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[bookmark: _Toc224162630]1. Introduction
The strategic process of designing a unique identity of a product or a company that is often differentiated with the help of design, logos, and marketing strategies, and makes the product or the company stand out from the crowd, is known as branding. It is crucial in influencing consumer perception, consumer brand awareness, and consumer loyalty (Aaker, 1991). Consumer behavior is the study of individual or group choices on what to select, buy, and dispose of. It is affected by other factors and some of them include psychological, social factors and cultural aspects (Schiffman and Kanuk, 2010). Branding in the smartphone market can be a key factor to influence consumer preference, especially among university students in the UK, who can be described as a tech-savvy generation sensitive in their requirements (Keller, 2016). The study is applicable because it investigates the role of branding techniques in making a purchase decision, brand loyalty, and consumer attitudes, particularly in the situation of university students. Exploring these dynamics will help us to realize how sound branding approaches may help to draw and keep such an important demographic in the already saturated smartphone market.
The smartphone industry is very competitive, and branding is a key instrument used by companies to distinguish themselves and attract a certain segment in the market. The study applies to the smartphone sector since it will shed light on the branding messages that appeal to the techy student segment that is a major segment of smartphone consumers in the UK. Knowledge about what drives their buying decision can assist the smartphone brands to customize their marketing campaigns, forge better emotional relationships with their consumers, and increase their customer retention and brand loyalty. In addition, since the students tend to adopt new technology early, they might create a trend of preference that shapes the market at large.
The main objective of the study is to investigate how branding affects consumer behaviour within the smartphone market in the UK with specific reference to university students. The study will focus on the impact of branding strategies on the choice of buying products among students, brand loyalty, and the perception of smartphone brands in a very competitive market.

[bookmark: _Toc224162631]2. Research Objectives
The research objectives coincide with the main purpose of the investigation of the effect of branding on consumer behavior in the UK smartphone market, with special emphasis on university students.
Objective 1: Research the Branding Strategies. To determine the critical branding approaches employed in the UK smartphone market
Objective 2: Opportunities and Challenges. To investigate the challenges and opportunities that smartphone companies encounter during the execution of their branding strategy
Objective 3: Consumer Behavior Impact. To analyze the implications of branding on the smartphone purchase behavior of UK university students
[bookmark: _Toc224162632]3. Research Questions
The research questions will be designed to cover the fundamental issues in relation to how branding strategies are relevant to consumer behavior in the UK smartphone market, and specifically, for the group of consumers who are university students.
Research Question 1: What are the critical branding approaches employed in the UK smartphone market?
Research Question 2: What are the challenges and opportunities that smartphone companies encounter during the execution of their branding strategy?
Research Question 3: What are the implications of branding on the smartphone purchase behavior of UK university students?
[bookmark: _Toc224162633]4. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc224162634]4.1 Branding & Consumer Behavior
Branding is a form of establishing a distinct identity within the mind of the consumer of the product or company. It is a tactical move to stand out amongst the competition by creating a clear image that is readily identified, remembered, and linked to the positive qualities (Keller, 2013). A good brand has the potential to influence the consumer attitude, create loyalty, and perceived value. This is more than important in the smartphone industry, where differentiation plays a significant role in appealing to and retaining customers. Kotler and Keller (2016) also provide another definition of branding, stating that it is a process of creating and maintaining a name, logo, and a general picture of a brand so that it can create distinctiveness and a meaningful interaction with customers.
Consumer behavior refers to the procedure through which an individual or a group of persons passes when choosing, buying, consuming, and disposing of goods and services. It is affected by psychological, social, cultural, and economic factors (Schiffman and Kanuk, 2010). Consumer behavior is important in branding because a brand that is able to relate emotionally to a consumer, build trust, and display value to a consumer has the effect of impacting purchasing behavior (Aaker, 1991). The other definition of consumer behavior that Solomon (2015) provides is as follows: consumer behavior involves the study of individuals, groups, or organizations and how they choose, obtain, consume, and get rid of goods, services, experiences, or ideas to fulfill their needs and wants.
[bookmark: _Toc224162635]4.2 Branding Strategies in the Smartphone Industry
The smartphone market is very competitive, with such brands as Apple and Samsung successfully deploying their strategies that are appealing to the consumer market, especially in the UK market. The branding approach of Apple is based on the premium positioning, whereby it is focused on high design, innovation, and exclusivity. Smooth designs, the ease of use, and the consistent marketing contribute to the emphasis of innovation and sophistication, reinforcing this (Kotler and Keller, 2016). The release of the iPhone X, which has an edge-to-edge OLED display, represented an example of Apple innovation and strengthened its brand image of innovative design.
Samsung develops its brand equity by advertisement and product differentiation where emphasis is made on technological innovation such as camera quality, battery life and display technologies (Porter, 1985). The Galaxy S line of models focuses on the superiority of the camera and big screen displays, attracting consumers who are punctual to multimedia. 
[bookmark: _Toc224162636]4.3 Opportunities and Challenges in Smartphone Branding
The cell phone industry has many opportunities and threats. The fact that consumers are increasingly focusing on sustainability in their choices is one of the major opportunities. Eco-conscious consumers will be attracted to the brands that take sustainable initiatives, e.g., minimizing carbon footprints and providing recycling services. An example of this is Fairphone, which aims at environmentally conscious customers with a focus on modular, sustainable smartphones.
Competition in terms of price is also an issue. The Chinese brands such as Xiaomi and OnePlus have already launched their products, with low prices and similar features (Kotler and Armstrong, 2014). This has compelled such brands as Apple and Samsung to reevaluate their pricing policies, especially in the emerging markets that are highly price sensitive. Technological innovation plays a crucial role in ensuring a competitive advantage, which necessitates that companies keep up with technological developments such as 5G.
[bookmark: _Toc224162637]4.4 Impact of Branding on Consumer Behavior
The concept of branding greatly influences consumer behavior, and this is very evident within the smartphone market. Powerful brands such as Apple enjoy high brand loyalty, where consumers tend to buy and refer other people to buy the products (Aaker, 1991). This loyalty is not based on the perceived quality but also on the emotional attachment that consumers feel to the brand, which is essential in the decision of purchasing smartphones.
Consumer evaluations are crucial in terms of brand perception. The brand names of Apple and Samsung are linked to innovation and sophistication, and advanced technology and performance, respectively (Keller, 2013). Students have a higher tendency of choosing smartphones based on brand perception rather than on technical specifications or price alone, especially in the UK, where trends, peer recommendations, and brand image are key influencing factors.
This is constrained by Aaker because the smartphone market is a fast-changing industry. Although it is still effective in sectors where brand loyalty is not volatile, consumer preference in smartphones is prone to change rapidly as a result of technological advancement and a change in perception about the brand. The model provided by Aaker might fail to represent the dynamism of consumer behavior in this industry.
[bookmark: _Toc224162638]4.5 Aaker's Brand Equity Model and its Application
Aaker Brand Equity Model helps in the perception of how consumers perceive, as a way of understanding the extent to which consumer perception determines purchasing behavior. It recognizes four major elements that are brand loyalty, brand recognition, perceived quality, and brand associations, which influence consumer choices. The model would be illustrated by a diagram that would show the interaction between these sections to create a powerful brand, which would affect smartphone market decisions.Figure 1: Aaker's Brand Equity Model 3

Merits: The Aaker model assists in the examination of the impact of brand perception and loyalty on long-term consumer behavior, which leads to repeat buying and brand promotion.
Limitations: The model fails to take into consideration the fast-shifting consumer trends where consumer perceptions on the brands keep changing within a short period in the fast-moving markets, such as smartphones, where innovation in technology and market trends keep changing every time in the market (Keller, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc224162639]5. Research Methodology
The research methodology will assist in the systematic collection and analysis of data that will enable us to answer the research questions and address the research objectives. The section will describe the nature of data to be used, sampling, data collection, data analysis processes, ethical issues, and project schedule.
Data Types
Quantitative research will be based on quantitative data to understand the impact of branding strategies on consumer behavior amongst UK university students. The quantitative research is most appropriate when the researcher wants to quantify the relationship between variables in numbers and understand the population size of a large sample (Creswell, 2014). The study will utilize a mono-method quantitative design, which implies that the research will be based on the usage of quantitative data collection techniques only, that is, structured surveys. Such surveys will offer quantitative information to determine the extent of influence branding has on the purchasing decision, brand loyalty, and preferences on smartphone brands. This kind of data is especially helpful in the process of hypothesis testing and makes it possible to derive some generalized results that can be extended to a greater population (Bryman, 2016).
Sample Size 
The size of the sample that will be utilized in this study will be 50-100 students of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) in London. The sample size adopted represents a balance between feasibility and statistical power in that the sample size is big enough to provide reasonable results, but at the same time, it is manageable to do in a dissertation project (Krejcie and Morgan, 1970). University students are a very specific sample, but it is one that is of great importance due to their high level of influence in the smartphone market, being a value-conscious and tech-savvy population. It is expected that university students might be exposed to multiple branding strategies, and they might have certain preferences based on brand perception and marketing.
The sample will consist of students of both undergraduate and postgraduate levels, varying in courses taught at UWTSD. The varying academic backgrounds will assist in ensuring that the findings will represent a wide range of consumer attitudes and preferences, which will make the findings more generalizable to the entire student population.
Sampling Method
Probability cluster sampling is the sampling method that will be used in this study because it involves dividing the population into clusters and then randomly selecting within the clusters (Babbie, 2013). The clusters will be, in this case, particular departments or courses in UWTSD London. After identifying the departments, the students of these clusters will be randomly selected to join the survey. This is an advantageous way of collecting data since one is able to collect data effectively using a wide population of students without having to sample the whole population. It makes sure that the sample is composed of students with varying academic backgrounds, therefore making the responses more diverse.
Data Collection
The main source of data will be an online survey that will be done with the help of Google Forms. The surveys are a good method of receiving structured data on a significant number of respondents within a limited period of time (Dillman, Smyth, and Christian, 2014). The survey will include 10-15 closed-ended items, the purpose of which is to gather certain information about the experiences and perceptions of the participants about the smartphone brands, their buying behavior, and the branding impact on their choice. The closed-ended questions will enable clear and quick responses to the questions, and therefore the data becomes easier to analyze. The survey duration will not exceed 5-10 minutes, which will ensure that the survey is not too long to complete, thus the chances of receiving high response rates will be higher (Fink, 2017).
Data Analysis
Microsoft Excel is a popular statistical analysis tool that will be utilized in the analysis of the collected data. The quantitative data will be analyzed by frequency distribution to be able to see the general trends in consumer behavior, like the most popular smartphone brands and the factors that impact the purchasing decision. The correlation analysis will be applied to establish the relationship between various branding strategies and consumer behavior, including the existence of brand loyalty and its connection with purchasing decisions (Pallant, 2020). The findings of the above analyses will be used to answer the research questions and offer insights into the usefulness of branding strategies in consumer behavior.
Research Ethics
Ethics plays a significant role in making sure that the study is carried out in a responsible manner, with the rights of the participants being observed. Confidentiality of the participants will be considered important in this study. All of the answers will be anonymized since no person's identity will be identified with the information (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2019). The involvement will be voluntary, and it will be explained to the students that they will not be penalized if they want to pull out of the survey. At the start of the survey, an informed consent form will be presented, which will state the purpose of the survey, the use of the data, and measures undertaken to safeguard the privacy of the participants. All the data will be safely stored on OneDrive, and it will be safe against unauthorized access and comply with data protection issues (General Data Protection Regulation, 2018).




Timeline
The study will be implemented in 16 weeks, and a Gantt chart will be used to identify the milestones of every phase of the project. The initial four weeks will be spent on the ethical approval and the finalization of the research design. After that, the actual data collection is going to be conducted between weeks 5-8, and the survey will be issued to students, and the feedback will be collected. The data analysis will be done during weeks 9-12, and dissertation writing during weeks 13-16. Such a schedule will make sure that enough time is dedicated to every stage of the study, not to mention the opportunity to make revisions and get feedback in time before the ultimate submission (Saunders et al., 2019).
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