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Executive Summary

  This research proposal outlines a qualitative investigation into the current and emerging challenges affecting the sustainability of independent wedding venue businesses within the United Kingdom. The study is motivated by increasing economic uncertainty, rising operational costs, changing consumer spending behaviours and growing expectations surrounding sustainable business practices. Whilst previous research has explored sustainability within the wider hospitality sector and examined consumer behaviour within the wedding industry, limited attention has been given to the experiences and perspectives of independent wedding venue owner-managers. This proposal seeks to address this gap by exploring how these businesses perceive and respond to the challenges affecting their long-term sustainability.
  The proposal adopts an interpretivist research philosophy supported by an inductive research approach, recognising that business sustainability is shaped by the subjective experiences and interpretations of those managing independent venues. A qualitative case study design has been selected to provide rich, in-depth insight into participants' lived experiences. Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews with owner-managers of independent UK wedding venues and analysed using Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase thematic analysis framework.
  The literature review critically examines key themes relating to business sustainability, changing consumer behaviour, strategic adaptation and corporate social responsibility. The proposal draws upon established theories, including Dynamic Capabilities Theory, the Resource-Based View, Stakeholder Theory and Carroll's Corporate Social Responsibility framework, to evaluate the strategic challenges facing independent businesses. Existing literature highlights conflicting perspectives regarding organisational resilience and sustainability, reinforcing the need for further qualitative research within this underexplored sector.
The proposed study aims to contribute both academically and practically by enhancing understanding of how independent wedding venue businesses navigate economic uncertainty whilst balancing customer expectations, operational resilience and sustainable business practices. The findings may provide valuable insights for owner-managers, hospitality practitioners and policymakers seeking to support the long-term sustainability of independent businesses operating within the hospitality and events industries.














Contents Page

1. Introduction………………………………..………………………………………..4-5
1.1 Background of the Study
1.2 Research Problem
1.3 Research Aim
1.4 Research Objectives
1.5 Research Question
1.6 Significance of the Study

2. Literature Review…………………………………………………………………..5-9
2.1 Business Sustainability and SME Resilience
2.2 Economic Pressures Affecting the Hospitality Industry
2.3 Changing Consumer Behaviour within the Wedding Industry
2.4 Strategic Adaptation and Business Sustainability
2.5 Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainable Business Practices
2.6 Critical Evaluation and Research Gap

3. Research Methodology…………………………………………………………….9-14
3.1 Research Philosophy
3.2 Research Approach
3.3 Methodological Choice
3.4 Research Strategy
3.5 Sampling Strategy
3.6 Data Collection
3.7 Data Analysis
3.8 Trustworthiness
3.9 Ethical Considerations
3.10 Limitations

4. Resource and Feasibility…………………………………………………………..14

5.  Research Timeline………………………………………………...………………14

6.  Conclusion…………………………………………………………………………15

7. References……………………………………………………………………….….16-18

8. Appendices……………………………………………………………………….…19-22


1. Introduction

1.1 Background to the Study
  The UK wedding industry represents a significant part of the hospitality and events sector, generating substantial economic activity through venues, catering, accommodation and related services. Independent wedding venues play an important role within this market by offering unique locations and personalised experiences that differentiate them from larger hotel chains and corporate venues (UKHospitality, 2024). However, the operating environment has become increasingly challenging due to rising inflation, higher energy prices, labour shortages and changing consumer spending behaviours following the COVID-19 pandemic and the UK cost-of-living crisis (Office for National Statistics, 2024).
  Alongside these economic pressures, couples' expectations have evolved. Social media, digital marketing and the demand for personalised experiences have increased competitive pressure on venue operators, requiring them to balance customer expectations with rising operational costs (Pine and Gilmore, 1999; Leung et al., 2013). At the same time, businesses face increasing expectations to adopt environmentally and socially responsible practices, making sustainability a strategic issue rather than simply an environmental concern (Elkington, 1997).
  Whilst previous research has explored hospitality sustainability, consumer behaviour and SME resilience, relatively little attention has been given to the experiences of independent wedding venue owners in the UK. Understanding how these businesses perceive and respond to current and emerging challenges is therefore important for both academic knowledge and industry practice.

1.2 Research Problem
  Independent wedding venue businesses operate within an increasingly uncertain economic environment characterised by inflation, rising operating costs and changing consumer expectations. Although previous research has examined hospitality businesses more broadly, limited qualitative research has explored how independent venue owners themselves perceive these challenges or the strategies they employ to maintain long-term sustainability. This causes a remaining gap in understanding how these businesses balance financial resilience, customer expectations and corporate social responsibility whilst adapting to changing market conditions.

1.3 Research Aim
  To explore the current and emerging challenges affecting the sustainability of independent wedding venue businesses in the UK.

1.4 Research Objectives
· To critically review literature relating to business sustainability, SME resilience and the UK wedding industry. 
· To explore how independent wedding venue owners perceive the current and emerging challenges affecting their businesses. 
· To examine the strategies adopted by venue owners to maintain long-term sustainability. 
· To consider the role of corporate social responsibility in supporting the future sustainability of independent wedding venue businesses. 

1.5 Research Question
How do owner-managers of independent wedding venue businesses in the UK perceive and respond to the current and emerging challenges affecting long-term business sustainability?

1.6 Significance of the Study
  Independent wedding venues provide a valuable context for exploring business sustainability because they combine characteristics of the hospitality, tourism and events sectors whilst relying heavily on discretionary consumer spending. Unlike larger hotel chains, independent venues often operate with limited financial resources, making them particularly vulnerable to rising operational costs, changing consumer behaviour and increasing expectations surrounding sustainable business practices. Studying this sector therefore offers valuable insight into how smaller hospitality businesses respond to an increasingly uncertain business environment.
  From an academic perspective, this study addresses a gap in the literature by focusing on the lived experiences of owner-managers of independent UK wedding venues. Whilst previous research has examined sustainability within hospitality SMEs and consumer behaviour in the wedding industry, limited qualitative research has explored how venue owners perceive these challenges and make strategic decisions. Adopting an interpretivist approach will therefore contribute to a deeper understanding of business sustainability within this under-researched context.
  The study also has practical value by providing insights into how independent venues respond to inflation, changing customer expectations and increasing operational costs whilst maintaining service quality and long-term viability. The findings may support owner-managers, policymakers and hospitality organisations in developing strategies that strengthen the resilience and sustainability of independent businesses within the UK's hospitality and events sectors.

2. Literature Review

  This chapter critically reviews literature relating to the sustainability of independent wedding venue businesses. Rather than describing previous studies, it evaluates key debates concerning business sustainability, economic pressures, consumer behaviour, strategic adaptation and corporate social responsibility (CSR). By comparing different academic perspectives, the chapter identifies areas of agreement, contradiction and limited understanding within the existing literature. It concludes by identifying a research gap that justifies the need for an interpretivist study exploring the experiences of independent wedding venue owners.

2.1 Business Sustainability and SME Resilience 
  Business sustainability extends beyond environmental responsibility and incorporates the long-term economic, social and environmental performance of organisations (Elkington, 1997). The Triple Bottom Line framework argues that businesses should create value across economic, environmental and social dimensions rather than focusing solely on financial performance. Carroll (1991) similarly suggests that organisations hold economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic responsibilities towards society.
  However, the practical application of sustainability within SMEs remains debated. Norman and MacDonald (2004) argue that sustainability frameworks are difficult to measure consistently, whilst Jenkins (2009) suggests that smaller organisations often lack the resources to implement formal sustainability strategies. This creates a challenge for independent wedding venues, which must balance financial resilience with increasing stakeholder expectations.
  Resilience has become equally important within SME research. Doern, Williams and Vorley (2019) argue that organisations capable of adapting quickly to changing market conditions are more likely to survive periods of uncertainty. Similarly, Dynamic Capabilities Theory proposes that businesses sustain competitive advantage through continuously adapting resources and strategies (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997). But critics argue that successful adaptation depends upon managerial capability and external market conditions rather than organisational flexibility alone (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000). Existing literature therefore highlights sustainability as a multidimensional concept but provides limited understanding of how independent wedding venue owners themselves interpret these challenges.

2.2 Economic Pressures Affecting the Wedding Industry
  Economic uncertainty has significantly influenced both consumer spending and business operations within the UK wedding industry. Rising inflation, increasing energy prices and higher labour costs have created financial pressures for hospitality businesses, whilst the cost-of-living crisis has affected discretionary consumer expenditure (Office for National Statistics, 2024). As a result, independent wedding venues face the challenge of maintaining profitability whilst continuing to meet customer expectations.
  The literature presents contrasting views regarding the resilience of the wedding market. Some authors argue that weddings remain relatively resistant to economic downturns due to their emotional and cultural significance, meaning couples continue to prioritise wedding expenditure despite financial pressures (Daniels and Loveless, 2007). Recent studies have also found that many couples are reducing guest numbers, selecting lower-cost venues or delaying weddings instead in response to economic uncertainty (Mintel, 2023).
  At the same time, venue operators face increasing operational costs associated with staffing, utilities, maintenance and supplier prices. These pressures create tension between maintaining service quality and controlling expenditure. Whilst the literature acknowledges these financial challenges, most studies focus on consumer spending rather than how venue owners adapt their business strategies. And limited qualitative research has explored how independent wedding venues perceive and respond to these economic pressures.

2.3 Changing Consumer Behaviour and Digital Transformation
  Consumer expectations within the wedding industry have evolved considerably through the growth of social media and digital marketing. Platforms such as Instagram and Pinterest have increased customer awareness of wedding trends whilst influencing expectations for personalised and visually distinctive events (Leung et al., 2013). Independent wedding venues are required to provide increasingly bespoke experiences to remain competitive.
  Some researchers argue that digital platforms create valuable opportunities by improving marketing reach, customer engagement and brand reputation (Xiang and Gretzel, 2010). Others suggest that social media has intensified competition and encouraged unrealistic customer expectations, increasing operational pressure on smaller businesses with limited resources (Walls et al., 2011).
  Although existing research demonstrates that digital transformation has reshaped customer behaviour, much of the literature concentrates on consumers rather than business owners. Limited evidence exists regarding how independent wedding venue operators manage changing customer expectations whilst maintaining profitability and long-term sustainability.


2.4 Strategic Adaptation and Business Sustainability
  Strategic adaptation is widely recognised as a key factor influencing long-term business sustainability. Dynamic Capabilities Theory argues that organisations maintain competitive advantage by continuously adapting their resources and capabilities in response to changing market conditions (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997). Within the independent wedding venue sector, this may involve diversifying services, adopting flexible pricing strategies, investing in digital marketing, or developing new revenue streams to respond to economic uncertainty and evolving consumer expectations.
  However, the extent to which adaptation alone ensures long-term sustainability remains contested. Whilst Teece et al. (1997) emphasise organisational flexibility, Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) argue that dynamic capabilities are not, in themselves, a sustainable source of competitive advantage. Instead, success depends on how effectively businesses implement change compared with competitors. This suggests that simply responding to market pressures may be insufficient unless owner-managers are able to adapt strategically whilst maintaining the distinctive qualities that differentiate their businesses.
Porter (1985) offers a contrasting perspective, arguing that organisations achieve competitive advantage through either cost leadership or differentiation. This creates a potential dilemma for independent wedding venue businesses. Reducing operating costs may improve financial resilience during periods of inflation, yet excessive cost reductions could compromise the personalised experiences, high service standards and unique venue characteristics that attract customers. Maintaining premium quality without adapting pricing or operational practices may reduce profitability as operating costs continue to increase.
  Whilst Dynamic Capabilities Theory suggests organisations achieve resilience through continual adaptation (Teece et al., 1997), Porter (1985) argues that sustained competitive advantage is derived through a clear strategic position rather than continual change. This contradiction raises an important question for independent wedding venues: should businesses continually adapt to changing consumer demands, or protect the unique characteristics that differentiate them within an increasingly competitive market?
  The Resource-Based View (RBV) further contributes to this debate by suggesting that organisations gain sustained competitive advantage through valuable, rare, inimitable and well-organised resources (Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991). For independent wedding venues, these resources may include distinctive locations, experienced staff, strong customer relationships and local reputation. However, increasing price sensitivity among consumers raises questions about whether these unique resources alone are sufficient to sustain competitive advantage during periods of economic uncertainty.
  These contrasting theoretical perspectives highlight that sustainability extends beyond reacting to external pressures. Instead, it requires owner-managers to make strategic decisions that balance financial resilience, operational efficiency and customer value. Whilst these theories provide valuable explanations of organisational adaptation, limited qualitative research has explored how owner-managers within independent wedding venue businesses interpret these strategic challenges in practice. This gap reinforces the need for the present study.

2.5 Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainable Business Practices 
  Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has become an increasingly important aspect of business sustainability, particularly within the hospitality sector where organisations are expected to balance financial performance with social and environmental responsibilities. Carroll's (1991) Corporate Social Responsibility Pyramid suggests organisations have economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic responsibilities. However, Porter and Kramer (2011) argue that CSR should move beyond philanthropic activities towards the creation of shared value, where organisations improve their competitive position whilst simultaneously generating social and economic benefits for stakeholders. Within the independent wedding venue sector, this may include supporting local suppliers, reducing environmental impacts and strengthening community relationships whilst enhancing long-term business sustainability.Similarly, Freeman's (1984) Stakeholder Theory suggests that organisations should create value not only for shareholders but also for customers, employees, suppliers and local communities.
  Within independent wedding venue businesses, CSR may involve supporting local suppliers, reducing food waste, improving energy efficiency or contributing to community initiatives. These practices have the potential to strengthen organisational reputation, enhance customer loyalty and create long-term competitive advantage, particularly as consumers become increasingly aware of environmental and ethical issues (Jones, Hillier and Comfort, 2016).
  Whilst Stakeholder Theory suggests businesses voluntarily respond to the expectations of key stakeholder groups (Freeman, 1984), Institutional Theory argues that organisations are often influenced by wider social, cultural and regulatory pressures rather than purely strategic choice (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Within the independent wedding venue sector, increasing expectations surrounding environmental sustainability, ethical sourcing and community engagement may encourage businesses to adopt CSR initiatives not only because they improve competitive advantage, but also because they have become accepted industry normality’s. This suggests that sustainability practices may be shaped as much by external institutional pressures as by internal strategic decision-making, reinforcing the complexity of achieving long-term business sustainability.
  However, the literature presents contrasting perspectives regarding the practicality of CSR within SMEs. Jenkins (2009) argues that smaller businesses often demonstrate socially responsible behaviour through close relationships with employees, customers and local communities, even without formal CSR strategies. In contrast, Russo and Perrini (2010) suggest that limited financial and managerial resources can restrict SMEs' ability to invest in sustainability initiatives, particularly during periods of economic uncertainty.
  This debate is particularly relevant to independent wedding venue businesses operating in the current economic climate. Whilst customers may increasingly expect environmentally responsible practices, owner-managers may be forced to prioritise financial resilience over broader sustainability initiatives as operating costs continue to rise. This creates a strategic tension between maintaining profitability and meeting stakeholder expectations.
  In reality, sustainability should not be viewed solely through an environmental lens. Instead, it may require owner-managers to make complex strategic decisions that balance economic survival, customer expectations and social responsibility. Although existing theories explain why CSR is important, relatively little research has explored how owner-managers interpret these competing priorities in practice. This highlights the need for qualitative research that investigates how strategic decisions relating to CSR are made within independent wedding venue businesses.

2.6 Critical Evaluation and Research Gap
  The literature demonstrates that the sustainability of independent wedding venue businesses is influenced by a combination of economic pressures, changing consumer behaviour, strategic adaptation and corporate social responsibility. Existing theories, including Dynamic Capabilities Theory (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997), the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991), Stakeholder Theory Donaldson and Preston (1995) and Carroll's (1991) CSR framework, each provide valuable explanations of how organisations can achieve long-term sustainability. However, these theories have largely been applied to the wider hospitality sector or SMEs more generally, with limited attention given to independent wedding venue businesses.
  The literature unfortunately presents several contradictions. Whilst some authors argue that strategic adaptation enables organisations to remain competitive during periods of economic uncertainty (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997), others suggest that excessive cost reduction may weaken the distinctive characteristics that create competitive advantage (Porter, 1985). Similarly, although CSR is widely recognised as an important aspect of sustainable business practice, SMEs often face financial constraints that limit their ability to invest in wider social and environmental initiatives (Russo and Perrini, 2010). These conflicting perspectives suggest that there is no single explanation for business sustainability, particularly within a sector characterised by emotional purchasing decisions and highly personalised customer experiences.
Figure 1 illustrates the relationships identified throughout the literature and demonstrates how external pressures influence strategic decision-making and, ultimately, long-term business sustainability.

Figure 1. Proposed Conceptual Framework
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Source: Developed by the researcher based on Porter (1985), Freeman (1984), Carroll (1991), Barney (1991) and Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997).

  Despite the depth of research surrounding hospitality sustainability and SME resilience, relatively little qualitative research has explored how owner-managers of independent wedding venue businesses interpret and respond to these interconnected challenges. Much of the existing literature focuses on consumer behaviour or financial performance, rather than the lived experiences and strategic decision-making of venue owners themselves. This study seeks to address this gap by adopting an interpretivist approach to explore how independent wedding venue businesses perceive, navigate and respond to current and emerging sustainability challenges within the UK.
  As a whole, the literature suggests that sustainability is influenced by interconnected economic, strategic and social factors. However, existing research has predominantly examined these issues from the perspective of consumers or the wider hospitality industry. But limited understanding exists regarding how independent wedding venue owner-managers interpret these challenges and make strategic decisions in practice. This proposal therefore seeks to address this gap through an interpretivist exploration of their lived experiences.

3 Research Methodology

  Research methodology provides the framework that guides how a study is designed, conducted and evaluated (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). It ensures that the research methods align with the research aim and objectives, strengthening the credibility and trustworthiness of the study. As this research seeks to explore how independent wedding venue owners perceive the challenges affecting business sustainability, this chapter justifies the chosen research philosophy, approach, methodology, data collection methods and ethical considerations. Together, these decisions form a coherent research design that supports the overall aim of the study.

3.1 Research Philosophy
  Research philosophy refers to the assumptions that guide how knowledge is understood and generated (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This study adopts an interpretivist philosophy because it seeks to understand the experiences and perspectives of independent wedding venue owners rather than measure objective facts. Interpretivism assumes that reality is socially constructed and that individuals may interpret the same situation differently based on their own experiences (Bryman, 2016).
  The ontological position of this study is subjectivism, recognising that business sustainability does not have one fixed meaning. Venue owners may define sustainability differently depending on factors such as profitability, customer satisfaction or environmental responsibility. Multiple realities are acknowledged rather than one objective truth (Crotty, 1998).
  From an epistemological perspective, knowledge is generated through understanding participants' experiences rather than collecting numerical data. Semi-structured interviews are therefore considered the most appropriate method because they allow participants to explain how they perceive and respond to current and emerging business challenges.
  The study also acknowledges an axiological position, recognising that the researcher's values may influence the interpretation of qualitative data. To minimise bias, the researcher will remain reflexive throughout the research process and ensure participants' views are represented accurately and ethically (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
  Overall, interpretivism provides the most appropriate philosophical foundation because it aligns with the aim of exploring the lived experiences of independent wedding venue owners and supports the qualitative methodology adopted within this study.
  A positivist philosophy was considered but rejected because it assumes that reality exists independently of individuals and can therefore be measured objectively through numerical data (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). Whilst a survey may identify trends relating to business performance or consumer spending, it would provide limited understanding of how owner-managers interpret complex sustainability challenges. As this research seeks to understand subjective experiences rather than establish causal relationships, interpretivism provides a more appropriate philosophical foundation.

3.2 Research Approach
  This study adopts an inductive research approach, which begins with participants' experiences before identifying themes and developing a broader understanding of the research problem (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Unlike a deductive approach, which tests existing theories, induction allows new insights to emerge from the data (Bryman, 2016).
  An inductive approach is appropriate because the study seeks to understand how independent wedding venue owners experience economic uncertainty, changing consumer behaviour and sustainability challenges. Although theories such as the Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1997), Dynamic Capabilities Theory (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997) and Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984) provide useful theoretical perspectives, the research aims to explore how these issues are experienced in practice rather than test these theories directly.
  The flexibility of induction allows unexpected themes to emerge during interviews, making it particularly suitable for exploring an area where limited qualitative research currently exists (Thomas, 2006). Although findings from a small qualitative sample cannot be statistically generalised, they provide rich insights into participants' experiences and contribute to addressing the research gap identified within the literature review.
  The inductive approach therefore complements the interpretivist philosophy and supports the study's aim of exploring the sustainability challenges facing independent wedding venue businesses in the UK.

3.3 Methodological Choice
  Methodological choice refers to the selection of qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods to answer the research question (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Consistent with the interpretivist philosophy and inductive approach adopted in this study, a qualitative methodology has been selected.
  Qualitative research is appropriate because it enables the exploration of participants' experiences, perceptions and behaviours in depth (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2022). As this study seeks to understand how independent wedding venue owners perceive the challenges affecting business sustainability, qualitative methods provide richer insight than quantitative techniques, which focus primarily on numerical measurement and statistical relationships.
  Although quantitative research could identify trends relating to consumer spending or venue performance, it would not explain why business owners make particular strategic decisions or how they interpret economic uncertainty. Similarly, a mixed methods approach was considered; however, it was rejected because the primary aim of this study is to gain an in-depth understanding of participants' lived experiences rather than compare qualitative findings with statistical data.
  A qualitative methodology therefore aligns with the interpretivist philosophy, inductive approach and exploratory nature of the research. It provides the flexibility required to investigate complex issues surrounding sustainability, changing consumer behaviour and strategic decision-making within independent wedding venue businesses.

3.4 Research Strategy
  The research strategy outlines how data will be collected to address the research objectives (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This study will adopt a multiple case study strategy, focusing on independent wedding venue businesses operating within the UK. A case study strategy is appropriate because it enables researchers to investigate contemporary issues within their real-life context whilst developing a detailed understanding of participants' experiences (Yin, 2018).
  The study will use semi-structured interviews with independent wedding venue owners or senior managers as the primary method of data collection. Semi-structured interviews provide a balance between consistency and flexibility by allowing predetermined questions to be asked whilst enabling participants to discuss issues they consider important (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015). This approach is particularly suitable for interpretivist research, where understanding participants' perspectives is central to answering the research question.
  A multiple case study strategy also allows similarities and differences between venues to be explored, providing a broader understanding of how businesses respond to challenges such as inflation, changing consumer expectations and increasing sustainability demands. Whilst findings will not be statistically generalisable, they will generate rich contextual insights that contribute to the current understanding of sustainability within the independent wedding venue sector.

3.5 Sampling
  Sampling refers to the process of selecting participants who can provide relevant information to address the research objectives (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). As this study explores the experiences of independent wedding venue owners, purposive sampling will be adopted. This non-probability technique selects participants based on their knowledge and experience rather than random selection (Bryman, 2016).
The study will recruit approximately 8–12 owners or senior managers from independent wedding venues across the UK. Participants will be selected because they are directly involved in strategic decision-making and are well positioned to discuss the challenges affecting business sustainability. This sample size is appropriate for qualitative research, providing sufficient depth whilst remaining manageable.
  Potential participants will be identified through venue websites, professional networks and LinkedIn. Initial contact will be made by email, providing a participant information sheet outlining the purpose of the study, confidentiality arrangements and the voluntary nature of participation. Although findings will not be statistically representative, purposive sampling will generate rich, context-specific insights consistent with the interpretivist approach.

3.6 Data Collection
  Primary data will be collected through semi-structured interviews, a method widely recognised for exploring participants' experiences and perceptions (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015). This approach aligns with the interpretivist philosophy by enabling participants to discuss issues in their own words whilst allowing the researcher to probe responses in greater depth.
  An interview guide will be developed around the research objectives, covering inflation, changing consumer behaviour, operational challenges, sustainability strategies and corporate social responsibility. Although a consistent set of questions will be used, participants will have the flexibility to introduce additional issues they consider important.
  Interviews will last approximately 45–60 minutes and will be conducted online via Microsoft Teams or Zoom. With informed consent, interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis. Participants' identities and business details will be anonymised to maintain confidentiality and comply with ethical research standards.

3.7 Data Analysis
  Interview recordings will be transcribed verbatim and analysed using thematic analysis, a qualitative technique used to identify and interpret patterns within textual data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This approach is appropriate because it supports the interpretivist philosophy by focusing on how participants explain their experiences.
  The analysis will follow Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase framework: familiarisation, coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report. This systematic process will identify themes relating to economic pressures, changing consumer behaviour, strategic adaptation and corporate social responsibility.
  Interview transcripts will be coded line by line to identify meaningful statements relating to sustainability, strategic decision-making, customer expectations and operational challenges. Similar codes will then be grouped into broader themes, allowing relationships between participants' experiences to emerge. Emerging themes will be compared with the literature reviewed in Chapter Two to determine whether findings support, challenge or extend existing theories, including the Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1997), Dynamic Capabilities Theory (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997) and Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984). This maintains the golden thread by linking the literature directly to the empirical findings.

3.8 Trustworthiness and Research Quality
  Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research is evaluated through trustworthiness. Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. These principles will guide the research process to enhance quality and integrity.
  Credibility will be supported through open-ended interview questions that encourage detailed discussion. Transferability will be achieved by providing clear descriptions of the research context and participants, allowing readers to judge whether the findings may apply to similar organisations.
  Reflexivity will form an important part of the research process. A reflective journal will be maintained to acknowledge how personal assumptions and interactions with participants may influence interpretation, enhancing confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Dependability will be strengthened by maintaining an audit trail of interview schedules, coding decisions and analysis procedures. Together, these measures aim to produce findings that are transparent, credible and consistent with the interpretivist philosophy.

3.9 Ethical Considerations
  Ethical considerations are fundamental to ensuring that research is conducted responsibly and protects the rights of participants (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). As this study involves interviews with owner-managers and senior decision-makers from independent wedding venue businesses, ethical approval will be obtained from the University's Research Ethics Committee before any data collection takes place.
Participation will be entirely voluntary, and all participants will receive a Participant Information Sheet outlining the purpose of the research, what participation involves, and how the data will be used. Written informed consent will be obtained before interviews commence, and participants will have the right to withdraw from the study at any stage without providing a reason.
  To protect confidentiality, participants and their businesses will be anonymised using participant titles, and any identifying information will be removed from interview transcripts. Audio recordings and transcripts will be securely stored on password-protected devices and handled in accordance with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018. Only the researcher and academic supervisor will have access to the data, which will be securely destroyed following the University's data retention policy.
  As participants may discuss commercially sensitive information, interview questions will remain focused on business experiences rather than confidential financial details. These ethical procedures aim to protect participants whilst enhancing the credibility and integrity of the research.

3.10 Research Limitations
  Although the proposed methodology is appropriate for addressing the research aim, several limitations should be acknowledged. Firstly, the study will use a relatively small purposive sample of owner-managers and senior decision-makers from independent wedding venue businesses. As a result, the findings will provide in-depth insights but will not be statistically generalisable to the wider UK wedding venue sector (Bryman, 2016).
  Secondly, the research relies on participants' personal experiences and perceptions, which may be influenced by individual circumstances or bias. However, these subjective viewpoints are central to the interpretivist philosophy and are essential for understanding how sustainability challenges are experienced and interpreted.
  Access to participants may also present a challenge, particularly during busy wedding seasons when owner-managers have limited availability. To reduce this risk, interviews will be scheduled at times convenient to participants and conducted online where appropriate.
  Despite these limitations, the study is expected to generate valuable qualitative insights into how independent wedding venue businesses respond to economic uncertainty, changing consumer expectations and increasing sustainability demands. These findings may contribute to both academic understanding and practical decision-making within the sector.

4. Resources and Feasibility
  This research is considered feasible as it requires minimal financial resources and can be completed within the timeframe of a research project. The primary resource required will be access to owner-managers and senior decision-makers from independent wedding venue businesses within the UK. Participants will be identified through professional networking platforms, venue websites and industry contacts, with invitations distributed via email.
  Data collection will be conducted through semi-structured interviews using Microsoft Teams or Zoom, reducing travel costs and providing greater flexibility for participants. Interviews will be audio-recorded, with participants' consent, and transcribed using Microsoft Word or transcription software to support the thematic analysis process.
  The researcher has access to the University's online library, including academic journals, books and databases such as Business Source Complete, Emerald Insight, SAGE Journals and ScienceDirect, ensuring access to relevant literature throughout the study. Microsoft Office software will be used to organise interview data, manage references and prepare the final dissertation. Whilst qualitative analysis software such as NVivo could be used, manual thematic analysis is considered appropriate given the anticipated sample size of approximately 8–12 participants hopefully from different venues. 
  Overall, the proposed study is achievable within the available time, resources and ethical requirements, making the research both practical and realistic.

5.  Research Timeline 
	Activity
	August
	September
	October
	November
	December
	January 
	February
	March

	Literature Review
	 
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	Ethics Approval
	
	 
	 
	
	
	
	
	 

	Recruit Participants
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	
	 

	Conduct Interviews
	
	
	
	 
	 
	
	
	 

	Transcription
	
	
	
	
	 
	 
	
	 

	Data Analysis
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	 
	 

	Write Dissertation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	 

	Proofreading & Submission
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 




6. Conclusion
  This research proposal has outlined a coherent and justified approach for investigating the current and emerging challenges affecting the sustainability of independent wedding venue businesses in the UK. The literature review identified that whilst business sustainability, consumer behaviour and hospitality resilience have been widely explored, limited qualitative research has examined how owner-managers and senior decision-makers within independent wedding venue businesses interpret and respond to these challenges. This gap provides a clear rationale for the proposed study.
  To address this gap, the proposal adopts an interpretivist research philosophy supported by an inductive approach and qualitative methodology. Semi-structured interviews with owner-managers and senior managers have been identified as the most appropriate method for exploring the lived experiences, strategic responses and decision-making processes of those responsible for maintaining long-term business sustainability. Thematic analysis will enable the findings to be compared with existing theories and contribute new insights to the current body of knowledge.
  Beyond its academic contribution, the proposed research also has practical value. The findings may help independent wedding venue businesses better understand how others are adapting to economic uncertainty, evolving consumer expectations and increasing demands for sustainable and socially responsible business practices. These insights may support strategic decision-making and encourage more resilient business models within the sector.
  Overall, this proposal presents a feasible and methodologically aligned research design that follows a clear golden thread from the research problem through to the proposed methods. By exploring how key decision-makers interpret and respond to sustainability challenges, the study aims to contribute meaningful knowledge to both academic literature and the UK wedding industry.
  Beyond addressing an identified gap in the literature, the proposed research has the potential to contribute to wider discussions surrounding SME resilience and strategic management within the hospitality sector. By exploring how owner-managers interpret and respond to uncertainty, the study recognises that sustainability is not solely defined by financial performance but also by the ability to balance customer expectations, operational resilience and corporate social responsibility. These insights may inform future academic research whilst offering practical guidance for independent wedding venue businesses navigating an increasingly complex business environment.
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8. Appendices

Appendix A – Participant Information Sheet

Research Title
An Exploration of Current and Emerging Challenges Affecting the Sustainability of Independent Wedding Venue Businesses in the UK
Invitation
You are invited to take part in this research study as part of a Master's dissertation at [Your University Name]. Before deciding whether to participate, please read the following information carefully.
Purpose of the Research
The purpose of this study is to explore how owner-managers and senior decision-makers within independent wedding venue businesses perceive and respond to current and emerging challenges affecting long-term business sustainability. The research aims to understand strategic responses to issues such as inflation, changing consumer behaviour, operational costs and corporate social responsibility.
Why have I been invited?
You have been invited because you are involved in the strategic management or operation of an independent wedding venue business within the UK.
What will I be asked to do?
If you agree to participate, you will be invited to take part in one semi-structured interview lasting approximately 45–60 minutes.
The interview will take place online via Microsoft Teams or Zoom (or another mutually convenient method).
Will my information remain confidential?
Yes.
Your identity and the name of your business will remain anonymous throughout the research.
Any quotations used within the dissertation will not identify you.
Do I have to take part?
No.
Participation is entirely voluntary.
You may withdraw at any time before data analysis begins without giving a reason.
Contact Details
Researcher:
Student Name
Email:
Supervisor:
Supervisor Name
Email:

Appendix B – Participant Consent Form

Research Title
An Exploration of Current and Emerging Challenges Affecting the Sustainability of Independent Wedding Venue Businesses in the UK
Please tick each box.
☐ I have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet.
☐ I understand my participation is voluntary.
☐ I understand I may withdraw before data analysis begins.
☐ I understand the interview will be audio recorded.
☐ I understand my identity and business will remain anonymous.
☐ I agree for anonymous quotations to be used within the dissertation.
☐ I agree to participate.
Participant Name: _______________________
Signature: _______________________
Date: _______________________
Researcher Signature: ___________________


Appendix C – Semi-Structured Interview Schedule
Introduction
Thank the participant.
Explain confidentiality.
Gain permission to record the interview.
Confirm informed consent.

Section A – Background
1. Could you briefly describe your role within the business? 
2. How long has your venue been operating? 
3. What type of weddings does your venue typically cater for? 

Section B – Current Challenges
4. What do you consider to be the biggest challenges currently affecting your business? 
5. How has inflation or the cost-of-living crisis affected your business? 
6. Have you noticed changes in customer spending behaviour over recent years? 

Section C – Strategic Responses
7. How has your business adapted to these challenges? 
8. Have you introduced any new services or pricing strategies? 
9. How important is flexibility when responding to changing customer expectations? 

Section D – Sustainability
10. What does business sustainability mean to you? 
11. How do you balance profitability with maintaining quality? 
12. What role does environmental or social responsibility play within your business? 

Section E – Future Outlook
13. What challenges do you think independent wedding venues will face over the next five to ten years? 
14. Do you believe the traditional wedding venue business model will need to change? 
15. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
Thank participant.


Appendix D – Ethics Risk Assessment (Summary)

	Potential Risk
	Mitigation

	Disclosure of commercially sensitive information
	Participants will not be asked for confidential financial information.

	Loss of confidentiality
	Participants and businesses will be anonymised using pseudonyms.

	Data breach
	Data stored on password-protected devices in accordance with UK GDPR.

	Participant withdrawal
	Participants may withdraw before analysis begins without consequence.

	Researcher bias
	Reflexive note-taking and transparent coding procedures will be maintained throughout analysis.



Appendix E – Proposed Interview Timeline
	Stage
	Time

	Invitation Email Sent
	Week 1

	Participant Response
	Week 2

	Interview Scheduled
	Week 3

	Interview Conducted
	Weeks 4–5

	Interview Transcribed
	Weeks 5–6

	Thematic Analysis
	Weeks 6–8



Appendix F – Example Recruitment Email

Subject: Invitation to Participate in Master's Research Study
Dear [Participant Name],
I hope you are well.
My name is [Your Name], and I am currently studying for a Master's degree at [University Name]. I am conducting research exploring how owner-managers and senior decision-makers within independent wedding venue businesses respond to current and emerging challenges affecting long-term sustainability.
I would like to invite you to participate in a confidential interview lasting approximately 45–60 minutes, conducted online at a time convenient to you.
Participation is entirely voluntary, and all information will remain anonymous.
If you are interested in taking part, please reply to this email, and I will send further information.
Thank you for considering my invitation.
Kind regards,
[Your Name]

Appendix G – Mapping the Golden Thread

This would be a one-page table showing how each part of your proposal aligns:
	Research Element
	Alignment

	Title
	Exploring sustainability challenges facing independent wedding venue businesses.

	Research Aim
	To explore how owner-managers interpret and respond to these challenges.

	Research Question
	Investigates perceptions and strategic responses to long-term sustainability challenges.

	Research Philosophy
	Interpretivism, recognising multiple realities and lived experiences.

	Research Approach
	Inductive, allowing themes to emerge from participants' experiences.

	Methodology
	Qualitative multiple case study using semi-structured interviews.

	Data Analysis
	Thematic analysis to identify patterns and compare findings with existing theory.

	Contribution
	Provides qualitative insight into strategic decision-making within independent wedding venue businesses.
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