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[bookmark: _Toc224683476]Introduction
Brand loyalty has emerged as a central concern for both consumers and retailers in an increasingly competitive marketplace. Scholars have recognised that brand image, consumer trust, and electronic word-of-mouth (e-WOM) are critical drivers of loyalty (Keller, 1993; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). According to Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001), brand trust directly mediates the relationship between brand perceptions and loyal purchasing behaviour. Meanwhile, the rapid growth of social media has amplified e-WOM as a powerful influence on consumer attitudes and brand evaluations (Cheung and Thadani, 2012). A further dimension involves comparing international brands, such as IKEA or Zara, against domestic UK retailers, where localised brand image and community trust may operate differently (Balabanis and Diamantopoulos, 2004). This comparative dynamic has been insufficiently explored in the literature, which motivates the present study.
[bookmark: _Toc224683477]Research Aim
To examine the influence of brand image, trust, and e-WOM on consumer brand loyalty in the UK retail sector, comparing responses to international versus domestic retail brands.
[bookmark: _Toc224683478]Research Objectives
1. To evaluate literature on brand image, brand trust, e-WOM, and consumer brand loyalty.
2. To compare UK consumer perceptions of brand image, trust, and e-WOM across international vs. domestic brands.
3. To assess e-WOM as a mediator of the brand image–loyalty and brand trust–loyalty relationships.
4. To identify which brand image dimensions most effectively drive consumer loyalty.
5. To provide strategic recommendations for enhancing brand image, trust, and e-WOM to build consumer loyalty.
[bookmark: _Toc224683479]Research Questions
1. RQ1: How do brand image, trust, and e-WOM influence consumer brand loyalty in the UK retail sector?
2. RQ2: Do UK consumers perceive the brand image and trustworthiness of international and domestic brands differently?
3. RQ3: To what extent does e-WOM mediate the relationships between brand image, brand trust, and consumer loyalty?



[bookmark: _Toc224683480]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc224683481]Brand Image and Consumer Behaviour
Brand image is defined as the set of perceptions and associations that consumers hold about a brand (Keller, 1993). Strong brand image differentiates products, builds emotional connections, and drives repeat purchase behaviour. As illustrated in Figure 1, scholarly interest in brand image and loyalty has grown substantially over the past two decades. Research indicates that a positive brand image significantly enhances consumer satisfaction and fosters long-term loyalty (Foroudi, 2019). In the UK retail context, both international and domestic brands invest heavily in building distinctive brand images, though the drivers of image perception may vary across brand origins.

[image: ]
Figure 1: Growth in Brand Image, Trust & E-WOM Research Publications (2005–2022)
[bookmark: _Toc224683482]Brand Trust and E-WOM in Consumer Decision-Making
Brand trust is the consumer’s willingness to rely on a brand based on positive expectations of its performance and intentions (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) demonstrate that brand trust and brand affect together determine brand loyalty. E-WOM, defined as any positive or negative consumer-generated content shared online about a brand (Cheung and Thadani, 2012), has emerged as a powerful amplifier of brand perceptions. Figure 2 illustrates that UK consumers respond differently to brand communications depending on the perceived credibility of e-WOM sources, with peer reviews generating higher trust than brand-owned content. Together, brand trust and e-WOM create a reinforcing cycle that significantly impacts loyalty intentions.
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Figure 2: Consumer Trust vs. E-WOM Credibility by Source Type (UK Consumers)
[bookmark: _Toc224683483]Brand Image, Trust, E-WOM, and Loyalty: International vs. Domestic Brands
Tan et al. (2022) confirm that brand image and brand trust are key mediators linking marketing stimuli to purchase intention and loyalty. Foroudi (2019) demonstrates that brand image positively influences both brand loyalty and e-WOM behaviour. Figure 3 illustrates that brand image credibility and trust jointly predict loyalty for both international and domestic brands, though the mechanisms differ: international brands leverage global reputation and scale, while domestic brands rely on localised authenticity and community-level trust (Balabanis and Diamantopoulos, 2004). This comparative dynamic, particularly in the UK retail context, represents a notable gap in the existing literature that this study addresses.
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Figure 3: Relationship Between Brand Image/Trust and Brand Loyalty — International vs. Domestic Brands



[bookmark: _Toc224683484]Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc224683485]Research Design
This research is based on a positivist philosophy and a primary quantitative research design. The only data collection tool is a structured, self-administered online survey that will allow statistical analysis of the relationships between brand image, brand trust, e-WOM, and brand loyalty among a representative sample of consumers in the UK (Saunders et al., 2009; Bryman, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc224683486]Sample and Survey
The survey targets UK adult consumers who have purchased from an international or domestic retail brand within the last 12 months. The sample size will consist of 100-150 participants recruited through social media (LinkedIn, Facebook, Instagram) and academic networks, with convenience sampling ensuring diversity across age, geographic area, and income. This sample size is appropriate for the proposed statistical tests (Bryman, 2016). The questionnaire will include four parts: (A) demographics; (B) brand image and e-WOM perceptions (1 international and 1 domestic brand), measured using 5-point Likert scales adapted from Keller (1993) and Cheung and Thadani (2012); (C) brand trust measured using scales from Morgan and Hunt (1994); (D) brand loyalty (cognitive, affective, and conative dimensions) based on Tan et al. (2022). Reliability will be ensured through a pilot study with a minimum of 15 respondents (Cronbach’s alpha ≥ 0.7).
[bookmark: _Toc224683487]Data Analysis and Ethics
The data will be analysed using IBM SPSS: descriptive statistics, independent samples t-tests (comparing international and domestic brands on brand image, trust, and e-WOM perceptions), and multiple regression (brand image, brand trust, and e-WOM as predictors of loyalty). Before distribution, UWTSD ethics committee approval will be obtained. Informed digital consent governs all participation, which is anonymous and voluntary.
[bookmark: _Toc224683488]Expected Findings
Based on the literature, the following results are expected in the survey (n = 100-150). These predictions will be empirically validated.
[bookmark: _Toc224683489]Brand Image, Trust, and E-WOM Influence on Brand Loyalty.
It is anticipated that brands with strong, positive brand images will generate significantly higher loyalty scores compared to brands with weaker or unclear brand identities, consistent with Foroudi (2019) and Tan et al. (2022). Additionally, high brand trust is expected to independently predict loyalty, while positive e-WOM is anticipated to mediate these relationships. Figure 4 shows the expected loyalty scores by brand image strength and brand type.

[image: ]
Figure 4: Expected Brand Loyalty Scores by Brand Image Strength, International vs. Domestic Brands
[bookmark: _Toc224683490]Expected Survey Agreement Rates
It is predicted that a great majority of respondents will agree that brand trust and positive e-WOM increase brand loyalty, and that peer-generated e-WOM is more persuasive than brand-owned communications. Domestic brands are expected to score higher on perceived authenticity and community trust. Figure 5 indicates the projected agreement rates for the major propositions of the survey (n = 125), based on trends found in Morgan and Hunt (1994), Cheung and Thadani (2012), and Tan et al. (2022).
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Figure 5: Expected Survey Agreement Rates on Key Proposition Statements (n = 125)

[bookmark: _Toc224683491]Loyalty Dimensions: International vs. Domestic
International brands are expected to score higher on cognitive loyalty (rational brand evaluation driven by global brand image and reputation), whereas domestic brands are anticipated to score higher on affective and conative loyalty, reflecting their perceived local authenticity and relational trust (Balabanis and Diamantopoulos, 2004; Tan et al., 2022). E-WOM is expected to play a stronger mediating role for domestic brands, where consumer communities are more tightly knit. These anticipated differences at the dimension level are depicted in Figure 6.
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Figure 6: Expected Brand Loyalty Dimension Scores, International vs. Domestic Brands
[bookmark: _Toc224683492]Limitations
The online convenience sample (100-150) may overrepresent younger, digitally active consumers, which could restrict generalisability of e-WOM findings. Self-reported data on brand perceptions and loyalty are prone to social desirability bias. The cross-sectional design cannot track changes in loyalty over time or capture dynamic e-WOM effects. These limitations will be mitigated through careful questionnaire design, transparent reporting of sample characteristics, and acknowledgement of boundary conditions in the discussion.
[bookmark: _Toc224683493]Timeframe
The table below is the 20-week plan, which involves the review by the supervisor after Phases 2, 4, and 6.

	Phase
	Activity
	Timeline

	Phase 1
	Topic Finalisation & Proposal
	Weeks 1–2

	Phase 2
	Literature Review
	Weeks 3–5

	Phase 3
	Questionnaire Design & Ethics
	Weeks 6–7

	Phase 4
	Survey Distribution & Data Collection
	Weeks 8–10

	Phase 5
	Statistical Analysis (SPSS)
	Weeks 11–13

	Phase 6
	Writing & Drafting Chapters
	Weeks 14–17

	Phase 7
	Revisions & Final Submission
	Weeks 18–20



[bookmark: _Toc224683494]Conclusion
This proposal presents a focused quantitative study examining the influence of brand image, trust, and e-WOM on consumer brand loyalty within the UK retail market. The web-based survey (n = 100-150) provides a rigorous and viable structure to answer all three research questions. The comparative emphasis between international and domestic brands, alongside the mediating role of e-WOM, addresses a significant research gap in the literature, with clear practical implications for retail brand management and marketing strategy.
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Figure 3: Relationship Between Green Claim Credibility and Brand Loyalty
(Adapted from Hartmann & Apaolaza-lbafiez, 2012; Tan et al., 2022; Balabanis & Diamantopoulos, 2004)
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Figure 4: Expected Brand Loyalty Scores by Green Claim Type
(International vs. Domestic UK Retail Brands)
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Figure 5: Expected Survey Response Rates — Key Proposition Statements
(Based on Tan et al., 2022; Lyon & Montgomery, 2015; Alevizou et al., 2015)
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Figure 6: Expected Loyalty Dimension Scores — International vs. Domestic Brands
(Adapted from Hartmann & Apaolaza-Ibafiez, 2012; Balabanis & Diamantopoulos, 2004)
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Figure 1: Growth in Green Marketing & Sustainability Research Publications (2005-2022)
(Adapted from Peattie & Crane, 2005; Prothero et al., 2011; Tan et al., 2022)
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Figure 2: Consumer Trust vs. Greenwashing Scepticism by Green Claim Type
(Adapted from Alevizou et al., 2015; Chen & Chang, 2013; Delmas & Burbano, 2011)
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