finally, there are clear boundaries for the additional company and platform evidence in the UK. The performance measures for ASOS plc, New Look Retailers, Associated British Foods and TikTok are reported based on its own definitions. 
[bookmark: _Toc241064284]4.4. Chapter summary
The findings identified four overlapping, but separate, patterns in the 24 sources. It is summarised that platform architecture influenced discovery, credibility influenced evaluation, multiple value conditions influenced purchase behaviour, and sustainability attitudes can co-exist with fast fashion demand. However, the evidence contains contradictions, international samples, and different measures. Thus, the results created patterns for discussion, without assuming that a single platform or one motivation is responsible for all decisions in every Gen-Z purchase decision.


[bookmark: _Toc241064285]Chapter 5: Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc241064286]5.1. Purpose
The aim of this chapter is to consider the findings in the context of the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. The findings highlighted that there are differences between discovery, credibility, purchase conditions, and sustainability responses for the platform. However, there were some contradictions in the evidence. Thus, this chapter relates the contradictions to theories and studies discussed above. Besides, platform design can change where consumers become involved. In contrast, social proof can build interest but does not always lead to sales. It is found that sustainability values can shape attitudes, while price and trend pressure remain strong. Hence, social media marketing is dependent on fast fashion.
[bookmark: _Toc241064287]5.2. Discussion with literature
[bookmark: _Toc241064288]5.2.1. Platform architecture and the purchase route
The findings from last chapter revealed that the platform structure influences how fashion products are introduced to consumers. Evidence from TikTok was highly linked to algorithmic discovery and quick exposure. In the case of Instagram evidence, it was related to visual assessment and shopping usefulness. This difference supports Herman (2023), who argued that the ‘For You Page’ could push creator content out of the followers' stream. It also aligns with Meng et al. (2024), who analysed 2,578 TikTok videos of 128 creators. They found that trustworthiness, expertise, attractiveness, authenticity, and brand heritage were key content factors that were related to purchase behaviour. That finding suggested that TikTok reaches consumers rapidly, while its influence depends on how the content creates meaning after discovery. The research of Tian et al. (2022) extended the Stimulus-Organism-Response model, which established that vividness and interactivity resulted in cognitive and emotional responses that facilitated purchase intention. However, the link between arousal and conversion was not as strong. This is likely the reason why high visibility was fragmented from actual buying. A product can be the subject of attention due to its interactive format. However, attention will not take away the requirement for follow-up assessment. Thus, TikTok can be understood as a strong entry point into the purchase journey instead of a complete description of action.
In contrast, Instagram has a different focus. Safitri (2022) stated that posts, Stories, and Reels could be used as a tool to build brand awareness through strategic visual communication. The literature by Duffett and Mxunyelwa (2025) also proposed that perceived usefulness, ease of use, attractiveness, and expertise contribute to purchase intention. This is quite similar to the one that found Instagram has a greater evaluative function. The platform can offer visual identity, while also help consumers to assess the value and manageability of the shopping process. This is important in fast fashion, because a customer can change from image appeal to product details before deciding whether to purchase. Further, the evidence strengthens this understanding without proving a connection. According to Ofcom (2025), about 56% of online adults use TikTok, while 78% use Instagram. However, reach cannot create a persuasive equation. In a similar vein, George et al. (2025) expressed their concern that there are variations in platforms that are grouped under a single category. Thus, the findings contributed to existing studies by highlighting the link between platform architecture and various stages of the purchasing process.
[bookmark: _Toc241064289]5.2.2. Social proof, credibility and purchase response
The second key discussion is on user-generated content, user credibility, and social proof. The findings identified these factors and revealed that their impact is different in various contexts. The pattern is similar to George et al. (2025), who found that source credibility, trust, and attractiveness were cited as common antecedents of fashion purchase intention. Their analysis offered more context for the results. The importance of credibility aligns with the literature, which showed that credibility should be regarded as a single determinant. Liu and Zheng (2024) also found that perceived authenticity, source credibility, and relational closeness are factors that influence persuasion by influencers. This offers an effective idea why a creator can influence consumer response without actually inducing a purchase. A consumer can have trust in the creator but still pause because price, product usefulness, or competing content creates a new evaluation stage. However, similar findings were reported by Wang et al. (2022), where the relationship between interaction and parasocial engagement with purchase intention was established in a live streaming environment. They found that micro influencers and peer creators might be authentic and less commercial. Hence, the results aligned with the idea that relationship quality can influence persuasion, which do not support simple follower count analysis.
In contrast, El-Shihy and Awaad (2025) found that UGC had an impact on purchase intention. Their findings revealed that brand-created content correlated strongly. This contradicts the notion that peer content is more convincing because it looks genuine. This finding can be accounted for by ELM. From the literature by Pan (2024), the social media environment fosters peripheral processing, as social media users tend to process messages rapidly. When such is the case, emotional appeal and familiarity can serve as a rapid cue. However, a consumer might shift to careful processing when considering quality, price, or information about the product. Hence, brand content can still be effective if it offers stronger information or clearer presentation. The analysis also identified why the concept of social proof should be considered at as a wider topic. Quijije Alvarez et al. (2025) reported that visual aesthetics at β = 0.334, eWOM at β = 0.332, and creator credibility at β = 0.206. These findings placed visual and peer communication above credibility. In contrast, WPP (2025) found that 63% relied on friends and family suggestions and 48% relied on expert reviews. Thus, Gen-Z consumers consider creators as part of wider social proof.
[bookmark: _Toc241064290]5.2.3. Purchase behaviour and value conditions
The third discussion relates to the transition from engagement to real purchasing behaviour. It was clear from the findings that such transition is not essentially due to engagement. Roy et al. (2025) found that behavioural factors, promotion tools, online reviews, norms, and perceived behavioural control were associated with purchase intention. This placed social media interaction in a wider decision-making process. Besides, the results provided a multi-condition perspective, rather than a single platform effect. Price is also significant. According to Escourido Calvo et al. (2025), affordability and trend seeking are two factors that are shaping fashion behaviour of Gen Z. This explains why product exposure may become stronger when a retailer combines rapid trend content with accessible pricing. However, price is not the only factor. Wojdyla and Chi (2024) found that attitude, perceived behavioural control, environmental knowledge, and fashion leadership were significant predictors of purchase intention in fast fashion. They accounted for 68.9% of the variance in their model. Meanwhile, environmental knowledge and fashion leadership showed negative relationships with purchase intention. This contradiction reflects that the attitude of Gen Z can have conflicting motives.
In contrast, Lee and Chen (2021) found that interactivity and perceived enjoyment increased the desire to purchase in live streaming business. You et al. (2022) noted that online convenience influenced thought and emotional responses, while social media celebrity exposure moderated impulsive behaviour. The findings analysed how platforms can help reduce the gap between discovery and action. In the case of consumers, they can re-think the products after initial excitement. However, price sensitivity and post exposure deliberation between engagement and purchase intention were found by Roy et al., (2025). Thus, purchase is well understood as being more flexible than a direct action.
[bookmark: _Toc241064291]5.2.4. Sustainability values and consumer behaviour
The sustainability findings need to be interpreted with caution. According to Del Olmo Arriaga et al. (2025), 77.2% stated that social media has influenced their fashion choices. Furthermore, 68.4% followed creators who shared sustainable information. They found a correlation between their knowledge about the environment and their intention for sustainable brands to be 0.61. The findings align with Escourido Calvo et al. (2025), who defined a higher interest among Gen-Z circularly and sustainably. They proposed that sustainability communication could be meaningful only if it resonates with consumer values and fashion identity. The findings, however, do not validate the idea of sustainable purchasing automatically resulting from awareness. Both Zhang et al. (2023) and Vlastelica et al. (2023) found cases of positive environmental attitudes with traditional fashion consumption. This gap was influenced by price, convenience, and social pressure. This literature can explain how social media can raise awareness of sustainability while there is demand for fast fashion. It is no longer a matter of a single contradiction, but about competing value conditions.
Another useful link is provided by Haque and Lang (2025). The findings revealed that the negative impact of perceived greenwashing on purchase intention was not significant. This means that scepticism can influence attitudes without removing commercial appeal. The result aligns with the findings that social media can support rapid trend cycles while sustainability awareness remains present. The Independent (2025) stated that algorithmic micro-trends are part of a continuing consumption cycle. Hence, sustainability messages and trend pressure can co-exist in the same digital world. Kang and Badal (2025) defined another challenge to the basic sustainability dilemma. The Gen-Z consumers in their sample of 289 female consumers did not exhibit an attitude-behaviour gap when it came to sustainable fashion consumption. This means the paradox should not be treated as universal. Nguyen et al. (2026) found that FOMO had a positive significant influence on intention to purchase unsustainable ultra-fast fashion. They offered a specific pathway of urgency and perceived value that leads to unsustainable action. Hence, the present discussion reflects coexistence, instead of a single consumer type. Thus, the sustainability concern can be genuine while platform pressure creates diverse decisions in particular contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc241064292]5.3. Integration with theoretical framework
The results support the proposition that AIDA and ELM should be combined instead of being applied separately. AIDA analyses the steps from attention to interest to desire to action. Tristanto et al. (2021) adopted the model for digital marketing and highlighted its usefulness for understanding movement towards buying interest. In the current study, TikTok can be seen as a tool that attracts attention and interest because algorithmic discovery may introduce consumers to new products. Further, curated visual content and shopping functions are well suited for Instagram evaluation and conversion use cases, which are aligned with desire and action. However, when the purchasing process is not linear, AIDA becomes incomplete. Tian et al. (2022) found that the emotional response to actual conversion was less strong. Roy et al. (2025) also found some other conditions from engagement to purchase intention. This difference can be understood with the support of ELM. Petty and Cacioppo (1986) made a distinction between peripheral processing and central processing. However, Pan (2024) stated that social media could lead to peripheral cues, such as visual appeal and source signals. Usefulness and ease of use were also found to be effective by Duffett and Mxunyelwa (2025). Thus, while Gen-Z shoppers are scrolling, they are likely to adopt peripheral information and evaluate in a central way when price, utility, or sustainability factors matter.
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[bookmark: _Toc241062870]Figure 5.1: Integrated platform, AIDA, and ELM discussion framework
(Source: Self-created from Chapter 2 and Chapter 4 evidence)
The integrated model proposes a flexible journey. The stimulus is created by the platform features. AIDA describes the process of moving through stages, while ELM describes how information is processed in stages. This explains why consumers can respond differently across platforms, which is more effective than treating reach or engagement as a direct indication of purchase.
[bookmark: _Toc241064293]5.4. Robustness considerations
The discussion is thoughtful, as the evidence base is geographically and methodologically variable. Most journal studies were conducted in Indonesia, South Africa, Ecuador, Vietnam, Slovakia and the US, as indicated in chapter 4. Thus, while the literature explain the mechanisms, it is not possible to infer a statistical profile of UK Gen-Z. This is equally true if there are different measures. For instance, Mintel (2025) found that 93% of social media buyers had made purchases from social media in the UK. This should not be compared directly with Del Olmo Arriaga et al. (2025), as they are measuring different behaviour. The discussion also does not make purchases out of intention. There are several studies using self-reported intention. Liu and Zheng (2024) and Roy et al. (2025) found the influence of credibility and behavioural variables on intention. However, intent is not the same as purchase. These boundaries are useful to strengthen the conversation, as they avoid any exaggerated claims about the influence of platforms. Thus, these contradictions are retained as part of the interpretation rather than dismissed.
[bookmark: _Toc241064294]5.5. Practical synthesis
The findings analysed that fast fashion companies need to design platforms activity based on the needs of customers at various stages. TikTok has potential to be a discovery and trending app, while Instagram can offer accurate product assessment and shopping assistance. Further, it is found that creator strategies should be based on authenticity, expertise, and wider social proof. However, price and perceived value should remain visible because engagement alone does not secure action. Hence, marketing should be aware of the conditional aspect of Gen-Z decision-making.
[bookmark: _Toc241064295]5.6. Summary
In general, social media persuasion is influenced by the platform architecture, processing routes, social proof, and sustainability goals. The evidence supports TikTok and Instagram being differentiated. However, there is no universal route towards purchase on either platform. Thus, AIDA and ELM provided a flexible interpretation for decision-making of Gen-Z fast fashion.


[bookmark: _Toc241064296]Chapter 6: Conclusions
[bookmark: _Toc241064297]6.1. Summary of key findings
The research explored the influence of TikTok and Instagram marketing on Gen Z purchase decisions in the UK fast fashion industry, based on secondary qualitative evidence. About 24 sources were used, and the evidence was grouped into 4 themes. These do not treat the themes as distinct causes, but the evidence revealed that the buying process evolves over a sequence of stages including discovery, evaluation, value assessment, and action. The research also revealed that sustainability attitudes could coexist with demand for fast fashion. However, the evidence does not support this for all Gen-Z consumers. The first finding is that platform architecture is important. The algorithmic discovery and quick circulation were stronger links to TikTok. Besides, Instagram was highly correlated with visual evaluation and shopping usefulness. TikTok had 56% reach, while Instagram had 78% reach, among UK online adults (Ofcom, 2025). These figures refer to the level of platform scale, but not causation. The second finding is that credibility and social proof matter across the decision process. However, it is found that social proof and credibility matter across the decision process. The combination of visual appeal, eWOM, expertise, friends, family, and reviews can be used together. The third finding is that purchase behaviour depends on several value conditions. Engagement to action can be stimulated by price, involvement, convenience, product usefulness, reviews, and promotional cues. Finally, sustainability findings show existence. In specific settings, the intentions to buy fast fashion items can be supported by trend pressure, value, and FOMO, while social media is able to facilitate sustainability awareness.
[bookmark: _Toc241064298]6.2. Linking with Objectives
Objective 1: To critically contrast the unique marketing mechanisms and user-generated content (UGC) configurations of TikTok and Instagram in driving brand engagement and purchasing behaviour among UK Gen-Z consumers
The first objective is accomplished by comparing platform mechanisms and content pathways. TikTok is based on fast discovery and algorithmic exposure. This aligns with Herman's (2023) For You Page in distributing content beyond an existing follower base. Meng et al. (2024) also analysed that content features like trustworthiness, expertise, attractiveness, authenticity, and brand heritage were correlated to purchase behaviour. Thus, reach is not the only reason for the value of TikTok. It relies upon the quality and significance of content once the product enters consumers' field of attention. Besides, Instagram is a curated route. Safitri (2022) related Instagram posts, Instagram stories, and Instagram reels to brand awareness. Similarly, Duffett and Mxunyelwa (2025) established that usefulness, ease of use, attractiveness, and expertise could affect purchase intention. Thus, Instagram is the better platform to compare and evaluate products visually. The difference does not imply that TikTok cannot support transactions or Instagram cannot support discovery, as both platforms feature short-form content and shopping.
This objective is supported by the role of user-generated content. El Shihy and Awaad (2025) showed that user-generated content and brand-generated content have an impact on purchase intention. In their study, it was found that brand generated content had a greater relationship. Liu and Zheng (2024) explained that authenticity and relational closeness affect how creator credibility develops. Moreover, Wang et al. (2022) reported a positive correlation between interaction and parasocial engagement and purchase intention. The research found that content format and relationship quality are interactive. Thus, social proof is more than influencer activity, as users can synthesise a creator's messaging with reviews, friends, family, and expert content. Moreover, the objective is not just to identify which platforms receive wide attention, as it explains how different platform designs support diverse parts of the purchase pathway. Due to a platform-specific approach, this addresses the gap by George et al. (2025), who analysed that fashion influencer research treats social media as a broad category.
Objective 2: To evaluate theoretical models that account for persuasive power of social media on Gen-Z consumer decision-making
The second objective is accomplished with the application of AIDA and ELM. AIDA can be used to explain the process of attracting the attention, holding the interest, arousing the desire, and stimulating the action of the reader. It has been proven by Tristanto et al. (2021) to have a beneficial function in digital marketing. The current study links TikTok closely to the attention and interest phases, as algorithmic discovery can lead consumers to new trends that they are not familiar. With the power of visual presentation and shopping, Instagram is closely associated with desire and action. Besides, the findings analysed that AIDA should not be considered a linear model. Tian et al. (2022) also found that the emotional reactions that were generated by mobile short video advertising were not always converted into actual conversions. Further, Roy et al. (2025) identified price sensitivity and post exposure deliberation between engagement and purchase intention. Thus, AIDA outlines the stages but does not completely describe how information is processed inside each stage.
This is supported by the strength of ELM. Petty and Cacioppo (1986) distinguished central processing and peripheral processing. In contrast, Pan (2024) recommended that social media typically facilitates peripheral processing, as it is often visually appealing, perceived as credible, and offers other quick cues. Duffett and Mxunyelwa (2025) showed that usefulness and ease of use could still affect purchase intention. The combined interpretation indicates that Gen-Z may rely on peripheral cues when they are evaluating in a central fashion when it matters largely for price, usefulness, quality, or sustainability. The theoretical contribution offers a holistic framework, rather than a replacement of existing models. For instance, AIDA is a strategy that explains sequence, while ELM provides a description of processing path. They define a clear sense of conditions under which purchasing is far from certain, even when attention is focused. This also aligns with the methodological argument to interpret the evidence critically instead of assuming a direct platform effect.
Objective 3: To identify the sustainability paradox among Gen-Z fast fashion consumption and its relationship with platform-driven marketing
To achieve the third objective, sustainability awareness is analysed in combination with purchasing pressures. According to Del Olmo Arriaga et al. (2025), 77.2% of people said they were influenced by social media in their fashion choices. Further, 68.4% followed creators that recommended sustainable practices. The findings analysed how sustainability communication can be perceived in the social media environment. In addition, there is a reported correlation of 0.61 between environmental knowledge and intention to act for sustainable brands, which suggests a meaningful relationship. However, the evidence did not establish that sustainability awareness directly creates commercial change. The findings can be linked with Zhang et al. (2023) and Vlastelica et al. (2023), which analysed that there is no conflict between sustainable attitudes and conventional fashion consumption. It was found that price, convenience, and social pressure could change behaviour. In a similar vein, Escourido Calvo et al. (2025) highlighted affordability and trend seeking, which identified that the sustainability issue is understood as a competition between values and direct consumer conditions.
Moreover, the findings should be carefully interpreted because Kang and Badal (2025) did not identify an attitude-behaviour gap in their sample of 289 female Gen-Z consumers. However, Nguyen et al. (2026) revealed that FOMO was a significant positive predictor of unsustainable UFA purchase intention. It is well understood that Gen-Z is inconsistent in nature. Rather, consumer responses are context-specific, value-based, urgency-based, and platform-specific. Haque and Lang (2025) also found that perceived greenwashing had a negative influence on purchase intention, although this effect was not significant. This establishes that scepticism can negatively affect intentions without driving down fast fashion appeal. Thus, the sustainability paradox is a conditional pattern. At the same time, digital platforms can support sustainability awareness and rapid fashion consumption.
[bookmark: _Toc241064299]6.3. Recommendations
First, it is recommended that platform-specific content strategies need to be developed. Retailers should use TikTok for discovery-led content that describes products quickly. Besides, attention can be created with trend-based content. However, product information should not be taken down, as attention is not always equal to sales. Instagram should be leveraged to support visual assessment, product details, evaluations, and simple shopping capabilities. This method is because there are different mechanisms available on the platforms, even if they provide similar commercial functions.
The second recommendation is to widen the scope of social proof. It is not enough for retailers to rely on large influencers. Besides, creator credibility should be supported using clear product information, authentic demos, and credible reviews. Other forms of social proof, like friend and family recommendations, expert opinions, and peer content, should also be recognised as influential. According to WPP (2025), 63% of the relevant respondents said that they trusted friends and family recommendations, while 48% said that they trusted expert reviews. Hence, building trust should rely on multiple sources of information instead of relying on a single information source.
The third recommendation is related to purchase value. Promotional activity should have value, rather than create a sense of urgency. According to Mintel (2025), 93% of UK social media purchasers had made purchases directly or indirectly through social media. About 71% made spontaneous purchases, which reflected a relatively healthy transactions environment. However, quality, usefulness, reviews, and affordability should be considered together to reduce the gap between attention and informed purchase decisions for future customers.
The fourth recommendation is to implement sustainability into commercial communication. The retailers should avoid treating sustainability as a separate message that appears after the main campaign. It is found that sustainability claims should be specific and measurable. The same content journey can be used to explain the product materials, durability, care information, and responsible use. Besides, this approach responds to the finding that sustainability awareness does not create behavioural change. Rather, it reduces the risk that sustainability messages become disengaged from actual value offered to consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc241064300]6.4. Theoretical and Managerial implications
The theoretical implication is that AIDA and ELM are effective when treated as balanced. Besides, the research showed that purchase journeys are staged, instead fixed. Further, consumers can click through to the next product and then reconsider a product after viewing competing content. Thus, a flexible model is more suitable for algorithmic social commerce than a strict linear process. However, the managerial implication is that retailers need to withdraw reach from influence, and influence from purchase. Ofcom (2025) established differing levels of platform reach. From the findings, it is analysed that managers should assess platform performance using a range of factors like discovery, content quality, evaluation, conversion, and repeat responses. Moreover, sustainability communication should be monitored for credibility and visibility.
[bookmark: _Toc241064301]6.5. Limitations
In terms of limitations, a lot of academic evidence was sourced from countries other than the UK. The findings shed more light on mechanisms rather than the statistical behaviour of the UK Gen-Z population. Second, it was a secondary evidence study, rather than primary interviews or surveys. This involved interpreting the meanings of consumers through published research, rather than direct participant accounts. Third, the selected studies utilised different methods and measures. Some studied TikTok, while others assessed social media or Instagram. Several focused on purchase intention rather than actual purchase. Thus, findings cannot be integrated into one average effect. Finally, the industry reports and newspaper sources were effective for the UK context, as they should not be considered a causal alternative to peer-reviewed causal evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc241064302]6.6. Directions for Future research
Future studies need to collect primary data from UK Gen-Z consumers and compare TikTok and Instagram within a similar research design. In future, it should be tested on matched samples in the UK. This would lessen the geographical issue discussed in the findings. A longitudinal design might also be used to see if exposure is long-term in terms of purchase behaviour or just short-term in terms of intention over time. Further research could investigate various content types, including haul content, sustainability messaging, and product demonstrations. However, the consumers' journeys from social media to stores should also be explored in the research. Financial Times (2026) reported that prime shopping centre footfall was 55% higher since 2021, and analysed that there is a need to understand the relationship between digital discovery and offline evaluation. 
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	Author and year
	Type of article
	Theme
	Sample / method
	Key findings
	Link to research context

	Tumangger and Munthe (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 1
	n=110; purposive sample
	TikTok For You Page exposure and lifestyle factors were associated with impulsive clothing buying.
	Directly informs TikTok discovery and impulse pathways relevant to Gen Z fashion purchasing.

	Duffett and Mxunyelwa (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 1
	n=497; purposive and snowball sampling
	Attractiveness, expertise, perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness were positively associated with purchase intention.
	Shows Instagram purchase evaluation is shaped by credibility and platform usability.

	Lady et al. (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 1
	n=384; structured questionnaire
	Trust, eWOM and social media marketing positively influenced purchase intention
	Shows that online fashion purchase intention is multi factor and moderated by gender.

	Singh et al. (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 1
	950 questionnaires distributed; 652 valid responses; structured questionnaire
	Viral content informativeness, credibility and usefulness shaped Gen-Z attitudes, which related to purchase intention.
	Shows that discovery depends on content quality, not only reach.

	Financial Times (2026)
	Newspaper article
	Theme 1
	Editorial market reporting
	Prime shopping centre footfall rose 55% since 2021
	Connects social discovery with offline fashion retail behaviour in the UK.

	Ofcom (2025)
	Industry report
	Theme 1
	Online Nation 2025
	TikTok reached 56% of UK online adults with 27.3 million monthly visitors; Instagram reached 78% with 38.5 million
	Provides current UK platform reach for the platform comparison.

	El Shihy and Awaad (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 2
	n=643; stratified random sampling; structured survey; PLS SEM
	Both brand generated and user generated content positively affected purchase intention; brand content had the stronger effect
	Provides direct comparative evidence for UGC and brand content across TikTok and Instagram

	Handranata and Kalila (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 2
	n=251 valid from 290 women
	Credibility was the strongest predictor of attitude toward creators
	Shows credibility and source evaluation as mechanisms behind fashion purchase responses

	Ramadani and Dwita (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 2
	n=190; purposive sampling
	Trust, norms, behavioural control and creator attitudes were significant
	Provides contradictory evidence against a simple direct credibility to purchase pathway

	Quijije Alvarez et al. (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 2
	n=315; convenience sample
	Visual aesthetics β=0.334; eWOM β=0.332; creator credibility β=0.206.
	Shows visual presentation and peer communication can outweigh source credibility in Instagram fashion contexts.

	The Guardian (2025)
	Newspaper article
	Theme 2
	Editorial UK fast fashion reporting
	Asos valuation fell from more than £5bn to around £320m amid strong competition on price, trends and digital reach.
	Places credibility and social proof within a highly competitive UK fast fashion market

	WPP (2025)
	Industry report
	Theme 2
	YouGov survey; 2,111 adults, including 479 fashion and beauty shoppers following creator recommendations
	27% bought luxury items directly through social platforms; 49% rated in depth reviews effective; 32% UGC effective
	Provides current UK evidence on review quality, UGC and social proof

	Roy et al. (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 3
	n=551; convenience and purposive sampling
	Attitude, norms, behavioural control, live streaming, celebrity endorsement, promotion and online reviews significantly correlated with purchase intention.
	Shows purchase intention depends on multiple behavioural conditions rather than engagement alone.

	Elida and Raharjo (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 3
	n=444 university students
	Price discounts, store atmosphere and fashion involvement significantly affected impulse buying; gender differences were reported.
	Links impulse buying to consumer involvement and commercial stimuli

	Prisco et al. (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 3
	711 surveys collected
	Norms and aspirations substantially influenced second hand purchase decisions.
	Provides evidence of value driven purchase decisions and a sustainable alternative to fast fashion

	Harantová and Mazanec (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 3
	n=340; online survey; November 2024 to January 2025
	More than 65% found second hand shopping fun; >72% authentic; >70% liberating; >66% interesting
	Shows emotional and practical factors that shape Gen Z fashion choice

	Reuters (2026)
	Newspaper article
	Theme 3
	Editorial reporting drawing on current consumer and retail evidence
	Younger shoppers evaluate garment composition, construction, utility, reviews and affordability when seeking quality on a budget.
	Provides current evidence that low price is weighed against perceived value

	Mintel (2025)
	Industry report
	Theme 3
	Consumer survey; n=1,845 UK internet users aged 16+
	93% of UK social media buyers purchased through social platforms directly or indirectly
	Provides current UK scale for social commerce and impulse behaviour.

	Kang and Badal (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 4
	n=289 female Gen Z consumers
	Values, attitudes and perceived behavioural control influenced sustainable and fast fashion consumption
	Challenges an overly simple assumption of a universal sustainability paradox

	Nguyen, Nguyen and Pham (2026)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 4
	n=279 Vietnamese Gen Z consumers; SEM
	Perceived value mediated relationships and FOMO had a significant positive effect on unsustainable ultra-fast fashion purchase intention.
	Shows how digital urgency and value can reinforce unsustainable purchasing

	Del Olmo Arriaga et al. (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 4
	Mixed methods; survey n=202; qualitative social discourse 
	77.2% said social media influences fashion decisions; 68.4% followed sustainable creators
	Shows strong sustainability awareness but weaker links from brand sustainability perceptions to purchase intention

	Haque and Lang (2025)
	Peer-reviewed  journal
	Theme 4
	n=345 valid; Amazon MTurk
	Gen Z showed both positive and negative affect toward greenwashing; perceived greenwashing negatively affected purchase intention
	Shows that scepticism can weaken but does not necessarily remove fast fashion appeal

	The Independent (2025)
	Newspaper article
	Theme 4
	Editorial feature on fashion algorithms and micro trends
	Documents rapid algorithmic trend cycles, fast consumption and emerging resistance to constant novelty
	Provides UK contextual evidence on algorithmic pressure 

	InternetRetailing (2025)
	Industry report
	Theme 4
	Industry market review of UK fashion retailers and consumer behaviour
	Links social commerce, digital discovery
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Figure 4.1: Sample sizes reported by the 16 journal studies
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