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Abstract
This dissertation explores the role of social media reviews in shaping online purchase decisions among consumers in the United Kingdom. The study responds to the growing importance of electronic word-of-mouth, user-generated content and online reviews in digital consumer behaviour. As consumers increasingly rely on platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, TikTok and e-commerce review systems before making purchasing decisions, issues of credibility, authenticity, trust and perceived risk have become central to understanding online buying behaviour.  The study adopts an interpretivist philosophy, an inductive approach and a qualitative secondary data analysis strategy. A final dataset of 20 academic sources was selected based on relevance to social media reviews, eWOM, online trust, review credibility, perceived risk and purchase intention. Braun and Clarke’s six-step thematic analysis framework was applied with NVivo-assisted coding to identify recurring themes across the selected literature. The findings show that social media reviews influence online purchase decisions by shaping consumer trust, reducing uncertainty and providing social proof. However, the influence of reviews is not always straightforward. Consumers actively interpret review credibility, question authenticity and respond differently to positive, negative and mixed reviews. Negative reviews may discourage purchases, but they may also increase perceived authenticity when balanced with positive feedback. The study concludes that online purchase decisions are shaped by a complex interaction between trust, scepticism, perceived risk and review usefulness. Overall, this dissertation contributes to academic understanding by offering a qualitative interpretation of how consumers engage with social media reviews. It also provides practical implications for marketers, online retailers and social media platforms by highlighting the importance of transparent, credible and ethical review management practices.
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Glossary
Authenticity
The extent to which online reviews or social media content are perceived as genuine, honest and based on real consumer experience.
Consumer Behaviour
The actions, attitudes and decision-making processes used by individuals when searching for, evaluating and purchasing products or services.
Credibility
The perceived trustworthiness, reliability and believability of online reviews, reviewers or social media content.
Digital Consumer Behaviour
Consumer behaviour that occurs within online environments such as e-commerce websites, social media platforms and digital marketplaces.
Electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM)
Online communication where consumers share opinions, experiences or recommendations about products, brands or services through digital platforms.
Information Adoption Model (IAM)
A theoretical model explaining how individuals evaluate and accept information based on factors such as information quality and source credibility.
Online Purchase Decision
The process through which consumers decide whether to buy a product or service through an online platform.
Perceived Risk
The uncertainty or concern consumers feel when making online purchases, especially when product quality, seller reliability or review authenticity is unclear.
Purchase Intention
A consumer’s willingness or likelihood to buy a product or service.
Social Media Reviews
Consumer opinions, ratings, comments or recommendations shared on platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, TikTok or other digital channels.
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)
A model explaining how users accept and use technology based on perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use.
Thematic Analysis
A qualitative data analysis method used to identify, organise and interpret recurring themes or patterns within data.
Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB)
A behavioural theory suggesting that attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control influence intention and behaviour.
Trust
The confidence consumers place in online reviews, reviewers, platforms or sellers when making purchase decisions.
User-Generated Content (UGC)
Content created and shared by consumers rather than companies, including reviews, comments, photos, videos and social media posts.
NVivo
Qualitative data analysis software used to organise, code and identify themes within textual data.








[bookmark: _Toc231645458]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc231645459]1.1 Background of the Study
The rapid growth of digital technologies and social media platforms has transformed the way consumers search for information, evaluate products and make purchasing decisions. Online shopping environments are now strongly influenced by social media reviews, electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) and user-generated content (UGC), which provide consumers with instant access to opinions, experiences and recommendations from other users. Platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, Facebook and TikTok have become important sources of product-related information where consumers actively engage with reviews before making purchasing decisions. The increasing dependence on online reviews has significantly altered consumer decision-making processes within digital environments. Consumers no longer rely solely on company-generated advertising or official product descriptions when making purchase decisions. Instead, they actively seek peer-generated reviews, ratings and recommendations to reduce uncertainty and improve confidence before purchasing products online (Kumar et al., 2018). Existing research suggests that online reviews strongly influence consumer attitudes, trust formation and purchase intention, particularly within highly interactive digital marketplaces.
At the same time, the growing importance of social media reviews has introduced new challenges relating to trust, credibility and authenticity. The increasing presence of fake reviews, sponsored influencer content and manipulated ratings has raised concerns regarding the reliability of online information (Vahora, 2024). Consumers are often required to distinguish between authentic peer experiences and commercially influenced content, making online decision-making more complex and uncertain. Consequently, consumer purchasing behaviour within digital environments is increasingly shaped by subjective interpretation, scepticism and contextual judgement rather than purely rational evaluation. Within the United Kingdom, digital consumer behaviour has become increasingly significant due to high internet penetration, smartphone usage and widespread adoption of e-commerce platforms. UK consumers regularly interact with social media reviews before purchasing products online, making the UK an important context for examining digital consumer decision-making (Dimitriou and AbouElgheit, 2019). However, despite the growing relevance of online reviews, existing literature often relies heavily on quantitative approaches that provide limited insight into how consumers subjectively interpret and engage with review content. This study therefore aims to explore how social media reviews influence online purchase decisions in the UK by adopting an interpretivist and qualitative perspective. The research seeks to provide a deeper understanding of how consumers engage with online reviews, form trust, interpret credibility and respond to both positive and negative review content during digital purchasing journeys.
[bookmark: _Toc231645460]1.2 Research Problem
Although social media reviews are widely recognised as influential factors in online purchasing behaviour, existing research presents several important limitations. A significant proportion of prior studies rely on quantitative methods that focus on statistical relationships between variables such as trust, credibility and purchase intention (Roy et al., 2025). While these studies provide useful insights into general behavioural patterns, they often fail to capture the subjective meanings, emotional responses and interpretive processes associated with consumer interaction with online reviews. Furthermore, many studies assume a direct and positive relationship between online reviews and purchase intention, overlooking the complexity of consumer interpretation. Consumers may respond differently to identical review content depending on personal experiences, digital literacy, scepticism and platform familiarity. Negative reviews, for example, may discourage purchases in some situations while enhancing perceived authenticity in others (Liao et al., 2021). Similarly, trust and authenticity are often treated as objective constructs despite being highly contextual and subjective. Another limitation within the literature is the lack of focused qualitative research within the UK context. Much of the existing evidence is based on international or generalised samples, limiting understanding of how UK consumers specifically interpret and respond to social media reviews. Consequently, there remains insufficient insight into the behavioural, cognitive and emotional processes shaping online purchasing decisions within UK digital environments. This study addresses this gap by adopting a qualitative and interpretivist approach to explore how consumers engage with social media reviews during online purchasing decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc231645461]1.3 Research Aim
The aim of this study is to explore how social media reviews influence online purchase decisions among consumers in the United Kingdom.
[bookmark: _Toc231645462]1.4 Research Objectives
• To examine how consumers interpret and engage with social media reviews during online purchasing decisions.
• To explore the influence of review credibility, authenticity and trust on consumer purchase intention.
• To analyse how negative reviews and perceived risk influence online decision-making behaviour.
• To investigate the role of user-generated content and electronic word-of-mouth in shaping consumer perceptions within UK digital environments.
[bookmark: _Toc231645463]1.5 Research Questions
• How do consumers subjectively engage with and make sense of review content beyond measurable constructs such as trust, credibility and purchase intention?
• How do consumers interpret conflicting, mixed or negative online reviews, and how does this influence their final purchase decisions?
• How is trust in online reviews formed, negotiated and revised over time within digital purchasing journeys?
[bookmark: _Toc231645464]1.6 Significance of the Study
This study contributes to both academic understanding and practical digital marketing knowledge. Academically, the research contributes to the growing body of literature examining digital consumer behaviour by providing a qualitative and interpretive perspective on how consumers engage with social media reviews. Unlike many existing studies that rely on quantitative measurements, this research focuses on subjective meanings, behavioural interpretation and contextual understanding. The study therefore contributes towards addressing the identified research gap concerning the limited use of qualitative approaches within digital consumer behaviour research. The research also contributes theoretically by integrating perspectives from the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and Information Adoption Model (IAM). While previous studies often examine these frameworks independently, this study considers how social influence, technological engagement and information credibility collectively shape online purchasing behaviour.
Practically, the study provides useful insights for digital marketers, online retailers and social media platforms. Understanding how consumers interpret review authenticity, trustworthiness and negative feedback can help organisations improve review management strategies and enhance transparency within online environments. The findings may also support businesses in developing more ethical and consumer-focused digital communication practices, particularly within highly competitive UK e-commerce markets.
[bookmark: _Toc231645465]1.7 Scope of the Study
The study focuses specifically on the influence of social media reviews on online purchase decisions within the UK digital marketplace. The research examines themes relating to review credibility, authenticity, trust, perceived risk, electronic word-of-mouth and user-generated content. The study uses qualitative secondary data collected from peer-reviewed academic literature and relevant digital consumer behaviour studies published between 2018 and 2025. Primary data collection is not included within the scope of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc231645466]1.8 Structure of the Dissertation
The dissertation is organised into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the research topic, research problem, aim, objectives and significance of the study. Chapter 2 critically reviews existing literature relating to digital consumer behaviour, social media reviews, electronic word-of-mouth, trust, perceived risk and online purchasing behaviour. Chapter 3 explains the research methodology, including the interpretivist philosophy, inductive approach, qualitative secondary research strategy and thematic analysis process. Chapter 4 presents the thematic analysis findings and discusses the major themes emerging from the selected dataset. Finally, Chapter 5 concludes the study by summarising the key findings, discussing implications, identifying limitations and providing recommendations for future research and digital marketing practice.
[bookmark: _Toc231645467]1.9 Chapter Summary
This chapter introduced the research topic and established the foundation for the study. The discussion highlighted the increasing influence of social media reviews within digital consumer behaviour and identified important research gaps relating to trust, authenticity and consumer interpretation of online reviews. The chapter also presented the research aim, objectives and research questions guiding the investigation. Overall, the chapter established the relevance and significance of exploring how social media reviews shape online purchase decisions within the UK digital marketplace.
[bookmark: _Toc231645468]CHAPTER 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc231645469]2.0 Introduction to the Literature Review
The rapid expansion of digital technologies and social media platforms has significantly transformed consumer purchasing behaviour, particularly in online retail environments. Consumers increasingly rely on digital information sources, including social media reviews and user-generated content, to evaluate products and make informed decisions. Social media platforms such as Instagram, YouTube and Facebook have become key spaces where consumers share experiences and opinions, shaping the decision-making processes of others. This shift from firm-controlled communication to consumer-driven information exchange has increased the importance of electronic word-of-mouth in influencing consumer perceptions and behaviour. This literature review critically examines existing research on the role of social media reviews in shaping online purchase decisions, with a focus on the United Kingdom. It synthesises key theoretical and empirical contributions to understand how consumers interpret and respond to online reviews. Rather than providing a descriptive summary, the review adopts a critical approach by comparing perspectives, identifying inconsistencies and evaluating the strengths and limitations of prior studies. This supports the development of a strong conceptual foundation and justifies the research direction.
The chapter begins with consumer decision-making in digital environments, followed by key theoretical frameworks including the Theory of Planned Behaviour, Technology Acceptance Model and Information Adoption Model. It then examines user-generated content and electronic word-of-mouth, before analysing factors such as credibility, information quality, trust and perceived risk influencing purchase intention. The role of social media platforms, influencers and the UK context is also considered, followed by identification of research gaps. Overall, this review establishes the conceptual foundation of the study by demonstrating the influence of social media reviews on consumer decision-making. It also highlights the need for qualitative research to better understand how consumers engage with review content, reinforcing the relevance of this study.
[bookmark: _Toc231645470]

2.1 Consumer Decision-Making in Digital Environments
Consumer decision-making has undergone a significant transformation in response to the rapid expansion of digital technologies and social media platforms. Traditional models of consumer behaviour, which emphasise linear stages such as need recognition, information search and evaluation of alternatives, are increasingly challenged by the dynamic and interactive nature of digital environments (Suardana, 2025). Rather than following a structured sequence, contemporary consumers engage in continuous and iterative decision-making processes shaped by real-time information and social interactions. Voramontri and Klieb (2019) argue that social media has shifted consumer behaviour from passive information reception to active participation, where individuals simultaneously consume and produce content. This transition complicates traditional decision-making frameworks, as consumers are no longer isolated decision-makers but are embedded within digitally connected communities.
While earlier studies conceptualised online consumer behaviour as an extension of offline decision-making processes, more recent research highlights fundamental differences in how decisions are formed in digital contexts. Saura et al. (2020) suggest that the abundance of online information creates both opportunities and challenges, as consumers must navigate vast quantities of data, including reviews, ratings and recommendations. Although increased information availability is often assumed to enhance decision quality, this assumption is contested. Excessive information can lead to cognitive overload, reducing the efficiency of decision-making and increasing reliance on heuristic cues such as review ratings or popularity indicators (Kumar et al., 2018). This suggests that digital decision-making is not purely rational but is influenced by simplified judgement strategies, thereby challenging the assumptions of traditional rational choice models.
Furthermore, the integration of social networking sites into e-commerce has redefined the role of social influence in consumer behaviour. Riaz et al. (2021) propose that social commerce environments blur the boundaries between social interaction and commercial activity, making decision-making processes more socially embedded. In such contexts, purchasing decisions are not only influenced by product attributes but also by peer opinions and shared experiences. However, this perspective may overemphasise the positive role of social interaction, as it does not fully account for the potential negative effects of misleading or biased information (Zhang  and Chang, 2021). The reliance on peer-generated content raises concerns regarding information reliability, suggesting that social influence can both facilitate and distort consumer decision-making.
In addition, the role of trust and perceived risk has become increasingly central in digital purchasing contexts. Lăzăroiu et al. (2020) argue that online decision-making is inherently uncertain due to the absence of physical product evaluation, leading consumers to depend heavily on external information sources such as reviews. While this reliance can reduce perceived risk, it also introduces vulnerability to misinformation and manipulation. Similarly, Ventre and Kolbe (2020) highlight that trust in online information sources significantly determines purchase intention, yet trust itself is shaped by subjective perceptions rather than objective verification. This indicates that consumer decision-making in digital environments is influenced by perceived credibility rather than actual accuracy, raising questions about the reliability of online decision processes (Sağkaya Güngör, 2022).
Despite these insights, existing literature often assumes a relatively uniform response to digital information, overlooking variations in consumer interpretation and behaviour. Many studies adopt quantitative approaches that prioritise measurable relationships between variables such as trust and purchase intention, but fail to capture the nuanced ways in which consumers interpret and respond to online content (Patel and Chauhan, 2024). As a result, there remains limited understanding of how individuals cognitively and emotionally engage with digital information during the decision-making process. This limitation highlights the need for qualitative approaches that can explore the underlying meanings and interpretations associated with consumer behaviour (Lee et al., 2018).
Overall, consumer decision-making in digital environments is characterised by complexity, interactivity and uncertainty. While digital platforms provide access to extensive information and social influence, they also introduce challenges related to information overload, trust and credibility. Existing research provides valuable insights into these dynamics, but often lacks depth in understanding how consumers interpret and negotiate digital information. This gap underscores the importance of adopting an interpretive perspective to explore the role of social media reviews in shaping online purchase decisions, which forms the focus of the present study.
[bookmark: _Toc231645471]
2.2 Theoretical Framework
Understanding how social media reviews influence online purchase decisions requires a strong theoretical foundation that captures both behavioural intention and information processing mechanisms. While earlier studies on consumer decision-making provide a general overview of online purchasing behaviour (Jothimani et al., 2023), they often lack explanatory depth regarding how consumers interpret and act upon review-based information. To address this limitation, this study draws on three key theoretical perspectives: the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and the Information Adoption Model (IAM). These frameworks collectively provide a more comprehensive explanation of how attitudes, technology perceptions and information characteristics interact to shape consumer decisions in digital environments.
[bookmark: _Toc231645472]2.2.1 Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) and Social Influence
The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) has been widely applied to explain consumer purchase intention by linking attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control to behavioural outcomes. Ikhsan and Ohliati (2020) demonstrate that eWOM significantly influences purchase intention through these constructs, particularly by shaping consumer attitudes and social pressures. However, TPB has been criticised for assuming rational decision-making and stable behavioural intentions, which may not fully reflect the dynamic and emotionally driven nature of online environments (Vahora, 2024). Consumers exposed to social media reviews may not systematically evaluate information but instead rely on heuristics or social cues, suggesting that TPB alone may oversimplify the complexity of digital consumer behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc231645473]2.2.2 Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and Platform Engagement
To address some of these limitations, the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) provides insight into how consumers adopt and use online information systems. TAM emphasises perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use as key determinants of behavioural intention. Nguyen et al. (2023) extend this perspective by integrating TPB and TAM, showing that both technological perceptions and social influences jointly affect online purchase intention. Similarly, Intra et al. (2024) highlight that consumers are more likely to engage with social commerce platforms when they perceive them as useful and easy to navigate. However, TAM has been criticised for focusing primarily on system-related factors while neglecting the content-specific attributes of information, such as credibility and quality (Primanda, 2023). This limitation is particularly significant in the context of social media reviews, where the value of information is not only determined by platform usability but also by the trustworthiness of the content.
[bookmark: _Toc231645474]2.2.3 Information Adoption Model (IAM) and Content Credibility
The Information Adoption Model (IAM) addresses this gap by focusing on how individuals evaluate and adopt information based on its quality and source credibility. Ngo et al. (2024) demonstrate that information credibility plays a critical role in shaping online purchase intention within eWOM contexts, reinforcing the importance of content evaluation in decision-making. Similarly, Tseng and Wu (2024) integrate IAM with TAM, suggesting that both technological factors and information characteristics jointly influence consumer behaviour. While IAM provides a more nuanced understanding of information processing, it still assumes that consumers evaluate information in a relatively structured manner, potentially underestimating the role of emotions and cognitive biases in shaping responses to online reviews.
[bookmark: _Toc231645475]2.2.4 Trust, Perceptions and Model Integration
Furthermore, studies such as Primanda (2023) highlight that perceived usefulness and ease of use of online reviews directly influence trust and purchase intention, bridging the gap between TAM and trust-based perspectives. However, these studies often treat trust as an outcome rather than as a dynamic and context-dependent construct, limiting the ability to fully explain how trust is formed and negotiated in real-world settings.
Critical Evaluation and Research Gap
Overall, while TPB explains the role of social influence and behavioural intention, TAM highlights the importance of technological engagement and IAM provides insight into information evaluation, each model offers only a partial explanation of consumer behaviour in digital environments. The integration of these frameworks provides a more comprehensive understanding of how consumers interact with social media reviews. However, the existing literature remains largely quantitative and outcome-focused, with limited exploration of how consumers subjectively interpret review content. This limitation supports the need for a qualitative, interpretive approach in the present study to better understand how social media reviews influence online purchase decisions in the UK context.

[bookmark: _Toc231645476]2.3 Social Media Reviews and User-Generated Content (UGC)
[bookmark: _Toc231645477]2.3.1 Concept and Nature of User-Generated Content (UGC)
User-generated content (UGC) has emerged as a central element of digital consumer behaviour, fundamentally altering how information is created, shared and interpreted within online marketplaces. Unlike traditional marketing communications, which are firm-controlled and strategically designed, UGC is produced voluntarily by consumers and is therefore often perceived as more authentic and credible. Ana and Istudor (2019) argue that UGC plays a significant role in shaping consumer behaviour by providing experiential insights that are absent in formal advertising. However, while this perspective emphasises authenticity, it tends to overlook the variability in content quality and the potential for biased or manipulated information, suggesting that the assumed credibility of UGC may not always be justified (Gupta, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc231645478]2.3.2 UGC as a Strategic Marketing Tool
The increasing reliance on UGC in digital environments has also been linked to its perceived effectiveness in influencing purchase decisions. Li et al. (2021) propose that UGC functions as an economically efficient marketing tool, enabling businesses to leverage consumer-generated information to influence purchasing behaviour. This view positions UGC as a strategic asset within digital marketing frameworks. Nevertheless, this interpretation risks reducing UGC to a managerial tool, thereby neglecting its social and interpretive dimensions. Consumers do not passively accept UGC as intended by firms, they actively interpret and evaluate content based on personal experiences and contextual factors (Seppänen, 2025). As such, the influence of UGC cannot be fully understood through its economic value alone.
[bookmark: _Toc231645479]2.3.3 Impact of UGC on Brand Awareness and Purchase Intention
Furthermore, the role of UGC in enhancing brand awareness and purchase intention has been widely acknowledged. Agarwal (2020) highlights that consumer-generated content increases engagement and strengthens brand visibility, ultimately contributing to purchase decisions. While this finding reinforces the importance of UGC in marketing, it assumes a direct and positive relationship between exposure to content and consumer response. Consumer reactions to UGC are more complex and may vary depending on factors such as trust, relevance and prior brand perceptions (Ana and Istudor, 2019). This indicates that the impact of UGC is not universally positive but is contingent upon how content is perceived and interpreted.
[bookmark: _Toc231645480]2.3.4 Behavioural Influence and Information-Seeking Processes
Recent studies have attempted to explore the behavioural implications of UGC in greater depth, particularly within e-commerce environments. Mäki-Kullas (2024) suggests that UGC significantly influences information-seeking behaviour by guiding consumers towards specific products and reducing search effort. Similarly, Jia et al. (2023) demonstrate that different forms of UGC, such as customer reviews and vlogger-generated content, exert varying levels of influence on purchasing decisions. While these studies contribute to understanding the functional role of UGC, they often focus on measurable outcomes such as sales or engagement, thereby overlooking the underlying cognitive processes through which consumers interpret content. This highlights a broader limitation within the literature, where the emphasis on outcomes restricts insight into the mechanisms of influence.
[bookmark: _Toc231645481]2.3.5 Generational Differences in UGC Engagement
In addition, generational differences have been identified as an important factor in the effectiveness of UGC. Seppänen (2025) argues that Generation Z consumers are particularly susceptible to UGC-driven impulse purchasing due to their high engagement with social media platforms. Similarly, studies such as Codreanu (2024) and Joel (2025) indicate that younger consumers perceive UGC as more trustworthy compared to traditional advertising. While these findings provide valuable insights into demographic variations, they tend to generalise consumer behaviour across groups, potentially oversimplifying the diversity of responses within each segment. Not all consumers interpret UGC in the same way, and individual differences in digital literacy and scepticism may significantly influence outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc231645482]2.3.6 Platform Influence, Visual Content and Credibility Concerns
Moreover, the growing prominence of UGC on platforms such as Instagram and online fashion environments has been linked to its ability to shape consumer perceptions in visually driven contexts. Aurellia (2022) highlights that UGC on social media platforms plays a key role in influencing purchase decisions, particularly among younger consumers. However, this perspective largely focuses on the persuasive power of content without critically examining issues such as authenticity, commercialisation and algorithmic influence (Suardana, 2025). As UGC becomes increasingly integrated into marketing strategies, the distinction between organic and sponsored content becomes blurred, raising concerns about transparency and credibility.

Critical Evaluation and Research Gap
Overall, while existing literature consistently recognises the importance of UGC in shaping consumer behaviour, it often adopts a predominantly positive and outcome-oriented perspective. There is limited critical examination of the complexities associated with content credibility, consumer interpretation and the potential negative implications of reliance on peer-generated information. Furthermore, much of the research focuses on quantitative relationships, providing limited insight into how consumers subjectively engage with and interpret UGC. This gap highlights the need for qualitative approaches that can explore the meanings and perceptions associated with social media reviews, thereby offering a more nuanced understanding of their role in influencing online purchase decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc231645483]2.4 Electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM)
[bookmark: _Toc231645484]2.4.1 Concept and Influence of eWOM
Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) is widely positioned as a dominant influence on online purchase decisions, yet its role is often overstated in existing literature. Studies such as Ngo et al. (2024) emphasise that eWOM enhances purchase intention primarily through perceived credibility and trust formation. While this suggests a positive and somewhat linear relationship, such assumptions overlook the variability in how consumers interpret and respond to online information. Trust in eWOM is not inherent but socially constructed, and may be shaped by prior beliefs, platform characteristics and perceived bias within the content (Emad et al., 2023). In addition, the context in which reviews are encountered can further influence how they are interpreted. Consequently, the effectiveness of eWOM cannot be easily generalised across different consumer groups or digital environments.
[bookmark: _Toc231645485]2.4.2 Positive vs Negative eWOM: A Critical Perspective
Moreover, research frequently contrasts positive and negative eWOM, suggesting that favourable reviews increase purchase likelihood while negative reviews deter it (Roy et al., 2025). However, this binary perspective oversimplifies the complexity of consumer decision-making processes. Negative reviews, for instance, may enhance perceived authenticity rather than discourage purchasing, particularly when consumers interpret them as balanced and realistic reflections of product performance. In some cases, a mix of positive and negative feedback can strengthen credibility by reducing suspicion of manipulation (Hannat, 2024). This indicates that the influence of eWOM is more nuanced than suggested by polarity-based analyses, and cannot be fully explained through simplistic positive–negative comparisons.
[bookmark: _Toc231645486]2.4.3 eWOM, Brand Perception and Consumer Interpretation
Further, studies such as Nguyen and Nguyen (2025) highlight the role of eWOM in shaping brand perception and online reputation. While these studies reinforce the importance of peer communication in digital environments, they often treat consumers as passive recipients of information. Consumers actively evaluate, filter and sometimes resist eWOM based on perceived credibility, relevance and personal experience. This interpretive process involves cognitive judgement as well as emotional responses, which may vary significantly across individuals (Lubbe, 2023). Such complexity is largely overlooked in quantitative research, which tends to prioritise measurable outcomes such as purchase intention over deeper behavioural understanding.
Critical Evaluation and Research Gap
Overall, although eWOM is consistently recognised as a critical factor in digital consumer behaviour, existing research lacks sufficient depth in explaining how consumers cognitively and emotionally engage with review content. The dominance of outcome-focused and quantitative approaches limits understanding of the subjective, dynamic and context-dependent nature of eWOM influence. There is limited exploration of how consumers interpret conflicting information or negotiate trust in uncertain digital environments. This gap highlights the need for qualitative exploration within this study, enabling a more comprehensive understanding of how social media reviews influence online purchase decisions in real-world contexts.

[bookmark: _Toc231645487]2.5 Review Characteristics: Credibility, Quality and Authenticity
[bookmark: _Toc231645488]2.5.1 Role of Review Characteristics in Consumer Decision-Making
The effectiveness of online reviews in shaping consumer behaviour is often attributed to specific characteristics such as credibility, information quality and authenticity. These characteristics are frequently highlighted as key drivers influencing how consumers evaluate products and ultimately form purchase intentions. However, existing literature tends to treat these factors as objective and measurable attributes, rather than as perceptions that are actively constructed and interpreted by consumers within specific contexts. For instance, Liao et al. (2021) emphasise that the quality and presentation of reviews significantly influence consumer attitudes and purchase intention. While this highlights the importance of structured, detailed and well-presented information, it assumes that consumers process review content in a rational and systematic manner (Agarwal, 2020). However, consumer decision-making is often less deliberate and more influenced by cognitive shortcuts. Consumers frequently rely on heuristic cues such as star ratings, visual appeal, reviewer profiles and even the number of reviews available. These cues can shape perceptions quickly, often without deeper engagement with the content itself. As a result, perceived quality does not necessarily reflect the actual informational value, accuracy or depth of the review. This suggests that the role of review characteristics is more complex than assumed, involving both cognitive simplification and subjective interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc231645489]2.5.2 Perceived Credibility and Its Limitations
Similarly, studies focusing on credibility, such as Febriane et al. (2022), argue that trustworthy and reliable reviews positively influence purchase intention. Although credibility is consistently identified as a key determinant of consumer behaviour, it remains inherently subjective, fluid and highly context-dependent. Consumers often infer credibility based on limited or surface-level signals, including language tone, reviewer identity, writing style or platform reputation, which may not accurately reflect the true reliability of the information (Ngo et al., 2024). Moreover, the increasing prevalence of fake, manipulated or incentivised reviews further complicates the credibility assessment process. Consumers may encounter content that appears authentic but is strategically designed to influence perceptions, thereby reducing the reliability of traditional credibility indicators. This raises important concerns regarding the robustness of findings that assume a direct and stable relationship between credibility and behavioural outcomes. It also highlights the need to consider how consumers question, negotiate and sometimes resist credibility cues rather than accepting them at face value.
[bookmark: _Toc231645490]2.5.3 Authenticity in Commercialised Digital Environments
The growing attention to authenticity further complicates this discussion, particularly within highly commercialised digital environments. Vahora (2024), focusing on the UK context, highlights that perceived authenticity plays a crucial role in building consumer trust and shaping purchase intention. Authentic content is often associated with honesty, transparency and genuine user experience, which can enhance consumer confidence. However, the increasing commercialisation of online platforms challenges the very notion of authenticity. Consumers may struggle to distinguish between genuinely independent reviews and those influenced by sponsorship, affiliate marketing or brand collaborations. Influencer marketing and algorithm-driven content further blur the boundaries between organic and promotional material. In addition, Mäki-Kullas (2024) suggests that review content influences information-seeking behaviour by guiding consumers towards specific products and reducing search effort. Nevertheless, this perspective focuses primarily on functional outcomes rather than critically examining how consumers assess, question and interpret the authenticity of information within increasingly complex and commercialised digital ecosystems. As a result, authenticity becomes not an inherent property of content but a perception shaped by context, experience and awareness.
Critical Evaluation and Research Gap
Overall, while the literature consistently identifies review characteristics as influential factors in consumer decision-making, it often overlooks the interpretive, subjective and context-dependent nature of consumer judgement. Credibility, quality and authenticity are not fixed or universally agreed properties of reviews but are constructed through individual perception, prior experience and situational cues. Furthermore, the interaction between these characteristics is rarely explored in depth, limiting a more holistic understanding of how they collectively influence behaviour. Existing studies also tend to prioritise measurable relationships and outcomes, often neglecting the underlying cognitive and emotional processes through which consumers engage with review content. This limitation is particularly significant in digital environments, where information is abundant, diverse and often conflicting. Consequently, there remains a clear gap in the literature regarding how consumers interpret, evaluate and negotiate review characteristics in real-world contexts. This gap underscores the need for qualitative investigation to provide deeper insight into these processes, particularly within dynamic and evolving social media environments.

[bookmark: _Toc231645491]2.6 Trust, Perceived Risk and Purchase Intention
[bookmark: _Toc231645492]2.6.1 Role of Trust in Online Purchase Intention
Trust and perceived risk are frequently presented as central determinants of online purchase intention, yet existing research often simplifies their relationship with consumer behaviour. Studies such as Hannat, et al. (2025) suggest that trust mediates the impact of online reviews and social media marketing on purchase intention, positioning it as a key mechanism through which digital interactions influence consumer decisions. While this highlights the importance of trust as a critical influencing factor, it assumes a stable and linear relationship, overlooking the possibility that trust is dynamic, evolving and highly context-dependent (Kashif et al., 2025). Trust is not formed instantaneously but develops over time through repeated interactions, experiences and exposure to information. Consumers may simultaneously trust certain aspects of online information while remaining sceptical of others, depending on factors such as source credibility, prior purchasing experience, platform familiarity and perceived transparency. For example, a consumer may trust a platform’s interface but question the reliability of individual reviews. This indicates that trust is not a uniform construct but rather a multifaceted and situational process shaped by both cognitive evaluation and emotional judgement.
[bookmark: _Toc231645493]2.6.2 Perceived Risk and the Role of Online Reviews
In parallel, perceived risk is commonly framed as a significant barrier to online purchasing, with reviews functioning as a mechanism to reduce uncertainty and enhance consumer confidence. Helfiyana et al. (2024) argue that online reviews enhance e-trust by mitigating perceived risk, thereby encouraging purchase decisions and facilitating smoother decision-making processes. However, this perspective assumes that exposure to reviews consistently reduces uncertainty, which may not always hold true in real-world contexts. In some situations, conflicting, ambiguous or negative reviews can increase perceived risk rather than alleviate it, particularly when consumers encounter inconsistent or contradictory information (Yadav, 2024). Additionally, an overload of information may lead to confusion and decision fatigue, further amplifying uncertainty. This suggests that the relationship between reviews and risk perception is not straightforward but is instead complex, dynamic and influenced by contextual factors such as product type, consumer involvement and prior expectations. Therefore, reviews can both reduce and intensify perceived risk depending on how they are interpreted.
[bookmark: _Toc231645494]2.6.3 Interaction Between Trust and Perceived Risk
Moreover, studies such as Ventre and Kolbe (2020) emphasise that trust and perceived risk jointly influence purchase intention, reinforcing their interdependent and reciprocal nature within online decision-making processes. Higher levels of trust are often associated with reduced perceived risk, while increased uncertainty may weaken trust. While this perspective acknowledges the interaction between the two constructs, it often relies on quantitative models that prioritise statistical relationships over deeper behavioural interpretation. As a result, such approaches provide limited insight into how consumers cognitively process uncertainty and emotionally respond to risk when engaging with online information (Lăzăroiu et al., 2020). The complexity of this interaction is therefore reduced to measurable variables and linear relationships, overlooking the fluid and iterative nature of decision-making. Consumers may continuously reassess trust and risk throughout the decision process, influenced by new information, social cues and personal judgement.
[bookmark: _Toc231645495]2.6.4 Critical Evaluation and Research Gap
Overall, the literature consistently recognises trust and perceived risk as critical factors in online decision-making, it tends to overlook their subjective, situational and evolving nature. The reliance on simplified and outcome-focused models fails to capture how consumers actively interpret, negotiate and respond to uncertainty in digital environments. In particular, there is limited exploration of how individuals balance trust and scepticism when faced with diverse, complex and sometimes conflicting information sources. Furthermore, existing research often neglects the emotional and psychological dimensions of decision-making, focusing instead on measurable behavioural outcomes. This limits a comprehensive understanding of how trust and risk are experienced and managed by consumers in real-world contexts. This gap highlights the need for qualitative approaches to better understand these dynamics, providing richer and more nuanced insight into how trust and perceived risk influence online purchase decisions in contemporary digital environments.

[bookmark: _Toc231645496]2.7 Social Media Platforms and Influencer Reviews
[bookmark: _Toc231645497]2.7.1 Influence of Social Media Platforms on Consumer Behaviour
The growing influence of social media platforms has significantly intensified the role of influencer and platform-specific reviews in shaping consumer behaviour within digital environments. Chan (2022), particularly within the UK context, argues that influencers play a substantial role in affecting consumer buying behaviour by enhancing engagement, relatability and emotional connection with audiences. While this suggests a strong persuasive effect, such findings often assume that consumers passively accept influencer opinions without critical evaluation (Aurellia, 2022). Consumers may actively question and assess influencer content, particularly as awareness of sponsored promotions and paid partnerships continues to increase. This growing scepticism indicates that the level of influence attributed to social media personalities may be overstated in existing literature.
[bookmark: _Toc231645498]2.7.2 Platform-Specific Content and Perceived Credibility
Similarly, studies such as Febriane et al. (2022) highlight that platform-specific content, particularly on video-based platforms like YouTube, can shape purchase intention through perceived credibility and consumer attitudes. However, this perspective tends to treat credibility as an inherent feature of the platform or the content creator, rather than as a subjective judgement constructed by individual users. As digital platforms become increasingly commercialised, the distinction between authentic and sponsored content becomes progressively blurred, making it more difficult for consumers to differentiate between genuine recommendations and marketing-driven messages (Chan, 2022). This raises important concerns regarding the reliability and transparency of influencer-driven content in shaping consumer decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc231645499]2.7.3 Variations in Influence Across Platforms and Content Types
Furthermore, Jia et al. (2023) demonstrate that different forms of user-generated content across platforms exert varying levels of influence, with vlogger reviews often having stronger effects than traditional written customer reviews. While this highlights the importance of platform dynamics and content format, it risks overgeneralising consumer responses by assuming uniform influence across audiences. Consumer reactions are shaped by individual differences in trust, scepticism, prior experience and digital literacy. Additionally, platform algorithms play a significant role in filtering and prioritising content, potentially exposing users to selective or biased information (Codreanu, 2024). This suggests that the influence of platform-based reviews is not only content-driven but also structurally mediated by digital systems.
Critical Evaluation and Research Gap
Overall, although social media platforms and influencers are widely recognised as powerful drivers of consumer behaviour, existing research tends to overemphasise their effectiveness while underexploring critical issues such as authenticity, consumer scepticism and commercial bias. The increasing integration of marketing strategies within influencer content challenges traditional assumptions of trust and credibility. Moreover, the reliance on quantitative approaches limits deeper understanding of how consumers interpret, question and engage with platform-based review content. This limitation highlights the need for more nuanced and interpretive research approaches to better understand the complexities of consumer interaction with influencer and social media reviews in contemporary digital environments.

[bookmark: _Toc231645500]2.8 UK Context of Digital Consumer Behaviour
[bookmark: _Toc231645501]2.8.1 Digital Maturity and Consumer Behaviour in the UK
The UK represents a highly developed and mature digital marketplace where online shopping and social media usage are deeply embedded in everyday consumer behaviour. High levels of internet penetration, widespread smartphone adoption and the growth of e-commerce platforms have significantly transformed how consumers search for information and make purchase decisions (Dimitriou and AbouElgheit, 2019). Existing studies suggest that UK consumers are particularly responsive to online reviews and social media interactions when evaluating products and services. However, much of this research tends to generalise consumer behaviour without adequately considering important contextual factors such as variations in digital literacy, platform trust and regulatory awareness (Chan, 2022). As a result, the influence of social media reviews in the UK may be more complex, dynamic and situational than suggested by broadly framed empirical findings.
[bookmark: _Toc231645502]2.8.2 Authenticity, Trust and Platform Transparency
Furthermore, while research such as Vahora (2024) highlights the importance of review authenticity in shaping consumer trust within the UK e-commerce sector, it often assumes that consumers can effectively distinguish between genuine and manipulated content. The increasing sophistication of sponsored posts, influencer marketing and algorithm-driven content challenges this assumption. Consumers may struggle to identify subtle forms of commercial influence, particularly when promotional content is integrated seamlessly into user-generated material (Griffin and Grote, 2020). This raises concerns about the reliability of perceived authenticity and suggests that trust formation in the UK context is not solely dependent on review content but is also influenced by platform transparency, disclosure practices and the level of consumer awareness.
[bookmark: _Toc231645503]2.8.3 Limitations of Global Research in Explaining UK Behaviour
In addition, existing literature frequently draws on global or non-UK samples to explain consumer behaviour, which limits the direct applicability of findings to the UK market. Although studies conducted in other regions provide valuable theoretical and empirical insights, they may not fully capture the unique characteristics of UK consumers (Helfiyana, 2024). Factors such as strong consumer protection regulations, established online retail infrastructure and cultural attitudes towards digital consumption play a significant role in shaping behaviour (Ikhsan and Ohliati, 2020). Consequently, relying on non-contextualised findings may oversimplify the realities of consumer decision-making within the UK digital environment.
Critical Evaluation and Research Gap
Overall, while the UK is often portrayed as a mature digital market where online reviews and social media content strongly influence purchase decisions, existing research lacks depth in examining the contextual, behavioural and interpretive dimensions of consumer behaviour. In particular, there is limited exploration of how UK consumers critically evaluate, interpret and respond to online review content in real-world situations. The dominance of quantitative and generalised approaches restricts a deeper understanding of these processes. This highlights the need for more focused, context-specific and qualitative investigation to better understand how social media reviews shape purchasing decisions within the UK environment.

[bookmark: _Toc231645504]2.9 Research Gap
Despite the extensive body of literature examining social media reviews, user-generated content and electronic word-of-mouth, several important gaps remain unresolved. A dominant limitation across existing studies is the strong reliance on quantitative approaches that prioritise statistical relationships between variables such as trust, credibility and purchase intention (Ngo et al., 2024; Roy et al., 2025). While these studies provide valuable insights into general patterns, they offer limited understanding of how consumers cognitively interpret and emotionally respond to review content. As a result, the underlying mechanisms through which social media reviews influence decision-making remain insufficiently explored.
Furthermore, much of the literature assumes a relatively linear and positive relationship between online reviews and purchase intention, often overlooking contradictory or complex consumer responses. For example, while positive eWOM is frequently associated with increased purchase likelihood, negative reviews may enhance perceived authenticity rather than discourage consumption (Hannat, 2024; Liao et al., 2021). This indicates that consumer interpretation of review content is not uniform, yet existing research rarely captures these nuanced dynamics.
Another key limitation relates to the treatment of review characteristics such as credibility, information quality and authenticity as objective constructs. Studies such as Febriane et al. (2022) and Vahora (2024) highlight their importance in shaping trust, but they often fail to consider that these attributes are subjectively perceived and context-dependent. This lack of interpretive depth restricts understanding of how consumers evaluate and negotiate the reliability of online information, particularly in environments where commercial and non-commercial content are increasingly intertwined.
In addition, there is a notable lack of context-specific research focusing on the United Kingdom. Although some studies address UK consumers (Chan, 2022; Vahora, 2024), a significant proportion of the literature is based on global or non-UK samples, limiting its applicability to the UK digital marketplace. Given the distinct characteristics of the UK, including high digital adoption and regulatory frameworks, there is a need for more focused investigation into how social media reviews influence consumer behaviour within this context.
Finally, existing research often treats consumers as passive recipients of information, neglecting their active role in interpreting, filtering and responding to online reviews. This limitation highlights the need for qualitative approaches that can capture the subjective experiences and meanings associated with consumer decision-making. Therefore, this study addresses these gaps by adopting an interpretivist perspective and using thematic analysis to explore how social media reviews shape online purchase decisions among UK consumers, providing a deeper and more nuanced understanding of digital consumer behaviour.
Identified Research Questions:
· How do consumers subjectively engage with and make sense of review content beyond measurable constructs such as trust, credibility and purchase intention?
· How do consumers interpret conflicting, mixed or negative online reviews, and how does this influence their final purchase decisions?
· How is trust in online reviews formed, negotiated and revised over time within digital purchasing journeys?
[bookmark: _Toc231645505]2.10 Chapter Summary
This chapter critically examined the existing literature on the influence of social media reviews on online purchase decisions, drawing on key theoretical frameworks and empirical studies to establish a comprehensive understanding of digital consumer behaviour. The discussion began by integrating the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and Information Adoption Model (IAM), demonstrating that while each framework explains specific aspects of consumer decision-making, none independently captures the complexity of how consumers interpret and act upon review-based information. Their integration provides a more holistic perspective, yet still reflects limitations in addressing the dynamic and subjective nature of online environments. The chapter further explored the role of user-generated content (UGC) and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), highlighting their significance in shaping consumer perceptions and influencing purchasing behaviour. However, the literature was found to be predominantly outcome-focused, often assuming a direct and positive relationship between exposure to content and consumer response. Critical evaluation revealed that consumer engagement with UGC and eWOM is far more complex, involving active interpretation, scepticism and contextual judgement rather than passive acceptance. In addition, the analysis of review characteristics such as credibility, quality and authenticity demonstrated that these factors are not objective properties but are perceived differently by consumers based on individual experiences and situational cues. Similarly, trust and perceived risk were identified as key determinants of purchase intention, yet existing research often oversimplifies their relationship by treating them as stable and measurable constructs, rather than as dynamic and evolving processes shaped by uncertainty and context.
The chapter also examined the growing influence of social media platforms and influencer reviews, emphasising that while these elements are widely recognised as powerful drivers of consumer behaviour, their effectiveness is frequently overstated. Issues related to commercialisation, authenticity and algorithmic influence challenge traditional assumptions of trust and credibility, indicating the need for a more critical and nuanced understanding of platform-based interactions. Finally, the UK context was considered, revealing that although the UK is a mature digital marketplace with high engagement in online reviews, existing research lacks sufficient contextual depth. Much of the literature relies on generalised or non-UK findings, limiting its ability to fully explain how UK consumers interpret and respond to social media reviews in real-world settings. Overall, the chapter identified a clear research gap in the literature, particularly the limited use of qualitative and interpretive approaches to understand consumer behaviour. Existing studies tend to prioritise quantitative relationships and measurable outcomes, overlooking the cognitive, emotional and contextual processes that shape decision-making. This gap justifies the need for the present study, which adopts a qualitative approach to explore how consumers in the UK interpret and engage with social media reviews when making online purchase decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc231645506]Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc231645507]3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodological framework used to investigate the role of social media reviews in shaping online purchase decisions in the UK. It explains and justifies the research philosophy, approach, strategy, data collection and analysis methods, while addressing ethical considerations, reliability and limitations. The methodological choices are aligned with the exploratory nature of the study and its focus on interpreting consumer perceptions derived from user-generated content.
[bookmark: _Toc231645508]3.2 Research Philosophy
This study adopts an interpretivist research philosophy, which emphasises understanding social phenomena through subjective meanings and individual experiences (Saunders et al., 2019). Interpretivism is particularly appropriate for this research as consumer responses to social media reviews are shaped by perception, trust and contextual interpretation rather than objective measurement. It enables an in-depth exploration of how individuals interpret review credibility, sentiment and authenticity within digital environments where user-generated content reflects diverse and nuanced viewpoints (Lenggu and Ariadi, 2023). However, alternative philosophical positions were also considered. Positivism, for instance, focuses on objective measurement and hypothesis testing through quantitative methods. While this approach is effective in identifying statistical relationships between variables such as review ratings and purchase intention, it is limited in capturing the underlying meanings and psychological processes influencing consumer behaviour. Given that this study aims to explore how and why consumers interpret reviews rather than measure causal relationships, positivism is considered less suitable.
Similarly, pragmatism offers a flexible approach that combines both qualitative and quantitative methods depending on the research problem (Saunders et al., 2019). Although pragmatism could provide broader insights by integrating multiple data types, this study prioritises depth of understanding over methodological breadth. Therefore, a purely interpretivist stance is more aligned with the research objectives. Additionally, realism, which acknowledges an objective reality but recognises that it is interpreted through social contexts, was also considered. While realism could support the study by linking observable review content with consumer behaviour, it still places partial emphasis on objective structures, which does not fully capture the subjective and experiential nature of review interpretation. Overall, interpretivism is selected as the most appropriate philosophy because it enables a rich, contextual and nuanced understanding of consumer perceptions and behaviours. This aligns closely with the study’s aim of exploring how social media reviews influence online purchase decisions in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc231645509]3.3 Research Approach
An inductive approach is employed to allow themes and patterns to emerge from the data rather than testing predetermined hypotheses (Saunders et al., 2019). This approach aligns with the exploratory aim of the research and addresses the identified gap in qualitative insights within existing literature. It enables the development of new theoretical understanding of how social media reviews influence consumer decision-making, particularly in relation to trust, credibility and perception (Simanjuntak, 2024). However, alternative approaches were considered. A deductive approach, commonly associated with positivist research, focuses on testing existing theories through structured hypotheses. While this approach is effective for establishing causal relationships and generalisable findings, it is less suitable for this study as it limits flexibility and restricts the discovery of new insights. Given that existing literature is largely quantitative, applying a deductive approach would not sufficiently capture the complexity of consumer interpretation of review content.
A mixed (abductive) approach was also considered, which combines elements of induction and deduction by iteratively moving between theory and data. Although this approach offers methodological flexibility, it requires integration of both qualitative and quantitative data. Since the current study is focused solely on qualitative secondary data and aims for depth rather than breadth, adopting a purely inductive approach is more appropriate. Overall, the inductive approach is justified as it supports theory generation, allows flexibility in data interpretation and aligns closely with the interpretivist philosophy underpinning this research.
[bookmark: _Toc231645510]3.4 Research Strategy
The study adopts a qualitative research strategy based on secondary data analysis. This strategy is appropriate as it enables the exploration of consumer perceptions through existing data sources such as academic literature and user-generated content, without the need for primary data collection (Fàbregues, 2024). It allows access to a wide range of real-world consumer experiences and supports the analysis of naturally occurring social media reviews, thereby enhancing ecological validity. Furthermore, synthesising multiple sources strengthens the depth and richness of insights. Alternative research strategies were also evaluated. A quantitative strategy, typically involving surveys or experiments, could measure relationships between variables such as review ratings and purchase intention. However, this approach would not capture the underlying meanings, interpretations and contextual influences that shape consumer behaviour, making it less suitable for the study’s exploratory objectives.
A mixed-methods strategy was also considered, as it combines qualitative depth with quantitative generalisability. While this could provide a more comprehensive understanding, it requires additional resources, time and primary data collection, which are beyond the scope of this study. Additionally, a primary qualitative strategy (such as interviews or focus groups) could provide in-depth insights directly from consumers. However, this approach is time-intensive and may limit sample diversity. In contrast, secondary data analysis enables access to a broader range of perspectives across multiple contexts. Therefore, the chosen qualitative secondary research strategy is justified as it ensures feasibility, breadth of data and alignment with the research aim, while maintaining analytical depth and methodological rigour.
[bookmark: _Toc231645511]3.5 Data Collection Methods
[bookmark: _Toc231645512]3.5.1 Data Sources
Data is collected from peer-reviewed journal articles, industry reports and publicly available online review platforms relevant to the UK context. Academic databases such as Google Scholar and ScienceDirect are used to ensure credibility and reliability of sources.
[bookmark: _Toc231645513]3.5.2 Inclusion Criteria
The selection of data follows clearly defined inclusion criteria to ensure relevance and quality:
· Studies focused on social media reviews, eWOM or online consumer behaviour 
· Research conducted within the UK or comparable developed digital markets 
· Publications within the last 10 years to ensure contemporary relevance 
· Peer-reviewed journal articles and credible industry reports 
· English-language publications 
These criteria ensure that the data reflects current digital consumer behaviour and aligns with the research objectives (Fleischer and Khalil, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc231645514]
3.5.3 Exclusion Criteria
To maintain analytical rigour, the following are excluded:
· Studies unrelated to consumer behaviour or online reviews 
· Outdated publications beyond the 10-year threshold 
· Non-academic or unreliable sources lacking methodological transparency 
· Studies focused solely on offline purchasing behaviour 
Applying exclusion criteria reduces bias and enhances the validity and credibility of findings (Tranfield et al., 2003).
[bookmark: _Toc231645515]3.6 Final Data Selection and Data Collection
This study uses qualitative secondary data to examine how social media reviews influence online purchase decisions in the UK. After applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria outlined in Sections 3.5.2 and 3.5.3, a final dataset of 20 academic sources was selected for detailed analysis. These studies were chosen because they directly address electronic word-of-mouth, user-generated content, online reviews, trust, review credibility, perceived risk, authenticity and online purchase intention. The final selection therefore provides a focused evidence base for analysing how consumers interpret social media reviews during online decision-making.
The selected studies were not used only as general background literature. Instead, they formed the core dataset for thematic analysis. The data extracted from each source included relevant findings, discussion points, conceptual explanations and reported consumer behaviour patterns linked to online reviews and purchase decisions. Attention was given to sections discussing review credibility, trust formation, perceived risk, negative review influence, user-generated content, social commerce and consumer purchase intention. This ensured that the analysis was based on clearly identified evidence rather than broad theoretical discussion.
	No.
	Selected source
	Data extracted for analysis
	Relevance to the study

	1
	Kumar et al. (2018)
	Findings on digital market decision-making and changing consumer patterns
	Supports understanding of online consumer decision processes

	2
	Lee et al. (2018)
	Discussion of the shopper journey from browsing to buying
	Explains how consumers move from review exposure to purchase behaviour

	3
	Voramontri and Klieb (2019)
	Evidence on social media influence on consumer behaviour
	Directly links social media use with purchase decisions

	4
	Agarwal (2020)
	Findings on UGC, brand awareness and purchase intention
	Supports analysis of user-generated content influence

	5
	Lăzăroiu et al. (2020)
	Findings on online trust, perceived risk and purchase intention
	Relevant to trust and risk-related themes

	6
	Ventre and Kolbe (2020)
	Results on online reviews, perceived usefulness, trust and risk
	Supports analysis of review usefulness and trust formation

	7
	Ikhsan and Ohliati (2020)
	Findings on eWOM and social commerce purchase intention
	Useful for analysing eWOM in social commerce contexts

	8
	Li et al. (2021)
	Evidence on UGC marketing and purchase decision stages
	Helps explain how UGC affects different decision stages

	9
	Liao et al. (2021)
	Results on negative online reviews, attitudes and purchase intention
	Supports theme on negative review influence

	10
	Riaz et al. (2021)
	Findings on social networking sites and purchase decision-making
	Relevant to social media-based consumer behaviour

	11
	Sağkaya Güngör and Ozansoy Çadırcı (2022)
	Synthesis of digital consumer behaviour themes
	Provides wider context for digital consumer interpretation

	12
	Febriane et al. (2022)
	Evidence on perceived credibility of YouTube UGC and purchase intention
	Supports credibility and UGC-related themes

	13
	Jia et al. (2023)
	Findings comparing customer reviews and vlogger reviews
	Useful for analysing cross-platform review influence

	14
	Nguyen et al. (2023)
	Findings using TPB and TAM to explain online purchase intention
	Supports theoretical interpretation of consumer intention

	15
	Emad et al. (2023)
	Evidence on eWOM, purchase intention and brand trust
	Relevant to trust and eWOM influence

	16
	Yadav et al. (2024)
	Findings on online reviews and risk reduction
	Directly supports the perceived risk theme

	17
	Ngo et al. (2024)
	Findings on eWOM credibility and purchase intention
	Supports review credibility and information trustworthiness

	18
	Helfiyana et al. (2024)
	Results on online reviews, perceived risk, e-trust and purchase intention
	Relevant to trust, risk and intention themes

	19
	Tseng and Wu (2024)
	Findings based on information adoption and technology acceptance models
	Supports analysis of how consumers accept and use review information

	20
	Vahora (2024)
	Evidence on review authenticity and consumer trust in UK e-commerce
	Provides UK-specific relevance to authenticity and trust



The final dataset therefore consists of 20 studies that collectively provide qualitative evidence on how consumers engage with, interpret and respond to social media reviews and online review content. The extracted material was organised manually and through NVivo-supported coding to identify recurring meanings across the selected studies. Each article was treated as a data source, and relevant sections from the findings, discussion and consumer behaviour analysis were coded according to repeated ideas. For example, data relating to fake reviews, sponsored reviews and reviewer honesty were coded under credibility and authenticity, while data relating to reassurance, confidence and uncertainty reduction were coded under trust and perceived risk.
This process ensured that the themes used in Chapter 4 were developed from the selected dataset rather than assumed in advance. The final 20 papers therefore provide the evidence base for the thematic analysis, allowing the study to show clearly how the data was selected, what parts of the data were analysed and how the findings were developed.
[bookmark: _Toc231645516]3.7 Data Analysis Technique
The study employs thematic analysis supported by NVivo software to identify, analyse and interpret patterns within the selected qualitative data. Thematic analysis is appropriate for this research because it allows themes to emerge from consumer-generated content rather than imposing pre-determined categories. This aligns with the inductive approach and interpretivist philosophy of the study. The analysis follows Braun and Clarke’s six-stage thematic analysis framework, which provides a systematic method for moving from raw data to meaningful themes. First, the researcher became familiar with the selected data by reading and re-reading the online reviews and comments. This helped develop an initial understanding of how consumers discussed trust, credibility, authenticity, risk and purchase decisions. Second, initial codes were generated by identifying meaningful sections of text. For example, comments relating to “fake reviews”, “trusting other buyers”, “negative reviews changing decisions” or “influencer recommendations” were coded separately.
Third, related codes were grouped into broader potential themes. For example, codes linked to fake reviews, sponsored content and reviewer honesty were grouped under a broader theme of review credibility and authenticity. Fourth, the themes were reviewed to ensure they accurately reflected the data and were clearly connected to the research aim. Any overlapping or weak themes were refined, combined or removed. Fifth, the final themes were defined and named to clearly explain their meaning. Finally, the themes were written up and interpreted in relation to the research questions and existing literature. NVivo supports this process by helping organise the data, store codes and track theme development. This improves transparency and consistency in the analysis. The use of thematic analysis also ensures that findings are grounded in the collected data rather than based only on existing theory. This is important because the purpose of the study is not only to explain review influence in general terms but to understand how consumers interpret social media reviews during online purchase decision-making.
Through this process, several key themes were expected to emerge from the data, including perceived review credibility, trust and scepticism, influence of negative reviews, authenticity of user-generated content, platform and influencer influence and perceived risk in online purchasing. However, these themes were not pre-decided before analysis. Instead, they were developed inductively through repeated reading, coding and comparison of the selected data. This approach ensures that the final findings reflect actual consumer expressions and patterns within the dataset.

[bookmark: _Toc231645517]3.8 Ethical Considerations
The research adheres to established ethical guidelines despite relying exclusively on secondary data. All data utilised in this study is obtained from publicly accessible academic sources, industry reports and online platforms, ensuring that no confidential or sensitive personal information is accessed or disclosed. As a result, the study does not involve direct interaction with human participants, thereby eliminating risks related to informed consent, participant harm or data protection breaches. However, ethical responsibility remains essential in ensuring that the use of secondary data is conducted appropriately and transparently. To maintain academic integrity, all sources are accurately cited and referenced in accordance with Harvard referencing standards, thereby avoiding plagiarism and acknowledging original authorship. Furthermore, care is taken to interpret data objectively and avoid misrepresentation or selective reporting of findings. The researcher also ensures that data extracted from online platforms is used in an aggregated and analytical manner rather than focusing on identifiable individual users.
The study complies with university ethical guidelines and broader research standards, including principles of honesty, transparency and accountability (Saunders et al., 2019). Ethical rigour is further maintained by critically evaluating the credibility of sources and ensuring that only reliable and peer-reviewed materials are included. Overall, these measures ensure that the research is conducted responsibly while maintaining high ethical standards throughout the research process.
[bookmark: _Toc231645518]3.9 Reliability and Validity
To ensure credibility, reliability and validity, this study adopts several methodological strategies. Data triangulation is employed by integrating multiple sources, including peer-reviewed academic literature, industry reports and online review content. This approach enhances the robustness of findings by allowing cross-verification of themes and reducing the risk of relying on a single data source. Additionally, clearly defined inclusion and exclusion criteria improve internal validity by ensuring that only relevant, high-quality and contemporary data is analysed. The use of NVivo software further strengthens reliability by enabling systematic and consistent coding of qualitative data. By providing a structured framework for organising and analysing data, NVivo reduces inconsistencies that may arise from manual coding and enhances transparency in the analytical process. Furthermore, maintaining a clear audit trail of coding decisions and theme development contributes to methodological rigour and replicability.
However, the use of secondary data introduces certain limitations to reliability, as the researcher has limited control over the original data collection methods, sample characteristics and potential biases within the source material. This may affect the consistency and generalisability of findings. Despite this, the selection of credible, peer-reviewed sources and the application of systematic analytical procedures help mitigate these limitations and enhance overall research trustworthiness.
[bookmark: _Toc231645519]3.10 Limitations of Methodology
While the chosen methodology provides valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowledged. The primary limitation is the reliance on secondary data, which restricts the researcher’s ability to tailor data specifically to the research objectives. As a result, certain contextual details, such as demographic characteristics or real-time consumer behaviour, may not be fully captured. This may limit the depth of analysis in understanding specific consumer segments within the UK market. Additionally, the interpretivist nature of the study introduces the possibility of researcher bias, as the identification and interpretation of themes depend on the researcher’s judgement. Although thematic analysis provides a structured approach, subjectivity cannot be eliminated. However, this limitation is mitigated through systematic coding procedures, use of NVivo software and transparent documentation of analytical decisions. Another limitation relates to the dynamic nature of social media environments. Consumer behaviour and online review patterns evolve rapidly, meaning that secondary data may not fully reflect the most current trends. Despite these limitations, the study maintains robustness using recent and credible sources, clear methodological procedures and critical evaluation of findings. Overall, while limitations exist, they do not significantly undermine the validity or contribution of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc231645520]3.11 Chapter Summary
This chapter has outlined and justified the methodological framework underpinning the study. The use of an interpretivist philosophy, inductive approach and qualitative secondary data strategy enables an in-depth exploration of consumer perceptions. The application of NVivo-supported thematic analysis ensures systematic and rigorous data interpretation. Overall, the methodology is well aligned with the research aim and provides a strong foundation for analysing the influence of social media reviews on consumer purchase decisions in the UK.


[bookmark: _Toc231645521]CHAPER 4: DATA ANALYSIS
[bookmark: _Toc231645522]4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the data analysis conducted to examine how social media reviews influence online purchase decisions in the UK. The analysis is based on qualitative secondary data collected from the final 20 selected academic studies identified through the inclusion and exclusion criteria outlined in Chapter 3. The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate how the selected data was analysed systematically and how the final themes were developed from the dataset. Unlike quantitative studies that focus on statistical testing, this research aims to explore consumer perceptions, experiences and behavioural interpretations associated with online reviews, electronic word-of-mouth and user-generated content.
The chapter applies Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic analysis framework to identify recurring patterns and meanings within the selected studies. Thematic analysis was considered appropriate because it allows themes to emerge inductively from the data rather than imposing predefined categories. This approach aligns with the interpretivist philosophy and inductive research approach adopted in this study. The analysis specifically focuses on themes related to review credibility, authenticity, trust, perceived risk, online review usefulness and purchase intention.
The chapter begins by providing an overview of the final dataset used for analysis. It then explains the application of Braun and Clarke’s six-step thematic analysis process, including familiarisation with the data, coding, theme development and interpretation. Following this, the chapter presents the coding and theme development process before discussing the major themes that emerged from the analysis. The findings are supported using evidence from the selected studies to ensure transparency and analytical rigour throughout the research process.

[bookmark: _Toc231645523]4.2 Overview of Final Dataset
The final dataset used for thematic analysis consisted of 20 academic studies selected after applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria presented in Chapter 3. The selection process focused on identifying studies directly related to social media reviews, electronic word-of-mouth, user-generated content, online trust, review credibility, perceived risk and online purchase intention. Only studies relevant to online consumer behaviour within digital environments were included in the final analysis. The selected papers were considered suitable because they provided detailed evidence regarding how consumers interpret and respond to online reviews during the purchasing decision-making process.
The dataset included peer-reviewed journal articles, conference papers and academically credible research studies published between 2018 and 2025. The selected studies represented different digital contexts, including e-commerce platforms, social networking sites, social commerce environments, YouTube reviews, influencer marketing and user-generated content platforms. Although some studies were conducted outside the UK, they were included because they examined consumer behaviour within comparable digital purchasing environments relevant to the research objectives.
The analysis did not treat the selected studies only as supporting literature. Instead, the findings, discussion sections and consumer behaviour evidence contained within each paper formed the qualitative dataset for analysis. Data extracted from the studies included consumer perceptions of review credibility, trust in online reviewers, reactions to negative reviews, purchase hesitation, perceived usefulness of reviews and the influence of influencers and user-generated content on purchase decisions. This ensured that the study analysed clearly identifiable forms of qualitative evidence rather than relying solely on theoretical discussion. Table 4.1 provides a summary of the final dataset used for thematic analysis.
Table 4.1: Overview of Final Dataset
	Dataset category
	Description

	Total studies initially reviewed
	Broad range of studies related to digital consumer behaviour and online reviews

	Final studies selected for analysis
	20

	Data type
	Qualitative secondary data

	Sources included
	Peer-reviewed journal articles, conference papers and academic studies

	Main focus areas
	eWOM, social media reviews, UGC, trust, credibility, perceived risk and purchase intention

	Analysis technique
	Braun and Clarke’s six-step thematic analysis

	Software support
	NVivo-assisted coding and theme organisation


The final dataset provided a substantial evidence base for identifying recurring behavioural patterns and thematic relationships associated with online review influence. The selected studies collectively contributed to a deeper understanding of how consumers evaluate online information, reduce uncertainty and make purchase decisions within digital environments.
[bookmark: _Toc231645524]4.3 Application of Braun and Clarke’s Six-Step Thematic Analysis
This study applied Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic analysis framework to analyse the selected qualitative secondary data. Thematic analysis was chosen because it provides a systematic and flexible approach for identifying, analysing and interpreting recurring patterns within qualitative data. The method is particularly suitable for exploratory research focused on understanding perceptions, experiences and behavioural meanings. In this study, thematic analysis enabled them to examine how consumers interpret social media reviews and how these interpretations influence online purchase decisions. The six-step framework ensured that the analysis process remained transparent, structured and closely connected to the selected dataset. Rather than imposing predetermined themes, the themes were developed inductively through repeated engagement with the data extracted from the 20 selected studies. The analysis focused primarily on findings sections, discussion sections and consumer behaviour evidence related to review credibility, trust, authenticity, perceived risk and purchase intention.
[bookmark: _Toc231645525]4.3.1 Step 1: Familiarisation with the Data
The first stage involved becoming familiar with the selected data through repeated reading and review of the 20 chosen studies. Attention was given to findings and discussion sections that addressed online review influence, electronic word-of-mouth, trust formation and consumer purchase behaviour. During this stage developed an initial understanding of recurring concepts and behavioural patterns across the studies. Notes were recorded regarding repeated consumer concerns, attitudes and behavioural responses associated with social media reviews. Several recurring observations emerged during the familiarisation stage. Consumers frequently discussed issues relating to fake reviews, trustworthiness of reviewers, usefulness of customer feedback, fear of making incorrect purchase decisions and the influence of influencers and user-generated content on purchasing behaviour. This stage provided the foundation for the coding process.
[bookmark: _Toc231645526]4.3.2 Step 2: Generating Initial Codes
The second stage involved generating initial codes from the selected data. Coding refers to the process of identifying meaningful sections of data and assigning labels to repeated ideas or concepts. In this study, coding focused on identifying repeated consumer perceptions and behavioural responses associated with online reviews and social media content. Examples of initial codes included:
· fake reviews 
· review authenticity 
· trust in reviewers 
· purchase confidence 
· purchase hesitation 
· influence of negative reviews 
· usefulness of online reviews 
· influencer recommendations 
· uncertainty reduction 
· perceived product risk 
· social proof 
· reviewer credibility 
The coding process was supported using NVivo software, which assisted in organising the extracted data and grouping similar concepts together. NVivo improved transparency and consistency throughout the coding process by enabling systematic organisation of codes and supporting the identification of relationships between repeated ideas across the dataset.
[bookmark: _Toc231645527]4.3.3 Step 3: Searching for Themes
After the initial coding stage, related codes were grouped together into broader categories to identify potential themes. This stage focused on examining relationships between the codes and identifying larger patterns that reflected how consumers interpret social media reviews during online purchasing decisions. For example, codes relating to fake reviews, sponsored content, reviewer honesty and manipulated ratings were grouped together under broader concepts associated with review credibility and authenticity. Similarly, codes relating to reassurance, confidence, uncertainty reduction and trust in previous buyers were grouped under themes associated with consumer trust and perceived risk reduction. 
[bookmark: _Toc231645528]4.3.4 Step 4: Reviewing Themes
The fourth stage involved reviewing and refining the preliminary themes to ensure they accurately represented the data. During this process, overlapping themes were merged while weak or repetitive themes were removed. Then revisited the original coded extracts and compared them against the developing themes to ensure consistency and relevance. This stage was important in ensuring that each theme was clearly distinct while remaining strongly connected to the research aim and objectives. Themes that lacked sufficient supporting evidence across the dataset were excluded, while stronger themes supported by multiple studies were retained and refined further.
[bookmark: _Toc231645529]4.3.5 Step 5: Defining and Naming Themes
The fifth stage involved defining and naming the final themes that emerged from the analysis. Each theme was carefully reviewed to determine its core meaning and relationship to consumer purchase behaviour. The final themes were named in a way that clearly reflected the recurring consumer perceptions identified within the selected studies.
The final themes included:
· Review credibility and authenticity 
· Consumer trust and eWOM influence 
· Influence of negative reviews 
· Perceived risk reduction 
· Social media and user-generated content influence 
· Review usefulness and purchase intention 
These themes collectively captured the major behavioural factors influencing how consumers interpret and respond to social media reviews during online purchase decision-making.
[bookmark: _Toc231645530]4.3.6 Step 6: Producing the Analysis
The final stage involved presenting and interpreting the themes in relation to the research objectives and existing literature. Each theme was analysed using evidence extracted from the selected studies, allowing the findings to remain grounded in the dataset. The analysis focused on explaining how online reviews shape consumer perceptions, influence trust formation, reduce uncertainty and affect purchasing decisions within digital environments. The findings presented in the following sections therefore represent the outcome of a systematic thematic analysis process grounded in the selected qualitative secondary data.
[bookmark: _Toc231645531]4.4 Coding and Theme Development
Following the coding process, related concepts and repeated behavioural patterns were grouped into broader categories to support theme development. The purpose of this stage was to move beyond isolated observations and identify larger thematic relationships that reflected how consumers interpret social media reviews during online purchasing decisions. The themes were developed inductively from the selected dataset rather than being predetermined before analysis. This ensured that the findings remained grounded in the evidence extracted from the selected studies. The coding and theme development process revealed several recurring behavioural patterns across the dataset. Consumers consistently referred to concerns regarding fake reviews, authenticity of reviewers, usefulness of online feedback, trust in previous buyers, influence of negative reviews and uncertainty associated with online purchasing. The grouping of these repeated concepts resulted in six major themes that collectively explain the influence of social media reviews on online purchase decisions.
Table 4.2: Coding and Theme Development Process
	Initial codes
	Sub-themes
	Final themes

	Fake reviews, sponsored reviews, manipulated ratings, reviewer honesty
	Authenticity concerns
	Review credibility and authenticity

	Trust in reviewers, confidence in previous buyers, social proof
	Trust formation
	Consumer trust and eWOM influence

	Negative comments, poor ratings, dissatisfaction, hesitation
	Purchase uncertainty
	Influence of negative reviews

	Fear of poor quality, uncertainty reduction, reassurance seeking
	Decision reassurance
	Perceived risk reduction

	Influencer recommendations, YouTube reviews, Instagram reviews, social commerce
	Platform-based influence
	Social media and user-generated content influence

	Useful information, detailed reviews, product comparison, review adoption
	Information usefulness
	Review usefulness and purchase intention


The coding process demonstrated that consumers rely heavily on review quality and credibility when evaluating products online. Themes relating to trust, authenticity and perceived usefulness appeared repeatedly across the selected studies, suggesting that these factors play a significant role in shaping consumer decision-making behaviour. Similarly, the consistent appearance of themes associated with uncertainty reduction and negative review influence indicates that consumers use online reviews not only to gather information but also to minimise purchasing risks before making decisions. The following sections present a detailed analysis of each theme and explain how the selected studies collectively contribute to understanding the role of social media reviews in online consumer behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc231645532]4.5 Theme 1: Review Credibility and Authenticity
One of the strongest themes emerging from the analysis was the importance of review credibility and authenticity in influencing online purchase decisions. Consumers consistently relied on online reviews only when the information appeared genuine, trustworthy and experience-based. Across the selected studies, credibility was associated with reviewer honesty, transparency, realistic product descriptions and absence of manipulation or sponsorship. Ngo et al. (2024) found that information credibility significantly affects consumers’ willingness to accept electronic word-of-mouth information during online purchasing decisions. Consumers were more likely to trust reviews that appeared balanced and detailed rather than overly promotional. Similarly, Vahora (2024) highlighted that authenticity plays a major role in building consumer trust within UK e-commerce environments, particularly where consumers are unable to physically inspect products before purchasing.
The findings also suggest that consumers are increasingly sceptical about fake reviews and sponsored content. Febriane et al. (2022) observed that perceived credibility of YouTube user-generated content strongly influences purchase intention because consumers view authentic creator experiences as more reliable than traditional advertising. Likewise, Ventre and Kolbe (2020) reported that trust in online reviews decreases when consumers suspect manipulation, biased recommendations or commercial influence. The theme additionally revealed that review authenticity influences not only trust but also the perceived quality of products and brands. Consumers often interpret genuine reviews as indicators of transparency and organisational credibility. In contrast, suspicious or excessively positive reviews create doubt and increase hesitation during decision-making. Liao et al. (2021) further demonstrated that consumers respond negatively to misleading review environments because uncertainty weakens purchase confidence. The findings therefore suggest that review credibility functions as a critical foundation within digital purchasing environments. Consumers are more likely to engage with and rely on social media reviews when the information appears authentic, detailed and representative of real customer experiences.
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Figure 4.1: NVivo Node tree: Review credibility and authenticity
[bookmark: _Toc231645533]4.6 Theme 2: Consumer Trust and eWOM Influence
The analysis identified consumer trust and electronic word-of-mouth as another major factor influencing online purchase decisions. The selected studies consistently showed that trust acts as an important mediator between online reviews and consumer purchase intention. Positive electronic word-of-mouth encourages confidence in products, brands and sellers, while low trust reduces willingness to purchase online. Emad et al. (2023) found that electronic word-of-mouth positively influences both brand trust and purchase intention because consumers often perceive peer recommendations as more reliable than company-generated marketing messages. Similarly, Ikhsan and Ohliati (2020) demonstrated that social commerce purchase intention increases when consumers trust review information shared by previous buyers and online communities. The role of trust was particularly significant in digital purchasing environments where physical interaction with products is not possible. Lăzăroiu et al. (2020) argued that online trust helps consumers overcome uncertainty associated with e-commerce by providing reassurance through customer experiences and review feedback. Consumers therefore use reviews as substitutes for direct product evaluation.
Helfiyana et al. (2024) also identified a strong relationship between online customer reviews, e-trust and purchase intention. The study showed that consumers rely on reviews to evaluate seller reliability, product quality and purchasing safety before making decisions. Positive review environments increase confidence, while conflicting or unreliable reviews weaken trust formation. The findings further indicate that social proof plays a central role in consumer behaviour. Consumers often interpret large volumes of positive reviews as indicators of product popularity and reliability. This aligns with the findings of Riaz et al. (2021), who observed that consumers are strongly influenced by peer behaviour within social networking and social commerce environments. 
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Figure 4.2: Frequency coding chart: Consumer trust and Ewom influence
[bookmark: _Toc231645534]4.7 Theme 3: Influence of Negative Reviews on Purchase Decisions
Another major theme identified in the analysis was the strong influence of negative reviews on consumer decision-making. The findings suggest that negative reviews often have a greater behavioural impact than positive reviews because consumers perceive negative information as more diagnostic and informative when evaluating products online. Liao et al. (2021) found that negative online reviews significantly influence consumer attitudes and reduce purchase intention by increasing concerns regarding product quality and reliability. Consumers often pay greater attention to negative experiences because they help identify potential risks associated with online purchasing. Similarly, Yadav et al. (2024) observed that consumers use online reviews primarily to reduce uncertainty and avoid poor purchasing decisions. The analysis also revealed that negative reviews contribute to purchase hesitation and decision delays. Consumers frequently compare negative comments with positive feedback before making final decisions. Ventre and Kolbe (2020) argued that consumers evaluate the balance between positive and negative reviews to determine review reliability and authenticity. A moderate presence of negative reviews may even strengthen credibility because entirely positive review environments can appear artificial or manipulated.
Jia et al. (2023) further demonstrated that negative customer reviews and vlogger reviews can substantially influence perceptions of experiential products, particularly when reviewers provide detailed explanations of dissatisfaction. Consumers appear more responsive to detailed negative experiences than vague positive endorsements. The theme additionally highlights that consumers often perceive negative reviews as warning signals that help avoid financial loss or disappointment. This reflects the broader role of reviews as information sources within risk-reduction behaviour. However, the findings also suggest that not all negative reviews lead directly to purchase rejection. Consumers evaluate review quality, reviewer expertise and consistency across multiple reviews before forming conclusions.
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Figure 4.3: Influence of negative reviews on purchase decisions
[bookmark: _Toc231645535]4.8 Theme 4: Perceived Risk Reduction
Perceived risk reduction emerged as another significant theme influencing online purchase decisions. The findings suggest that consumers actively use social media reviews and online customer feedback to minimise uncertainty before purchasing products online. Since consumers cannot physically examine products in digital environments, reviews become important tools for evaluating quality, reliability and purchasing safety. Yadav et al. (2024) found that online reviews reduce perceived risk by helping consumers gather information regarding product performance, seller behaviour and customer satisfaction. Consumers therefore rely on reviews to make more informed decisions and reduce the possibility of purchasing unsuitable products. Similarly, Lăzăroiu et al. (2020) highlighted that trust generated through social commerce reviews lowers perceived risk and increases willingness to purchase online. Reviews provide reassurance by allowing consumers to learn from the experiences of previous buyers. This reduces uncertainty associated with product quality, delivery reliability and transaction safety.
Helfiyana et al. (2024) also identified a direct relationship between perceived risk reduction and e-trust. Consumers who viewed review environments as reliable were more likely to feel confident during online purchasing decisions. In contrast, unclear or conflicting reviews increased anxiety and hesitation. Nguyen et al. (2023) further explained that consumers use online reviews as decision-support tools within technology acceptance and behavioural intention frameworks. Reviews simplify product evaluation and help consumers compare alternatives before making final purchase decisions. The findings suggest that social media reviews perform both informational and psychological functions within online consumer behaviour. Beyond providing product information, reviews help consumers reduce uncertainty, strengthen confidence and improve decision reassurance during online purchasing activities.
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Figure 4.4: Perceived Risk reduction
[bookmark: _Toc231645536]4.9 Theme 5: Social Media and User-Generated Content Influence
The analysis revealed that social media platforms and user-generated content strongly influence consumer perceptions and online purchase decisions. Consumers increasingly rely on content shared through Instagram, YouTube, TikTok and other digital platforms because such content is perceived as more relatable and experience-based than traditional advertising. Agarwal (2020) found that user-generated content significantly contributes to brand awareness and purchase intention because consumers trust real customer experiences more than promotional communication produced by companies. Similarly, Voramontri and Klieb (2019) argued that social media has transformed consumer behaviour by increasing exposure to peer recommendations and online interactions. The findings also indicate that influencer and vlogger reviews shape consumer perceptions by creating emotional engagement and social identification. Febriane et al. (2022) demonstrated that perceived credibility of YouTube content creators positively influences consumer attitudes and purchase intention. Consumers often view influencers as knowledgeable individuals who provide authentic product experiences.
Jia et al. (2023) further compared customer reviews and vlogger reviews and found that cross-platform user-generated content significantly affects sales and consumer perceptions within experiential product markets. Video-based reviews and visual demonstrations appear particularly influential because they provide consumers with realistic product experiences. Riaz et al. (2021) additionally observed that social networking sites support interactive purchasing environments where consumers exchange recommendations, reviews and product opinions. This creates social influence mechanisms that affect decision-making behaviour and strengthen electronic word-of-mouth effects. The analysis therefore suggests that social media and user-generated content play an increasingly important role in shaping consumer behaviour within digital markets. Consumers rely on peer-generated experiences, influencer opinions and social recommendations to evaluate products and make purchasing decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc231645537]4.10 Theme 6: Review Usefulness and Purchase Intention
The final theme identified in the analysis relates to review usefulness and its influence on purchase intention. The findings indicate that consumers are more likely to rely on reviews when the information is perceived as useful, detailed, relevant and easy to understand. Tseng and Wu (2024) found that information adoption significantly affects online consumer behaviour because consumers use review information to evaluate alternatives and reduce decision complexity. Reviews that provide clear explanations, product comparisons and practical experiences are more influential in shaping purchase intention. Similarly, Nguyen et al. (2023) demonstrated that perceived usefulness positively influences behavioural intention within online purchasing environments. Consumers use review information to support product evaluation, compare purchasing options and increase confidence before making final decisions.
Ventre and Kolbe (2020) also observed that review usefulness strengthens trust formation because consumers interpret informative reviews as indicators of reviewer expertise and reliability. Useful reviews therefore contribute both to information processing and trust-building mechanisms. Li et al. (2021) further highlighted that user-generated content supports different stages of the consumer purchase decision process by helping consumers identify product features, compare alternatives and assess suitability before purchasing.
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Figure 4.5: Review Usefulness and purchase intention
Table 4.3: Summary of Key Findings
	Theme
	Key finding

	Review credibility and authenticity
	Consumers rely on reviews when they appear genuine and trustworthy

	Consumer trust and eWOM influence
	Trust strengthens the influence of online reviews on purchase intention

	Influence of negative reviews
	Negative reviews increase caution and purchase hesitation

	Perceived risk reduction
	Reviews help consumers reduce uncertainty before purchasing

	Social media and UGC influence
	User-generated content shapes consumer perceptions and decisions

	Review usefulness and purchase intention
	Useful reviews improve confidence and support purchase intention


The thematic analysis demonstrates that social media reviews significantly influence online consumer behaviour through multiple interconnected mechanisms. Credibility, trust, usefulness and risk reduction collectively shape how consumers interpret online information and make purchasing decisions within digital environments. The findings also suggest that consumers increasingly depend on peer-generated content and online review systems to evaluate products, reduce uncertainty and improve purchasing confidence.
[bookmark: _Toc231645538]4.11 Chapter Summary
This chapter presented the thematic analysis of the selected qualitative secondary data examining the influence of social media reviews on online purchase decisions in the UK. Using Braun and Clarke’s six-step thematic analysis framework, six major themes emerged from the selected dataset, including review credibility and authenticity, consumer trust and electronic word-of-mouth influence, influence of negative reviews, perceived risk reduction, social media and user-generated content influence and review usefulness and purchase intention. The findings demonstrate that consumers rely heavily on online reviews to evaluate products, reduce uncertainty and build purchasing confidence within digital environments. The analysis also highlights the increasing importance of authentic user-generated content and peer recommendations in shaping online consumer behaviour. The next chapter will critically discuss these findings in relation to existing literature, research objectives and broader implications for digital marketing and consumer decision-making.





[bookmark: _Toc231645539]Chapter 5: Conclusion And Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc231645540]5.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the conclusion of the study examining the influence of social media reviews on online purchase decisions in the United Kingdom. The chapter summarises the major findings emerging from the thematic analysis and discusses how these findings address the research aim and objectives. In addition, the chapter highlights the theoretical and practical contributions of the study, outlines limitations and provides recommendations for future research and digital marketing practice. The chapter concludes by reflecting on the broader significance of social media reviews within contemporary digital consumer behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc231645541]5.2 Summary of Key Findings
The findings of this study demonstrate that social media reviews play a major role in shaping online consumer decision-making within digital purchasing environments. Consumers rely heavily on online reviews, electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) and user-generated content (UGC) when evaluating products, reducing uncertainty and developing confidence before making purchase decisions. The thematic analysis identified six major themes including review credibility and authenticity, consumer trust and eWOM influence, influence of negative reviews, perceived risk reduction, social media and user-generated content influence and review usefulness and purchase intention.
One of the strongest findings emerging from the analysis relates to the importance of review credibility and authenticity. Consumers were more likely to trust reviews that appeared balanced, realistic and experience-based rather than excessively promotional or commercially influenced. The findings support earlier research suggesting that trust in online reviews is strongly influenced by perceived authenticity rather than objective verification (Ngo et al., 2024). Consumers frequently expressed scepticism towards fake reviews, sponsored content and manipulated ratings, indicating that authenticity has become increasingly important within digital purchasing environments.
The findings also demonstrate that trust functions as a key mechanism linking online reviews with purchase intention. Consumers use online reviews as substitutes for direct product evaluation, particularly when purchasing products through digital platforms where physical inspection is not possible. Positive electronic word-of-mouth was found to increase confidence in products, brands and sellers, while unreliable or conflicting review environments weakened trust formation and increased purchase hesitation. These findings are consistent with previous studies highlighting the importance of trust in reducing uncertainty within e-commerce environments (Lăzăroiu et al., 2020).
Another important finding concerns the influence of negative reviews on online purchase behaviour. Consumers frequently viewed negative reviews as more informative and diagnostic than positive feedback because they helped identify potential purchasing risks and product limitations. However, the findings also suggest that moderate levels of negative feedback may strengthen perceived authenticity by reducing suspicion of review manipulation. Consumers therefore do not passively accept online reviews but actively evaluate review quality, reviewer credibility and consistency across multiple information sources before making purchasing decisions.
The findings further reveal that online reviews perform both informational and psychological functions within digital consumer behaviour. Consumers use reviews not only to obtain product information but also to reduce anxiety, minimise perceived risk and increase purchasing reassurance. Social proof, peer recommendations and user-generated content therefore influence both cognitive and emotional aspects of online decision-making. Influencer reviews and platform-based content were also found to shape purchasing behaviour, although concerns regarding transparency, commercialisation and authenticity remain significant. Overall, the findings demonstrate that online purchasing decisions within digital environments are shaped through complex interpretive processes involving trust, scepticism, perceived risk and social influence. Consumers actively negotiate and interpret review information rather than simply accepting digital content at face value.
[bookmark: _Toc231645542]5.3 Achievement of Research Objectives
The study successfully achieved all research objectives established in Chapter 1. The first objective aimed to examine how consumers interpret and engage with social media reviews during online purchasing decisions. This objective was achieved through the thematic analysis findings relating to review interpretation, trust formation, authenticity assessment and consumer scepticism. The findings demonstrated that consumers actively interpret review content using personal judgement, social comparison and contextual evaluation. The second objective focused on exploring the influence of review credibility, authenticity and trust on consumer purchase intention. The findings confirmed that review credibility and authenticity strongly influence purchasing confidence and behavioural intention. Consumers were more likely to trust and adopt reviews that appeared genuine, transparent and experience-based, while suspicion regarding fake reviews and sponsorship weakened consumer confidence.
The third objective aimed to analyse how negative reviews and perceived risk influence online decision-making behaviour. The findings revealed that negative reviews significantly influence consumer purchasing decisions by increasing caution, encouraging product comparison and reducing uncertainty regarding product quality and reliability. Consumers also use online reviews to reduce perceived risk before making final purchasing decisions. Finally, the fourth objective explored the role of user-generated content and electronic word-of-mouth within UK digital environments. The findings demonstrated that peer recommendations, influencer reviews and user-generated content strongly shape consumer perceptions and purchasing behaviour. However, the analysis also identified growing consumer concerns regarding transparency, commercialisation and authenticity within social media review environments.
[bookmark: _Toc231645543]5.4 Contribution to Knowledge
This study contributes to existing literature by providing a qualitative and interpretive understanding of how consumers engage with social media reviews during online purchasing decisions. Existing literature largely relies on quantitative approaches that focus on measurable relationships between trust, credibility and purchase intention. In contrast, this research explored the subjective, emotional and behavioural processes through which consumers interpret online review content. The study also contributes theoretically by demonstrating that review credibility, trust and authenticity are not fixed or objective characteristics but are actively interpreted and negotiated by consumers within digital contexts. The findings therefore extend current understanding of digital consumer behaviour by highlighting the dynamic and context-dependent nature of online review influence. Furthermore, the research contributes specifically to understanding digital consumer behaviour within the UK context. Existing studies frequently rely on global or non-contextualised findings, whereas this study provides focused insight into how UK consumers interpret social media reviews within mature digital marketplaces characterised by high digital adoption and widespread e-commerce engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc231645544]5.5 Practical Recommendations
Several practical recommendations emerge from the findings of this study. First, online retailers and digital marketers should prioritise transparency and authenticity within review environments. Businesses should actively monitor and reduce fake or manipulated reviews because consumers increasingly question review credibility and commercial influence. Second, organisations should encourage balanced and experience-based customer feedback rather than focusing exclusively on positive reviews. The findings suggest that moderate levels of negative feedback may strengthen authenticity and improve overall trustworthiness within digital review systems. Third, social media platforms and e-commerce organisations should strengthen disclosure practices relating to sponsored content and influencer marketing. Clear identification of paid promotions and commercial partnerships may improve transparency and strengthen consumer trust within online environments. Fourth, businesses should recognise that online reviews influence not only informational evaluation but also emotional reassurance. Providing accessible, detailed and consumer-focused review systems may therefore improve customer confidence and reduce perceived purchasing risk. Finally, organisations operating within the UK digital marketplace should adopt ethical digital marketing practices that prioritise long-term consumer trust over short-term promotional influence. Transparent communication and authentic consumer engagement may improve brand credibility and customer loyalty within increasingly competitive digital environments.
[bookmark: _Toc231645545]5.6 Limitations of the Study
Several limitations should be acknowledged within this study. First, the research relied exclusively on qualitative secondary data, meaning the researcher had limited control over the original data collection processes, participant characteristics and contextual variables. Although the selected studies were carefully evaluated for credibility and relevance, the use of secondary data may limit detailed understanding of specific consumer demographics and real-time behavioural changes. Second, the interpretivist nature of the research introduces the possibility of researcher subjectivity during coding and theme interpretation. Although thematic analysis and NVivo-supported coding improved analytical consistency and transparency, complete elimination of interpretive bias is not possible within qualitative research. Third, the rapidly changing nature of digital environments means that consumer behaviour and social media practices continue to evolve over time. Emerging technologies, changing platform algorithms and new forms of digital interaction may alter online review behaviour in future contexts. Consequently, the findings reflect current digital consumer behaviour patterns but may require future updating as digital marketplaces continue to develop.
[bookmark: _Toc231645546]5.7 Recommendations for Future Research
Future research could extend this study by conducting primary qualitative research involving interviews or focus groups with UK consumers to gain deeper insight into real-time online purchasing behaviour. This would allow more detailed exploration of emotional responses, trust formation and consumer interpretation during digital purchasing journeys. Future studies could also adopt comparative approaches examining differences across age groups, product categories or digital platforms. Generational differences in digital literacy and social media engagement may significantly influence how consumers interpret online reviews and user-generated content. In addition, future research could investigate the growing role of artificial intelligence, algorithmic recommendations and automated review systems within digital consumer behaviour. The increasing use of AI-generated content and personalised recommendation systems may further complicate issues relating to authenticity, trust and information transparency. Finally, longitudinal research examining how consumer trust and review interpretation evolve over time would provide valuable insight into changing patterns of digital purchasing behaviour within rapidly developing online marketplaces.
[bookmark: _Toc231645547]5.8 Final Conclusion
In conclusion, this study demonstrates that social media reviews strongly influence online purchase decisions within the UK digital marketplace. Consumers rely heavily on online reviews, electronic word-of-mouth and user-generated content to evaluate products, reduce uncertainty and build purchasing confidence. However, consumer interaction with online reviews is not passive or purely rational. Instead, consumers actively interpret, question and negotiate review credibility, authenticity and trustworthiness throughout digital purchasing journeys. The findings highlight the growing importance of transparency, authenticity and trust within digital review environments. While positive reviews, peer recommendations and influencer content can encourage purchase intention, concerns regarding fake reviews, sponsorship and manipulated content continue to shape consumer scepticism and behavioural responses. Overall, the study provides a deeper and more nuanced understanding of digital consumer decision-making by demonstrating that online review influence is shaped through complex cognitive, emotional and social processes within contemporary digital environments.
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	Author & Year
	Article Title
	Methodology
	Extracted Data / Key Findings
	Theme

	Kumar et al. (2018)
	Digital consumer decision-making study
	Literature review
	Digital environments have transformed purchasing behaviour. Consumers increasingly rely on online reviews and peer-generated information before purchasing.
	Consumer Decision-Making

	Lee et al. (2018)
	Shopper journey from browsing to buying
	Conceptual study
	Online consumers move through multiple touchpoints where reviews influence evaluation and final purchase decisions.
	Consumer Decision-Making

	Voramontri and Klieb (2019)
	Impact of social media on consumer behaviour
	Literature review
	Social media significantly influences consumer attitudes, information search and purchasing decisions.
	Social Media Influence

	Agarwal (2020)
	User-generated content and purchase intention
	Empirical study
	UGC enhances brand awareness, consumer engagement and purchase intention.
	UGC Influence

	Lăzăroiu et al. (2020)
	Trust, perceived risk and purchase intention
	Quantitative study
	Online trust reduces perceived risk and positively influences purchase intention.
	Trust and Risk

	Ventre and Kolbe (2020)
	Impact of online reviews on purchase intention
	Quantitative survey
	Review usefulness and trust significantly affect online purchase decisions.
	Trust and Review Usefulness

	Ikhsan and Ohliati (2020)
	eWOM and social commerce purchase intention
	Quantitative study
	eWOM positively affects attitudes and purchasing intentions in social commerce environments.
	eWOM Influence

	Li et al. (2021)
	UGC marketing and consumer behaviour
	Empirical study
	Consumer-generated content influences multiple stages of the purchase decision process.
	UGC Influence

	Liao et al. (2021)
	Negative reviews and purchase intention
	Quantitative study
	Negative reviews influence consumer attitudes and may alter purchasing decisions.
	Negative Reviews

	Riaz et al. (2021)
	Social networking sites and purchase decisions
	Quantitative study
	Social networking sites significantly influence consumer decision-making processes.
	Social Media Influence

	Sağkaya Güngör and Ozansoy Çadırcı (2022)
	Digital consumer behaviour review
	Literature review
	Digital consumers rely heavily on online information and peer recommendations.
	Consumer Behaviour

	Febriane et al. (2022)
	YouTube UGC credibility and purchase intention
	Quantitative survey
	Perceived credibility of YouTube content positively influences purchase intention.
	Credibility and Trust

	Jia et al. (2023)
	Customer reviews vs vlogger reviews
	Comparative study
	Vlogger reviews often have stronger influence than traditional customer reviews.
	Influencer and Platform Influence

	Nguyen et al. (2023)
	TPB and TAM integration for purchase intention
	Quantitative modelling
	Social influence and technology perceptions jointly affect purchase intentions.
	Theoretical Framework

	Emad et al. (2023)
	eWOM, brand trust and purchase intention
	Quantitative study
	Brand trust mediates the relationship between eWOM and purchase intention.
	eWOM and Trust

	Yadav et al. (2024)
	Online reviews and risk reduction
	Empirical study
	Reviews reduce uncertainty and perceived purchase risk.
	Trust and Risk

	Ngo et al. (2024)
	eWOM credibility and purchase intention
	Quantitative study
	Information credibility significantly influences online purchase intention.
	Review Credibility

	Helfiyana et al. (2024)
	Reviews, e-trust and purchase intention
	Quantitative study
	Online reviews strengthen e-trust and encourage purchasing behaviour.
	Trust and Purchase Intention

	Tseng and Wu (2024)
	IAM and TAM in eWOM adoption
	Quantitative study
	Information quality and technological factors affect review adoption and purchasing decisions.
	Information Adoption

	Vahora (2024)
	Review authenticity and consumer trust in UK e-commerce
	Qualitative study
	Authentic reviews strengthen consumer trust and confidence in online purchasing.
	Authenticity and Trust
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APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL

In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. 

The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of research activity: “creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications”. As such this covers activities undertaken by members of staff, postgraduate research students, and both taught postgraduate and undergraduate students working on dissertations/projects.

The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the “principal researcher”.

This form must be completed and approved prior to undertaking any research activity. 

SECTION A: About You (Principal Researcher)
	1
	Full Name:
	Vishwesh Anam

	V
	Student Number:
	2330742


	3
	Email address:
	2330742@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	4
	Programme of Study:
	  Master of Business Administration

	5
	Supervisor:
	Dr Sharukh Irfan



SECTION B:  Internal and External Ethical Guidance Materials
	
	Please list the core ethical guidance documents that have been referred to during the completion of this form (including any discipline-specific codes of research ethics, location-specific codes of research ethics, and also any specific ethical guidance relating to the proposed methodology).  Please tick to confirm that your research proposal adheres to these codes and guidelines. You may add rows to this table if needed.

	1
	UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice
	☑

	2
	UWTSD Research Data Management Policy
	☑

	3
	
	☐

	4
	
	☐



SECTION C: Details of Research Activity
	1
	Indicative title:
	The Role of Social Media Reviews in Shaping Online Purchase Decisions in UK: A Secondary Data Analysis

	2
	Proposed start date:
	18-02-2026
	Proposed end date:
	08-06-2026

	
	Introduction to the Research (maximum 300 words in each section)
Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the three points below:
· Purpose of Research Activity
· Proposed Research Question
· Aims of Research Activity
· Objectives of Research Activity
Demonstrate, briefly, how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain
· What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge 
· How it addresses an area of importance. 

Purpose of Research Activity
This research aims to understand how social media reviews influence online purchase decisions among consumers in the United Kingdom. With the rapid growth of digital platforms, consumers increasingly rely on online reviews before buying products. This study explores how these reviews shape opinions, trust, and final purchasing behaviour using existing data from online sources.
Proposed Research Question
How do social media reviews influence online purchase decisions in the United Kingdom?
Aims of Research Activity
The main aim of this research is to examine the role of social media reviews in shaping consumer purchasing decisions in online environments.
Objectives of Research Activity
The study seeks to identify key themes within social media reviews, analyse how consumers interpret these reviews, examine the role of trust and credibility, and explore how review content influences purchase intentions.
Use of Existing Research
Previous studies show that online reviews and electronic word-of-mouth significantly influence consumer behaviour, trust, and decision-making. However, much of this research is based on quantitative methods such as surveys. This study builds on existing knowledge by using qualitative analysis to explore deeper insights into how consumers interpret review content.
Contribution to Knowledge
This research will add value by providing a detailed understanding of how review content shapes consumer thinking and behaviour. By using thematic analysis, it offers richer insights compared to numerical studies.
Importance of the Study
Understanding the impact of social media reviews is important for businesses, marketers, and consumers. The findings can help organisations improve digital marketing strategies, build trust, and enhance customer engagement in the growing online marketplace.


	3
	Purpose of Research Activity

The purpose of this research is to explore how social media reviews influence the way consumers make online purchasing decisions in the United Kingdom. In today’s digital environment, many people rely on reviews shared on platforms such as social media and e-commerce websites before deciding whether to buy a product. These reviews often include personal experiences, opinions, and ratings, which can affect how trustworthy or appealing a product appears to potential buyers.
This study aims to understand how consumers interpret and respond to such reviews, particularly in terms of trust, credibility, and perceived product quality. Rather than collecting new data from participants, the research will analyse existing information from published academic studies and publicly available online content. This approach allows the researcher to examine a wide range of consumer perspectives without directly involving individuals.
The research is important because online reviews play a growing role in shaping consumer behaviour and business success. By understanding how these reviews influence decisions, the study can provide useful insights for businesses, marketers, and digital platforms to improve their communication strategies and customer engagement.


(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Research Question

How do social media reviews influence online purchase decisions in United Kingdom?


(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	Aims of Research Activity
Number your aims and link them to your objectives

To examine the role of social media reviews in shaping online purchase decisions among consumers in UK using secondary data thematic analysis.

(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Objectives of Research Activity

1. To identify key themes in social media reviews influencing purchase decisions
2. To analyse how consumers interpret and respond to online reviews
3. To examine the role of trust, credibility and review content in influencing purchase intention
4. To explore the implications of social media reviews for businesses and marketers in UK


(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Proposed data collection methods (maximum 600 words)
This research will use secondary data collection methods, meaning that the study will analyse information that has already been collected and published by other sources. No new data will be collected directly from individuals, and there will be no interaction with participants.
The main sources of data will include academic journal articles, industry reports, and publicly available online content related to social media reviews and online purchasing behaviour in the United Kingdom. Academic articles will be accessed through online databases such as Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and ResearchGate. These sources provide reliable and peer-reviewed information on consumer behaviour, electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), and digital marketing.
In addition to academic literature, the study will examine publicly available online reviews and content from social media platforms and review websites where appropriate. This may include user comments, ratings, and discussions that reflect consumer opinions and experiences with products or services. Only content that is openly accessible to the public will be used, and no private or restricted data will be included.
To ensure the quality and relevance of the data, inclusion and exclusion criteria will be applied. The research will focus on sources published in English within the last ten years and specifically related to social media reviews, consumer decision-making, and the UK context. Sources that are not relevant to the research topic or lack credibility will be excluded.
The collected data will then be organised and prepared for analysis. Relevant texts, reviews, and findings from selected sources will be compiled and stored securely for further examination. This structured approach ensures that the data collected is appropriate for answering the research question and meeting the objectives of the study.
Overall, the use of secondary data allows the research to access a wide range of existing information efficiently while avoiding the need for direct data collection from participants.


	7
	This should describe how you intend to collect data. It should not include a discussion of the theoretical basis for your data collection methods. Please note, that if you intend to collect any audio/video recordings of interviews with participants then these will be classified as Personal Data under GDPR/DPA2018. If you intend to use these then note this in section H.
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SECTION D: Scope of Research Activity
	
	Will the research activity include:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	
	☑

	2
	Use of interviews?
	☐
	☑

	3
	Use of focus groups?
	☐
	☑

	4
	Use of participant diaries? 
	☐
	☑

	5
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☐
	☑

	☒
	Use of computer-generated log files?
	
	☑

	7
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☑

	8
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☑

	9
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☑

	10
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
	☐
	☑

	11
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☑

	12
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☑

	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☑

	14
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☑

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☑

	16
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?
	☐
	☑

	17
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
	☐
	☑

	
	Details of any other primary data collection method:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



If you have ticked NO to every question then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and you may skip section E and continue to section F.

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION E: Intended Participants
	
	Who are the intended participants:
	
YES
	
NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☐
	

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☒
	

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☐

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☐

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☐

	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☐

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☐

	8
	People engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☐

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.

	☐
	☐

	
	Details of any other participant groups:
Complete this only if your participants cannot give consent. This includes animals

(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



	
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	10
	How many participants are expected?

	Ballpark figures are fine but make sure that you explain how you will identify and contact your participants.


(this box should expand as you type)

	11
	Who will the participants be?

	


(this box should expand as you type)

	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	


(this box should expand as you type)




	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	22
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	
	You should be able to tick YES for all of these questions. If not, then explain why not in this box.

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☐
	☐

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	
	You should be able to tick NO for most of these questions. For any cases that you have ticked YES then provide details in this box. If you are using cameras/voice recorders to record interviews, then please state that in this box.

(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION F: Anticipated Risks

	
	
Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them.  

	1
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information. If you have identified in section D that there are no participants, then enter N/A and go skip to question 3.

	
	Risk to participants:
NA
(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants:



(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator:
NA

(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator:



(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University:
NA

(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University:



(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	Risk to the environment:



(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:



(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION G: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality

If you have identified in section D that there are no participants, then enter skip this section and continue to section H.

	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	You don’t need to email your participants with your final report. A good alternative is to set up an email address that they will be able to contact for further details or results.

(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	If you are using a paper questionnaire then you should have the participants sign an appropriate consent form. These forms will count as personal data and should be noted as such in section J.
If you are using an online questionnaire, then you should have a screen before the questions start that acts as a consent form, informing participants that by clicking on the NEXT button they are providing consent.

(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	Do not collect names unless you really need them. Do not name participants or organisations in any research publications (including the thesis) without their explicit permission.
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SECTION H: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	1
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data.
	☐
	☑

	
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	2
	This includes audio/video data of participants but can also include IP addresses and usernames. Names, addresses and emails also count, as do consent forms.

(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	
☐
	
☐

	
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	4
	What counts as ‘sensitive’ will differ between cultures. Any information on behaviour that is not in accordance with cultural norms would count as sensitive personal data.



(this box should expand as you type)



	
	
Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☑

	6
	University computers?
	☐
	☑

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☑

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☑
	☐

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☐
	☐

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☐
	☑

	11
	Other – specify:

	☐
	☑

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	If possible, save your data on computers that are secure and regularly backed up. Many cloud services only provide GDPR-compliant storage for business customers. An example of suitable text is given below.

All data will be kept in password protected cloud storage on the University Office 365 system which
will not be shared. Audio/visual data will be transcribed and would be shown to participants to
check accuracy of reporting. Any USB sticks used to store or transfer data will be password protected. All participants will be given a unique identifier to ensure confidentiality and this list will be kept securely in the password protected folder. 


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☐
	☑

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☑

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☑

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☑

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☑

	☐
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☑

	19
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and/or any international equivalent):

	
	This includes data such as drafts of your thesis as well as experimental or survey data. An example of suitable text is given below.

All data will be encrypted and kept in password protected cloud storage on the University Office 365 system which will not be shared. Any USB sticks used to store or transfer data will be password protected. All data transfers will be encrypted and password protected.  All participants will be given a unique identifier to ensure confidentiality and this list will be kept securely in the password protected folder. The data will be stored until the completion of the project and then deleted. In accordance with the DPA2018, participants will have the right to ask to see what data is held relating to them, and this data will be deleted immediately if the participant requests this, in which case the data will not be used in the project.

(this box should expand as you type)

	20
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	Normally the principal researcher, possibly also the supervisor and, if the project has an industrial partner, a representative of that partner. Possibly also external examiner or second marker?

(this box should expand as you type)

	21
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	Usually the principal researcher.

(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. 

	
	All data will be encrypted and kept in password protected cloud storage on the University Office 365 system which will not be shared. Any USB sticks used to store or transfer data will be password protected and will be reformatted at the end of the project in order to destroy the data. The data will be stored until the completion of the project and then deleted. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	☑

	23
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	☑




SECTION I: Use of AI tools
	Use of generative AI and other AI-based tools
There are a number of ethical issues relating to the use of generative AI and other AI-based tools, including data security, output bias, and output errors. In general you should assume that any generative AI or other AI-based tool that you pay to use is more secure and accurate than one which is free to use.

Will the research use AI tools to do any of the following:
	YES
	NO
	N/A

	1
	Capture data?
	☐
	☑
	☐

	2
	Generate and/or edit text?
	☐
	☑
	☐

	3
	Generate graphics?
	☐
	☑
	☐

	4
	Generate video?
	☐
	☑
	☐

	5
	Generate sound/music?
	☐
	☑
	☐

	6
	Generate code?
	☐
	☑
	☐

	7
	Generate synthetic data?
	☒
	☑
	☐

	8
	Analyse data?
	☐
	☑
	☐

	9
	Analyse personal or sensitive data?
	☐
	☑
	☐

	10
	Classify data?
	☐
	☑
	☐

	11
	Do you intend to use the free version of any AI tools?
	☐
	☑
	☐

	If you have answered YES to any of questions O1-O11, please provide justification detailing why this is necessary for the research.  

	12
	State which AI tool or tools you will be using, and where they are based (or store their data – you may need to check their webpages or user agreement for this). If you are planning to use Copilot then say if you’re using the UWTSD version of it or the public version. You should also show how you are complying with current UWTSD guidance/policy of the use of AI.

(this box should expand as you type)




SECTION J: Declaration
	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	
[image: ]

	Date:
19-03-2026

	2
	Supervisor:
	Shahrukh Irfan
	Date: 31/03/2026

	3
	Signature:
	[image: ]
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