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[bookmark: _Toc231139425]1. Introduction and Background
Social media is now a key element in consumer brand discovery, comparison and conversation for food and beverage brands. For food and beverage brands in the UK, the competition is fierce, with consumers consuming brand content, customer reviews, influencer posts, short videos, promotions and peer recommendations before they make a purchase. The food and drink manufacturing industry has also been an important contributor to the UK economy, which Food and Drink Federation (2025) estimates adds £37 billion and makes up 24.2 per cent of the total UK manufacturing turnover. This renders the sector a good environment for studying the marketing factors influencing consumers' buying behaviour.
Social media marketing is the deliberate use of social media to engage with customers, foster interaction, drive eWOM and aid decisions regarding the brand. Social media is a hybrid element of the promotion mix, as its enables firms to communicate with consumers, and also enables consumers to communicate with one another (Mangold and Faulds 2009). Recent studies reveal that the use of social media marketing extends beyond marketing activities, influencing brand knowledge, engagement, perceived value and purchase intention (Appel et al., 2020; Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2020). This influence is particularly significant for food and beverage products, which are often driven by visual, trends, experiences, and are frequently purchased.
Consumer buying behaviour refers to how consumers learn about products, how they compare products, how they form preferences and how they make buying decisions. In the F&B sector, buying behaviour can be influenced by selecting a café or a restaurant, an online food order, a beverage brand, a new snack or a product following a social media. Previous research indicates that social media marketing can affect purchase intention and purchase-related behaviour with informative, entertaining and interactive contents (Alalwan, 2018; Aji, Nadhila and Sanny, 2020). The food and beverage sector needs to be investigated separately, however, as there are country and sector specific differences in consumer habits, platform usage and brand communication.
[bookmark: _Toc231139426]2. Research Problem
Many UK food and beverage companies spend time and money on social media marketing, but the extent to which this has an impact on consumer behaviour is not always obvious. Brands can get likes, views and comments, but these engagement metrics don't necessarily indicate consumers' purchase intent. This poses an issue for companies who wish to know if social media marketing helps their customers make decisions or just improves visibility online.
The academic challenge is that a lot of the literature focuses on SMM in a generic consumer market or outside of the UK. Alalwan (2018) for instance, conducted a study on social media advertising and purchase intention in Jordan, while Aji, Nadhila and Sanny (2020) studied Instagram marketing in the ready-to-drink tea industry in Indonesia. Although these studies are beneficial, they do not comprehensively explain the buying behaviour of consumers in the British food and drink sector. Rini et al. (2024) also indicate that the study of social media and food consumer behaviour is broad, yet sparse, with different research methods, platforms and food contexts. Hence, there is a need for a focused, simple and measurable study that will look at the direct impact of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour in the UK food and beverages sector.
[bookmark: _Toc231139427]3. Research Aim
· The aim of this research is to examine the influence of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour in the UK food and beverage industry.
[bookmark: _Toc231139428]4. Research Objectives
The objectives of the study are:
· To review relevant literature on social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour.
· To examine consumer perceptions of social media marketing by UK food and beverage brands.
· To analyse the relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour.
· To test whether social media marketing significantly predicts consumer buying behaviour in the UK food and beverage industry.
· To provide practical recommendations for food and beverage marketers based on the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc231139429]5. Research Questions and Hypothesis
The study will answer the following research questions:
· RQ1: How do consumers perceive social media marketing by food and beverage brands in the UK?
· RQ2: What is the relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour in the UK food and beverage industry?
· RQ3: To what extent does social media marketing influence consumer buying behaviour in the UK food and beverage industry?
Based on the simple independent variable and dependent variable model, the study will test the following hypothesis:
· H1: Social media marketing has a positive and significant influence on consumer buying behaviour in the UK food and beverage industry.
[bookmark: _Toc231139430]6. Preliminary Literature Review
Social media marketing has been a widely studied digital marketing activity, as it involves the combination of brand communication and user/customer interaction and influence. Appel et al. (2020) contend social media has transformed the connection between firms and consumers since consumers can now develop, share and rate brand-related information, as well as official brand information. It's significant for the food and beverage industry because visual posts, reviews, and influencer recommendations and customer experiences can turn heads and preferences in the blink of an eye.
Interacting with users, being trendy, entertaining, customising and electronic word of mouth are key elements of social media marketing mentioned in literature. Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger (2020) discovered that these perceived social media marketing elements can enhance the consumer-brand engagement and the brand knowledge. Bilgin (2018) also determined that the variables of social media marketing activities have an impact on brand awareness, brand image and brand loyalty. Such studies back up the fact that social media marketing can impact the thought process of consumers prior to purchase.
There are several studies relating social media activities to purchase intention. Alalwan (2018) concluded that interactivity, informativeness and perceived relevance are social media advertising features that can predict customer purchase intention. As for the influence of social media marketing activities on purchase intention, Chen and Lin (2019) also indicated that social media marketing activities affect purchase intention through consumer perceptions and satisfaction. Aji, Nadhila and Sanny (2020) in the food and beverage industry, revealed that there is a positive influence of social media marketing through Instagram towards purchase intention in the ready to drink tea industry. This is particularly pertinent to the present issue since food and beverages products are frequently marketed by means of images and brief social media communications.
Consumer buying behaviour is wider than the intention as it comprises of the stages that consumers go through in the process of recognising a need, searching for information, evaluating alternatives and deciding to buy. Social media can influence these stages by bringing the product to consumers' attention, providing consumers with reviews, building trust through peer-generated content, and promoting impulse purchases through promotions or appealing images. In the food and beverage sector, consumers can be impacted by attractive images, time-limited promotions, consumer reviews, and recommendations and comments from other consumers. In the UK online platforms are still a significant component of daily media consumption, suggesting that investigating social media as a consumer decision environment is relevant (Ofcom 2024).
Literature shows a link between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour; however, there are limitations. Most studies are directed towards purchase intention and not necessarily buying behaviour. Other studies focus on general retail, fashion, tourism and technology, but not the UK food and beverage industry. Rini et al. (2024) conducted a literature review on social media and food consumer behaviour, which identified that there are a variety of methods and outcomes and that more specific studies are required, depending on the national and sector context. This research will attempt to fill that gap by using a simple and measurable model to UK food and beverage consumers.
Table 1: Summary of key preliminary literature
	Author(s)
	Focus
	Relevance to this study

	Alalwan (2018)
	Social media advertising features and purchase intention
	Supports the link between social media marketing and purchase-related decisions.

	Chen and Lin (2019)
	Social media marketing activities and purchase intention
	Shows that social media marketing can influence consumer intentions through consumer perceptions.

	Aji, Nadhila and Sanny (2020)
	Instagram marketing in the ready-to-drink tea industry
	Provides food and beverage-related evidence, although outside the UK.

	Rini et al. (2024)
	Systematic review of social media and food consumer behaviour
	Identifies fragmented research and supports the need for focused food-sector studies.


[bookmark: _Toc231139431]7. Literature Gap and Contribution
The biggest gap is that there has not been a specific study which directly evaluates the impact of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour in the food and beverage sector in the UK through a simple IV-DV model. Previous studies showed that social media marketing influences purchase intention (Alalwan, 2018; Chen and Lin, 2019; Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2020), brand engagement and brand related outcomes. Many of these studies are, however, not UK based and do not focus on consumers of food and drink. This means the results may not necessarily align with consumer behaviours, social media usage, food trends and market conditions in the UK.
The second gap is between the engagement online and purchase behaviour. Likes, comments, shares and views are some of the metrics brands in the food and beverage industry use to gauge social media success. These are attention measures, but they don't necessarily reflect if consumers buy due to social media marketing. In this study, the dependent variable will be the consumer buying behaviour as this will make the study more useful for businesses that are interested in linking social media activities to consumer buying behaviour.
This study will be of practical and academic value. From a business perspective, it will give a specific application of social media marketing theory in the UK food and beverage sector. In reality, it will enable food and beverage brands to see if their social media marketing is likely to impact consumer buying behaviour and what aspects of their communications should be improved.
[bookmark: _Toc231139432]8. Conceptual Framework
Independent Variable is Social Media Marketing and the dependent variable is Consumer Buying Behaviour. Consumer perceptions of brand content, information quality, interaction, entertainment, promotional appeal and electronic word of mouth will be used as measures of social media marketing. These are not considered as independent variables but as indicators of the same independent variable. Consumer buying behaviour will be measured by purchase interest, product trial, brand choice, repeat purchase and likelihood of buying after viewing social media content.
[image: ]
Figure 1: Conceptual framework
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This study will use a quantitative research methodology. As per the research aims, which test the relationship between two measurable variables that is social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour, it is suitable to use quantitative approach for this research. The research philosophy of the study is positivist since it aims at collecting numerical data and objectively analysing patterns. A deductive approach will be used as the hypothesis is formed from the literature and will be tested using survey data (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The study design will be cross sectional. Data will be gathered once from UK consumers with experience of using social media and food or beverages products. Surveys are appropriate because they enable the researcher to gather similar responses from a reasonably large number of consumers over a relatively brief time frame. The target population will consist of UK consumers aged 18+, who use social media and have purchased food and beverage products including snacks, soft drinks, coffee, restaurant meals, takeaway food and packaged food and grocery items.
The researcher will collect the responses via online channels like social media, student network and personal contacts, thus the study will adopt non-probability convenience sampling. While it is more desirable to use probability sampling to enhance representativeness, the convenience sampling is more feasible for a small-scale dissertation project in terms of time and resources. A target of 100-150 valid responses is desired and a minimum of 50 valid responses is acceptable. This is in line with the criterion that quantitative primary research must gather at least 50 valid responses.
The questionnaire will include closed questions and 5-point Likert scale with the response options of strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, and strongly agree. First section will determine eligibility and gather general information about the individual, including age group and gender. The second section will assess perceptions of social media marketing of food and beverage brands. The third section will assess the consumer buying behaviour. It will be adapted from existing literature on social media marketing and purchase behaviour which includes Alalwan (2018), Chen and Lin (2019), Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger (2020) and Aji, Nadhila and Sanny (2020).
RGui 4.5.1 will be used to analyse the data. All survey responses will be downloaded as a spreadsheet, then screened for incomplete responses, coded numerically and imported into RGui 4.5.1 for analysis. Descriptive statistics will be used first to describe the respondents characteristics and the average scores of the respondents for every variable. Cronbach's alpha will be used to test the reliability, which will be determined by internal consistency of the items for each scale. Pearson correlation will be used to analyse the correlation between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour. Then, simple linear regression will be applied to test the hypothesis that, there is a significant relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour. Hypothesis will be accepted if the regression result is positive and is statistically significant at the 5 per cent level.
Table 2: Methodological design summary
	Element
	Proposed choice

	Research philosophy
	Positivism

	Research approach
	Deductive

	Research design
	Quantitative cross-sectional survey

	Population
	UK consumers aged 18 and above who use social media and buy food or beverage products

	Sample size
	Target 100 to 150 valid responses; minimum 50 valid responses

	Sampling method
	Convenience sampling

	Analysis methods
	Descriptive statistics, Cronbach's alpha, Pearson correlation and simple linear regression

	Analysis software
	RGui 4.5.1


[bookmark: _Toc231139434]10. Ethical Considerations
Before data collection, the study will follow the ethical requirements of the university. The participation will be voluntary and respondents will receive a brief information sheet about the study's purpose, what questions are to be answered and their right to opt out of answering the questionnaire at any time. The survey will NOT ask for names, phone numbers, addresses or social media usernames. The information collected will be general demographic information only and no sensitive personal information will be requested.
They will be asked to provide informed consent at the beginning of the online questionnaire. Participants will have to confirm they are 18 years old or older and agree to participate. Data will be used in an academic manner only. All responses will be kept securely in password protected files and be deleted after completion of the dissertation process in line with the University's guidance. Data handling will be done in line with the principles of fairness, transparency, data minimisation and secure storage that are integral to UK data protection guidance (Information Commissioner's Office, 2026).
The study will not extract information from social media, nor will it study identifiable user accounts, nor will it study private messages. This minimises the risk of privacy breaches and enables the study to remain relevant to consumer perceptions obtained first hand from consent based survey responses.
[bookmark: _Toc231139435]11. Proposed Project Timetable
The proposed timetable is designed to allow enough time for proposal approval, questionnaire preparation, data collection, analysis and final writing.
Table 3: Proposed project timetable
	Activity
	W1
	W2
	W3
	W4
	W5
	W6
	W7
	W8
	W9
	W10
	W11
	W12

	Finalise proposal, aim, objectives and questions
	█
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Submit proposal and e thics form
	
	◆
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Develop questionnaire
	█
	█
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Pilot test and revise questionnaire
	
	█
	█
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conduct literature review
	█
	█
	█
	█
	█
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Collect survey data
	
	
	█
	█
	█
	█
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Clean and code data
	
	
	
	
	
	█
	█
	
	
	
	
	

	Analyse data using RGui 4.5.1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	█
	█
	█
	
	
	

	Write methodology chapter
	
	█
	█
	█
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Write findings chapter
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	█
	█
	█
	
	

	Write discussion and conclusion
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	█
	█
	█
	

	Final proofreading, formatting and submission
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	█
	◆


Key: █ = planned activity | ◆ = submission milestone
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[bookmark: _Toc231139437]Appendix A: Draft Survey Items
All scale items will be answered using a five-point Likert scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.
	Code
	Draft item

	SMM1
	Food and beverage brands post useful information on social media.

	SMM2
	Food and beverage social media content is attractive and engaging.

	SMM3
	Social media posts help me learn about new food or beverage products.

	SMM4
	Comments, reviews and shares influence how I view food and beverage brands.

	SMM5
	Promotions on social media make food and beverage products more appealing.

	CBB1
	I am more likely to try a food or beverage product after seeing it on social media.

	CBB2
	Social media influences which food or beverage brand I choose.

	CBB3
	I have bought food or beverage products because of social media content.

	CBB4
	Social media reviews or recommendations affect my buying decisions.

	CBB5
	I am likely to repeat purchase food or beverage products promoted well on social media.
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