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[bookmark: _Toc238758354]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _mpwyldn3q37a][bookmark: _Toc238758355]1.1 Background of the Study
The marketing environment has undergone many changes over the last 20 years. Business communication was once dominated by one-way transmission of information to a mass audience via traditional media like television, radio, newspapers, and magazines. But technological progress and the ubiquity of the Internet have changed the way organizations communicate with consumers. Digital technologies have given a new opportunity to communicate, engage, personalise and build relationships.
The development of digital technologies has helped to speed up digital marketing. Organisations can now effectively reach their target audiences using websites, search engines, mobile apps, and social media. Digital marketing can facilitate immediate response and enable a customised promotional message that is tailored to consumer needs. According to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), social media is the ability to produce, publish, and interact with content in an online community. Likewise, Mangold and Faulds (2009) define social media as a component of the promotional mix because consumers take an active role in the marketing communication.
Social media marketing has thus become an essential component of today's business approach, which is why it is extremely relevant. Organisations are turning more and more to interactive activities instead of traditional advertising. Appel et al. (2020) reported that social media helps in personalised communication and improved customer relations, as organizations can interpret the customer information. Product promotion, brand communication and consumer engagement are possible with Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, and YouTube. Instagram can be very useful for visual content and influencer collaboration, while TikTok is known for its short-form videos that foster creative and engaging content by younger users (Duffett, 2017). Facebook can be used to build online communities, while YouTube can be used to create product demos, product reviews, and more long-form influencer content. Alalwan (2018) indicated that social media advertising can positively affect purchase intention and Godey et al. (2016) noted that it can positively affect engagement, brand loyalty and in turn consumer behaviour.
Additionally, influencer marketing has been developing hand-in-hand with social media marketing. It's about organisations partnering with people who have built online communities and social influence. By offering products and keeping personal relationships with followers, influencers are able to recommend a product in a way that feels more like a recommendation from a human being than a recommendation from a traditional advertisement. De Veirman et al. (2017) discovered that being popular and having a large following can have a positive impact on consumer attitudes towards brands. But Hudders et al. (2021) highlighted the importance of authenticity and credibility when it comes to the success of influencer marketing. Angmo and Mahajan (2024) also discussed the increasing importance of human and virtual influencers in influencing consumers' attitudes and behaviors.
Gen Z is a significant consumer segment in today's digital era. Born between the mid-1990s and early 2010s, Generation Z has been raised in a world filled with smartphones, internet connectivity, and social media. As a result, digital platforms play a crucial role in their entertainment, communication, information search, and online shopping. According to Priporas et al. (2017), Generation Z is more of a convenience-, speed, personalisation, and seamless digital experience-seeking generation. Duffett (2017) proved that social marketing affects the attitudes and behaviour of young consumers, and Rosnerova et al. (2025) showed that the digital environment has a significant impact on purchasing behaviour in Generation Z. Salam et al. (2024) also highlighted the need to know the preferences and behaviors of Generation Z students. Hence, organisations need to explore the impact of social media and influencer marketing on Gen Z's purchasing habits.
[bookmark: _a706av2yfc2j][bookmark: _Toc238758356]1.2 Problem Statement
Social media marketing and influencer marketing are becoming vital parts of modern marketing. Businesses spend significant amounts of money on social media marketing, online advertising, and working with influencers to connect with customers and impact their buying decisions. One of the benefits of influencer marketing is that influencers can reach their audience in a personal and relatable manner.
But there are some gaps that are important in the existing literature. Firstly, the findings are scattered due to the fact that studies are conducted on various platforms, industries, countries and consumer groups. It is hard to gain a big-picture perspective of the impact of social media and influencer marketing on consumer behavior. Individual marketing factors are also analysed on a frequent basis instead of looking at the combined effects (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).
Secondly, there have been mixed findings about the credibility and trust of influencers from previous research. While De Veirman et al. (2017) focused on the popularity of influencers and follower count, Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) noted that authenticity and perceived trustworthiness were important factors. The disparities make it ambiguous to determine which factors are most relevant for purchase decisions.
Another gap is the limited synthesis of existing evidence. Several studies have employed survey approaches in particular contexts, making generalisations less feasible. Moreover, Hudders et al. (2021) noted that influencer marketing is becoming more complex, and Yahya and Mammadzada (2024) emphasized the necessity of systematic reviews of the behaviour of Generation Z. Therefore, it is essential to conduct a structured literature review to compile the knowledge from previously published work, to summarise the key points, to look at the conflicting results if any, as well as to identify gaps that need to be addressed.
[bookmark: _yay6z9jummw3][bookmark: _Toc238758357]1.3 Research Aim
This study aims to conduct a systematic review of the literature on the role of social media marketing and influencer marketing in shaping the consumer buying behaviour of Generation Z and determine the factors that are the most crucial in influencing the buying behaviour in digital settings.
[bookmark: _w2auxt887y8m][bookmark: _Toc238758358]1.4 Research Objectives
· To examine the influence of social media marketing on Generation Z consumer buying behaviour. 
· To evaluate the impact of influencer marketing on Generation Z purchase decisions. 
· To identify factors that influence Generation Z responses to social media and influencer marketing. 
· To compare findings from existing studies and identify common themes and patterns. 
· To identify research gaps and recommend directions for future research. 
[bookmark: _ng5hdj5laxh6][bookmark: _Toc238758359]1.5 Research Questions
· How does social media marketing influence Generation Z consumer buying behaviour?
· How does influencer marketing affect Generation Z purchase decisions?
· What factors influence Generation Z responses to social media and influencer marketing?
· What common themes and patterns emerge from existing literature?
· What research gaps exist within current studies on Generation Z consumer behaviour?
[bookmark: _fng2tzhxhjmj][bookmark: _Toc238758360]1.6 Research Rationale and Significance
The study is significant both academically and practically. Academically, social media marketing and influencer marketing are emerging research areas, but current evidence is scattered across platforms, sectors, and scenarios. Individual marketing strategies are the subject of much research, but few studies have attempted to synthesise results to determine research trends; Vinodh et al. (2024) point out the need for systematic reviews to do so. Similarly, Guled and Rajkumar (2026) highlight that systematic literature reviews serve as a means to gain a wider understanding of the concept of influencer marketing and consumers' behaviour.
Practically, the study can assist organisations or marketers in comprehending the impact of social media and influencer marketing on the buying habits of Generation Z. This information can help in effective campaigns, choosing influencers and selecting platforms. Kaur (2025) noted that the impact of influencer marketing on young consumers' attitudes and buying decisions is key, and Charan (2026) stressed the importance of selecting the right influencers and platforms.
This is significant as the focus is on Generation Z, as this is a digitally savvy generation that is a large part of online shopping. Hence, there is a need to understand their digital behaviour and marketing preferences to gain insights for creating more relevant and sustainable marketing strategies for this important group of consumers.
[bookmark: _1374mudmewj3][bookmark: _Toc238758361]1.7 Dissertation Structure
There are six chapters in this dissertation. In Chapter One, the research topic has been introduced, the problem statement presented, the research aim and objectives outlined and the importance of the study explained. Chapter Two provides an overview of the existing literature connected to social media marketing, influencer marketing, Gen Z consumer behaviour, and the theoretical framework on which the study is based. Chapter Three describes the research methodology and explains the process of systematic literature review, including the PRISMA framework, search strategy and methods of data analysis. In Chapter Four, the results and the discussion based on the chosen studies are introduced. Chapter Five is a discussion of the findings about the existing literature and the research questions. Lastly, Chapter Six gives the conclusion, practical recommendations, limitations, and suggestions on future research.
[bookmark: _hy9o3ay8n2e7][bookmark: _Toc238758362]1.8 Chapter Summary
This chapter presented the research and gave the background that is needed to comprehend the research topic. The discussion pointed to the development of digital marketing, the rise of social media marketing, development of influencer marketing, and the significance of Generation Z consumers. Another essential research issue that was established in the chapter was fragmented findings and insufficient synthesis of evidence. Also, the research aim, objectives, questions, and significance were provided. The second chapter critiques the current literature on social media marketing, influencer marketing, and Generation Z consumer behaviour to situate theoretical and conceptual underpinnings of the study.


[bookmark: _exp8ag4xau3p][bookmark: _Toc238758363]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _7dkn3lj5ozz4][bookmark: _Toc238758364]2.1 Introduction
A literature review is a critical analysis of existing information on a research topic. It helps researchers to recognize the important theories, concepts, findings, and gaps in past research. The literature review in this chapter provides an overview of literature on social media marketing, influencer marketing, and Generation Z consumer behaviour. Another theory presented in the chapter is the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), which offers the theoretical basis for the research. Moreover, the chapter critically compares the existing research and identifies where the current knowledge is still weak. The review creates the conceptual framework of insights into how social media marketing and influencer marketing can affect Generation Z consumer buying behaviour.
[bookmark: _y8ugzeipisf0][bookmark: _Toc238758365]2.2 Social Media Marketing
Social media marketing refers to using social networking platforms to promote products, services, brands, and messages while developing relationships with consumers. Social media is a two-way communication tool, whereas TV, newspapers and radio are one-way communication. The authors Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define social media as applications that are not based on the Internet but are used to create and share content, which cause consumers to be active players in marketing communication. Similarly, Mangold and Faulds (2009) state that social media has become a blended part of the promotional mix as it allows for consumers to shape brand messages and perceptions.
Social media marketing is a mix of content, paid ads, engagement, influencers and data-driven personalisation. Instagram and TikTok are geared toward visual and short-form content, Facebook toward communities and targeted advertising, YouTube toward product shows and longer videos and LinkedIn toward professional networking.
Social media marketing has been proven to positively impact the buying process by raising awareness, engaging and creating personalised experiences. Informative, interactive and entertaining advertisements are effective at boosting purchase intention, as reported by Alalwan (2018). Godey et al. (2016) found that positive outcomes were found in engagement and brand loyalty, whilst Appel et al. (2020) noted the impact of technology and data analytics on personalisation. But privacy issues, misinformation, over-advertising, algorithms, and decreased organic reach can impact customer trust. Additionally, even when people are engaged in content, that doesn't necessarily mean they are buying it, as they might be watching it for entertainment or information. Hence, creating content, personalising it, earning trust and utilising platform-specific tactics, especially in relation to Generation Z consumers, are essential for effective social media marketing.
[bookmark: _zdbj2520wvvy][bookmark: _Toc238758366]2.3 Influencer Marketing
Influencer marketing has emerged as an important marketing tactic in digital marketing, which is the collaboration between organisations and individuals who market products or services to their online followers. The difference between traditional celebrity marketing and influencer marketing is that the latter is primarily done on social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok, YouTube and other social media platforms where the creators interact directly with their audience. According to Hudders et al. (2021), influencer marketing involves tapping into the influence of individuals in the dissemination of brand information and persuading consumers to take action. To build connections with their followers, influencers need to consistently create useful, relatable and engaging content.
This is because Generation Z is very dependent on social media, which is closely linked to the development of influencer marketing. When considering products, younger consumers often rely on the reviews, demonstrations, recommendations, and experiences of influencers. De Veirman et al. (2017) revealed that bigger audiences can lead to higher brand visibility and affect the attitudes of the audience positively. Another aspect of source credibility cited by Lee (2026) was expertise and trustworthiness. However, Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) claimed that it might be more significant to create a more authentic product than to have many followers as consumers appreciate genuine experiences and honest opinions. Therefore, visibility and authenticity are the two factors that determine the effectiveness of an influencer.
There are several advantages to influencer marketing for organisations and consumers. Companies can use this to boost brand recognition, engagement, target specific audiences and build better customer relationships. Influencers are also able to deliver content that is unique and engaging, which is something that conventional advertising can't. Reviews, demonstrations and personal recommendations are useful sources of information and can help consumers alleviate uncertainty while making a purchase. Angmo and Mahajan (2024) also propose that human and virtual influencers can influence consumers' behavior when they are perceived as genuine and credible.
But influencer marketing has its problems as well. Over-promotion, lack of transparency, fake followers, misleading endorsements and influencer fatigue can lead to loss of consumer trust. When the posts are promotional but not aligned with the influencer's persona, they can cause doubts. In addition, influencer marketing can create a sense of urgency and desire in consumers, leading to overconsumption among social media users, especially among young people. The issues raise the significance of transparency, honest communication, and real relationships.
Overall, influencer marketing has revolutionized the promotion, assessment, and purchase of products. It takes more than one element; it's a combination of popularity, credibility, authenticity, trust and engagement. It's important to understand these factors; therefore, to explain the impact of influencer marketing on Generation Z purchasing behaviour. Therefore, the concept of influencers is a key element of the current research, and it will give the foundation for the analysis of the modern decision-making process of the target group – Generation Z customers, as well as the factors affecting their purchasing behavior in the current social media environment.
[bookmark: _yfev1xb76pqf][bookmark: _Toc238758367]2.4 Generation Z Consumer Behaviour
Generation Z is a unique consumer segment that has been born into a digital world, social media, smartphone and internet-driven environment. In general, this generation consists of people born between the mid-90s and early 2010s. According to Priporas et al. (2017), Generation Z consumers are technologically literate, connected and looking for convenience – they want quick access to information and customised experiences. A similar finding was provided by Smith (2011) who states that younger consumers react more favourably to interactive digital media than traditional marketing. These characteristics demand that organisations concentrate on communication, personalisation, and interaction in real time.
The current literature shows that digital environments have a substantial impact on the buying behaviour of Generation Z. Social media offers product info, entertainment, peer recommendations and brand communication. Duffett (2017) concluded that social media marketing has an impact on young consumers' attitudes and behavior in that consumers are more engaged with brands. Rosnerova et al. (2025) also discovered that Generation Z often checks online reviews, influencers' recommendations, and user-generated content before buying. Salam et al. (2024) emphasised the understanding of the preferences of Generation Z, and Kaur (2025) added that influencers are gaining influence among them. All of these studies suggest that digital communication, authenticity and social influence play a role in consumer behavior for Generation Z.
Generation Z isn't a monolithic consumer, though. Factors affecting purchasing behavior include country, culture, economic conditions, access to technology, and educational attainment. Consumers in the developed markets might be more likely to access online payments and social commerce, while developing markets might have varying technological and economic conditions. Cultural values also play a role in brand and influencer responses. Moreover, education can influence the way that users process the data of the products and promotions.
The overall disposition of Generation Z towards digital marketing is quite sensitive due to their high reliance on social media and online communication. However, this shows that there are differences in marketing effectiveness between different consumer groups and different markets. Based on this, a systematic literature review will be conducted to gain a broader understanding of the effects of social media marketing and influencer marketing on Generation Z's purchase behavior in various digital and cultural environments.
[bookmark: _lidu23hz9qyt][bookmark: _Toc238758368]2.5 Theoretical Framework: Theory of Planned Behaviour
This study is based on the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB). The theory was initially developed by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) to explain the effect of attitudes and beliefs on behavioural intentions. The theory was further developed by Ajzen (1991) who added perceived behavioural control as a further determinant of behaviour.
TPB states that behavioural intentions are determined by three factors. The first is the attitude, the evaluation of a person concerning positive or negative judgement in a given behaviour. There are positive attitudes towards a product or brand, and the stronger such attitudes, the more likely the consumer will be to purchase the product or brand. Subjective norms are the second factor, which entails social pressures and expectations of significant people or groups. The influence of social factors can influence consumer behavior, especially in online communities. The third is perceived behavioural control which is an individual's perception of an individual on whether he or she can perform a behaviour.
The theory can be applied greatly to social media marketing and influencer marketing. The content available on social media has the potential to affect consumer attitudes through information, entertainment and positive brand experiences. It is possible to influence subjective norms by the power of influencers since consumers tend to consider them as trusted opinion leaders. Moreover, the possibility to buy items through digital platforms facilitates easier purchases by providing more access to information and products, which can enhance the perceived behavioural control.
Therefore, TPB offers a helpful framework in the explanation of the impact of social media marketing and influencer marketing on purchasing intentions and consumer behaviour of Generation Z.
[bookmark: _n47y0uxhusu7][bookmark: _Toc238758369]2.6 Research Gap
Despite the amount of research available on social media marketing and influencer marketing, there are a number of significant gaps. First, most research on these concepts is conducted individually instead of researching their joint impact on the consumer behaviour of Generation Z. Second, current evidence is still scattered across various industries, nations, and social media.
Moreover, the systematic literature reviews to summarize the findings and determine the overall patterns are not well-evidenced. According to Vinodh et al. (2024), there is a need to conduct more thorough reviews of the literature on social media marketing. On the same note, Yahya and Mammadzada (2024) emphasise the value of synthesising the existing studies on Generation Z consumers. Another reason Guled and Rajkumar (2026) believe influencer marketing research needs more integration and theoretical development is because of the need to expand the field of research.
Lastly, social media sites are developing at a very high rate. There are new technologies, platform functionality, and practices of influencers that are emerging consistently. As a result, revised reviews to look into the new developments and their impact on the consumer behaviour of Generation Z are necessary.
[bookmark: _oelykoe9dnjv][bookmark: _Toc238758370]2.7 Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework developed in Figure 1 is based on the literature review and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) proposed by Ajzen (1991). It shows the relationships between the most significant variables investigated in this systematic literature review and gives a structure to the analysis of the influence of SMM and IM on the buying behavior of Generation Z. The independent variables are social media marketing and influencer marketing; the mediating variables are consumer trust and perceived credibility. Consumer buying behaviour of Generation Z is the dependent variable.
Social media marketing is an advertising component of brand content, consumer interaction, and platform interaction. These activities can help build brand awareness, engagement, personalisation and purchase intention. The authenticity, credibility, engagement of followers and source trustworthiness are crucial components of influencer marketing that can sway consumers through recommendations, social proof, and relatable experiences.
The framework suggests that between the Digital Marketing activities and purchasing behaviour, there exists a mediating role of trust and perceived credibility. The greater the perception of honesty, transparency, and reliability in marketing communication, the more trust is formed, the less uncertainty there is, and the more trust will be built. Likewise, consumers' perceptions of credibility relate to their assessment of the knowledge, reliability, and trustworthiness of brands and influencers. Thus, in the initial stages, marketing actions can be better accomplished through building trust and credibility.
Additionally, the framework is very similar to the research objectives. The first objective looks at social media marketing, and the second objective is on influencer marketing and purchase decisions. The third explores perceptions of credibility and trust as mediators. Lastly, the framework provides for a systematic review which includes the identification of common themes, a comparison of findings from previous research and the identification of gaps in research. Overall, it offers a clear framework on the impact that digital marketing actions have on the purchasing behaviour of Generation Z.

[image: ]
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework, Source: (Made by Author)
[bookmark: _uyutmopqfsup][bookmark: _Toc238758371]2.8 Chapter Summary
The literature on social media marketing, influencer marketing and Generation Z consumer behaviour was reviewed in this chapter. Another theory that was discussed in the chapter is the Theory of Planned Behaviour and the research gaps that were revealed. The review revealed that trust, credibility, and virtual interaction play a crucial role in the buying decision-making process by consumers. The following chapter describes how the systematic literature review was carried out.


[bookmark: _Toc235864958][bookmark: _Toc238758372]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc235864959][bookmark: _Toc238758373]3.1 Introduction
In this chapter, the methodology to be used in this study is explained. The chapter identifies the research philosophy, research approach, research design, search strategy, research selection process and data analysis techniques employed to address the research objectives. Because this paper explores how social media marketing and influencer marketing affect the consumer buying behaviour of Generation Z using the existing literature, a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodology was chosen. The review adheres to the Preferred Reporting Items of Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) framework to provide transparency and methodological rigour in the study process (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Page et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc235864960][bookmark: _Toc238758374]3.2 Research Onion
Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) have created the Research Onion to offer a structured approach to making methodological decisions in business and management research. The model illustrates the interrelatedness of the various methodological decisions, starting from the research philosophy and moving on to the research approach, methodological choice, research strategy, time horizon and data collection methods. Each layer affects the next methodological choices so that the research design is logically consistent.
The Research Onion was adopted as a methodological approach to identify the most suitable methodology to be used in the investigation of how social media marketing and influencer marketing impact the buying behaviour of Generation Z consumers using a systematic literature review.
[image: ]
Figure 2: Saunders' Research Onion, Source: (Made by Author)
Table 3.1 Research Onion Applied in this Study
	Research Onion Layer
	Choice Made

	Research Philosophy
	Interpretivism

	Research Approach
	Inductive

	Methodological Choice
	Mono-method qualitative

	Research Strategy
	Systematic Literature Review (SLR)

	Time Horizon
	Cross-sectional

	Data Collection
	Secondary data from peer-reviewed journal articles



The research philosophy adopted is interpretivism because the study is not aimed at measuring the relationships between evidence reported in previous studies by the use of statistical techniques.
The research approach is inductive, which means that the review looks for themes and patterns in the literature reviewed rather than testing hypotheses.
The type of design used was mono-method, which means that the research does not involve a combination of research methods, but only synthesis of published academic papers that is qualitative.
A Systematic Literature Review (SLR) was selected as the research strategy as it is a transparent, rigorous and reproducible process that identifies, evaluates and synthesises existing evidence.
The time horizon used in the research was a cross-sectional approach since the literature was examined in one period of time and not in several.
Lastly, secondary data is used in this study, which is sourced from peer-reviewed journal articles from recognised academic databases. No primary data were collected; therefore, secondary sources will be used to provide evidence needed to address the research objectives.


[bookmark: _Toc235864961][bookmark: _Toc238758375]3.3 Research Philosophy
Research philosophy is the beliefs that influence the process of researching and interpreting knowledge (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). The choice of a suitable philosophy is crucial as it will affect the research approach, method and interpretation of results. These can be approached in various ways, such as positivism, realism, and interpretivism.
Positivism believes in objective reality and that it can be expressed in facts and quantitative means. It can be used for hypothesis testing, surveys, experiments and statistical analysis. It is less suitable for this dissertation, however, since this dissertation is interpretative of the existing literature, instead of gathering numerical data.
Realism posits that there is a real reality that is independent of the investigators, yet can be experienced in various ways and in different contexts. Realism is useful for mixed methods studies, but is somewhat of a limited application in this dissertation, as it is not a study of consumer behaviour.
Interpretivism sees social reality as a human reality, as created by human experiences, perceptions and interactions. It emphasizes meaning, context, relationships, and patterns, not statistical measurement of statistics. Therefore, it applies to research and systematic literature reviews.
Interpretivism was chosen as the method used for this dissertation. The study brings together and interprets the findings related to the social media marketing, influencer marketing, and the buying behavior of Generation Z. It looks at relationships between contexts and looks for themes and patterns. So, interpretivism offers a basis for achieving the objectives of research.
[bookmark: _Toc235864962][bookmark: _Toc238758376]3.4 Research Approach
Research approach is the rational procedure used in building up knowledge and answering research questions. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) name two types of approach such as deductive and inductive.
The deductive method starts with theories and proposes hypotheses that are tested with empirical data. It is commonly employed in quantitative research, such as when researchers survey, experiment, or analyse the data statistically to investigate theoretical relationships.
On the other hand, the inductive approach starts with evidence or observations and looks for patterns, themes, and relationships to gain a deeper understanding. Induction does not test preconceived hypotheses, but rather enables the researcher to draw reasonable conclusions based on the evidence. It is more commonly used in qualitative research and systematic literature reviews.
This dissertation is inductive because it is not based on hypotheses that are developed or statistically tested. Rather, it systematically examines studies published in the literature to uncover the key points on how social media marketing and influencer marketing impact the purchasing behavior of Generation Z. The method allows the researcher to integrate results from a variety of contexts and build an overall picture of the available evidence. Therefore, induction is suitable since it corresponds to the interpretivist philosophy, the qualitative methodology, and systematic literature review design.
[bookmark: _Toc235864963][bookmark: _Toc238758377]3.5 Methodological Choice
The overall approach to data collection, analysis and interpretation in answering research questions is known as methodological choice (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). Researchers have the option to use mono-methods, multi-methods, or mixed-methods. Researchers choose the mono, multi, or mixed methods based on the research objectives, research questions, and needs for the data.
A mono-method approach involves only one research method (either qualitative or quantitative). Mixed methods means using qualitative and quantitative methods in the same study; Multi-method research means using Multiple methods in a research study (qualitative or quantitative). While multi-method and mixed designs can generate more comprehensive information, they are prone to a greater number of resource requirements, primary data collection, and analysis.
This dissertation is qualitative mono-method. The study is secondary data-based, which means that it uses information that is already published in peer-reviewed journal articles and does not use surveys, interviews, experiments or other primary data collection. It is not about collecting new empirical data, but about interpreting and synthesising existing evidence.
The methodological choice is suitable because it is in line with the interpretivist philosophy and inductive methodology used in the study. It enables the use of a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) to identify themes, patterns, similarities, and inconsistencies from already conducted studies on social media marketing, influencer marketing, and Generation Z buying behaviour.
Thus, the mono-method qualitative approach has been chosen to ensure that the evidence can be synthesized and analyzed thematically in Chapter 4, while being rigorous and consistent.
[bookmark: _Toc235864964][bookmark: _Toc238758378]3.6 Research Strategy
Research strategy is a description of the overall plan for conducting research to answer the research questions. It provides an understanding of the systematic collection, selection and analysis of evidence to fulfil the purpose of a research project (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
This dissertation is based on a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) strategy. SLRs do not involve surveying or interviewing new data, but rather they are based on the analysis of existing scholarly literature. It is suitable for establishing a thorough knowledge of the existing content, detecting the recurrence of content, gaps and future research directions (Page et al., 2021).
The review follows the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) guidelines. PRISMA offers a framework and clarity in the search, screening, assessment and selection of relevant studies. This means that selection bias is reduced, and the reliability and methodological rigour of the findings of the review are enhanced (Page et al. 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc235864965][bookmark: _Toc238758379]3.6.1 Systematic Literature Review (SLR)
The research strategy was a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) since it offers a transparent, standardised, and reproducible way to define, assess, and synthesise the available evidence (Page et al., 2021). In contrast to a classic narrative review, an SLR will be conducted under a set of fixed guidelines that minimize the bias of the researcher and allow making the process of selecting the literature to be systematic and homogeneous. This methodology will be suitable in the current study since the aim of the study is to synthesise the available evidence on the effect of social media marketing and influencer marketing on the consumer buying behaviour of Generation Z instead of gathering primary data.
The review strategy was elaborated before the start of the literature search and covered the choice of data source databases, search terms, Boolean operators, inclusion criteria, screening processes, and extraction of data. The transparency and reproducibility of the review were improved with the help of a predefined protocol.
Four internationally recognised academic databases (Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar) were searched in March 2025-April 2025. These databases were chosen since they offer extensive coverage of peer-reviewed studies on marketing, management, consumer behaviour, and digital marketing.
Search terms were created on the basis of the major concepts included in the research objectives in order to retrieve the relevant studies. Boolean operators (AND and OR) were used to expand or restrict the search by using synonyms. Similar terms were combined with OR, and AND was used to make sure that all major concepts were represented in the search.
The keywords that were used in the databases:
 ("social media marketing" OR "digital marketing") AND ("influencer marketing"   OR "influencer credibility") AND ("Generation Z" OR "Gen Z") AND ("consumer buying behaviour" OR "purchase intention")
Peer-reviewed journal articles published in the past ten years (2015 to 2025) were restricted to searches in English. Further filters were used to select studies in the topic areas of marketing, business, management, and consumer behaviour. Without any deliberate attempts to include or exclude, conference papers, dissertations, books, editorials, and non-English publications were left out to guarantee the quality and consistency of the evidence.
A database search was conducted to find 412 records. Table 3.2 shows the distribution of the records on each database.
Table 3.6 Records Retrieved from Each Database
	Database
	Records Retrieved

	Scopus
	168

	Web of Science
	112

	ScienceDirect
	78

	Google Scholar
	54

	Total
	412



These documents were the initial datasets of the systematic review, followed by removing duplicates and screening.
[bookmark: _Toc235864966][bookmark: _Toc238758380]3.6.2 Justification for Using an SLR
The most appropriate research strategy to achieve the objectives of this study was to use a Systematic Literature Review (SLR). The study does not collect primary data, but rather critically analyses and combines existing scholarly literature on the topic of social media marketing, influencer marketing and the buying behaviour of Generation Z.
The key benefits of an SLR are that it allows for the study of evidence from across countries, industries and research contexts, and that it can lead to the identification of broader patterns, consistent findings, contradictions, research gaps, and emerging trends. Use of search strategies, inclusion/exclusion criteria, and screening methods also minimizes researcher bias and increases transparency.
In addition, an SLR is more rigorous than a traditional narrative literature review because of the systematic, transparent and repeatable approach that is used in the process. Hence, it offers a valid and trustworthy basis for this dissertation.
[bookmark: _Toc235864967][bookmark: _Toc238758381]3.6.3 Study Selection and PRISMA Process
The process of their studies was conducted according to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) framework (Page et al., 2021). PRISMA is a structured approach for identifying, screening, assessing eligibility and including studies in a systematic review.
After searching the database, all the results were downloaded and saved in the reference management software. 87 duplicate records were removed, resulting in 325 unique studies being considered for title and abstract screening. A total of 237 articles were rejected at this point due to being irrelevant, not focusing on Generation Z, not studying social media or influencer marketing, not being empirical studies or not being English-language articles.
Of the 88 that were not excluded, all were assessed for full text against the predetermined criteria. Later, 63 studies were identified for exclusion as they did not specifically examine Gen Z, purchase behaviour or purchase intention, marketing activities, or lacked methodological details or available full text. Conceptual and review papers were also not included.
Lastly, 25 studies were selected from the studies that met all the above inclusion criteria and were used in the thematic analysis. The PRISMA flow diagram shows each stage of the selection process, further increasing transparency, credibility, and reproducibility of the review process (Figure 2).
[image: ]
Figure 3: PRISMA 2020 systematic review flow diagram, Source: (Made by Author)
[bookmark: _Toc235864968][bookmark: _Toc238758382]3.7 Research Design
Research design is the overall plan employed in answering the research questions and fulfilling the research objectives. It outlines the systematic ways in which evidence is gathered, structured and analysed (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The study uses a qualitative research method because it can be used to understand in depth the relationship between social media marketing and Generation Z's buying behavior as well as the relationship between influencer marketing and Generation Z's buying behavior, through analyzing existing academic literature. The study involves the analysis of statistical correlation, rather than statistical testing or the gathering of numeric data, and includes the ability to interpret findings and to recognize patterns as well as to synthesize evidence from various studies. It is, therefore, suitable for qualitative design in understanding meanings, concepts and relationships in the literature.
The study is conducted by Systematic Literature Review (SLR) method with the support of PRISMA 2020. To ensure transparency and consistency in searching, a review protocol was drawn up, before the process. It detailed the search strategy, eligibility criteria, data extraction and analysis processes throughout the review process.
[bookmark: _Toc235864969][bookmark: _Toc238758383]3.7.1 Qualitative Research Design
The current study will be conducted with a qualitative research approach because it aims to interpret and synthesize knowledge from the literature and not numerical data. Qualitative research is concerned with explaining social phenomena, experiences and behaviours rather than measuring them (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This is especially appropriate for systematic literature reviews as it allows to identify common themes, relationships, and patterns across studies.
The dissertation explores the effect that social media marketing and influencer marketing have on the purchasing behaviour of Generation Z consumers, specifically on the perceived communication, perceived trust and perceived credibility of social media marketing, perceived engagement with social media marketing and digital behaviour of Generation Z consumers. The factors listed above should not be interpreted without context and cannot be completely quantified. Moreover, the qualitative design enables the findings of different countries, industries and platforms to be compared systematically. Thematic analysis is used to recognise similarities, differences and commonalities and to highlight themes. Therefore, the qualitative design is suitable for this systematic literature review to attain the objectives of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc235864970][bookmark: _Toc238758384]3.7.2 Review Protocol
The systematic literature review was conducted in a review protocol to make sure that the research is transparent, consistent, and replicable. A review protocol is a systematic guide that helps to follow all the steps of the review and reduce the possibility of researcher bias in the selection and analysis of articles (Page et al., 2021).
The review process involved various stages.
Stage 1: Formulation of the Research Questions. To determine the scope of the study, the review started with a clear definition of the research aim, objectives, and research questions.
Stage 2: Literature Search. A systematic search was implemented in four academic databases: Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. Relevant studies were identified using predefined keywords and Boolean operators.
Stage 3: Screening of Studies. Duplicates were eliminated and the titles and abstracts of the remaining studies were filtered based on the set inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Stage 4: Eligibility Assessment. The full-text articles were evaluated on whether they fulfilled the set selection criteria. The review did not include studies that did not meet the criteria.
Stage 5: Data Extraction. A structured data extraction table was used to systematically extract and organise the relevant information from each of the selected studies. Details like the author, year of publication, country, method used in the research, and the main findings were noted.
Stage 6: Data Coding and Theme Development. The obtained data were coded to determine common concepts and patterns. The similar codes were organized as broader categories and then evolved into the main themes with the help of which the analysis was conducted.
Stage 7: Data Analysis and Synthesis. Finally, the findings of the selected studies were synthesised using thematic analysis to answer the research questions. The findings were contrasted in various contexts to determine prevalent trends, discrepancies and research gaps.
This protocol of systematic review made the review process systematic, transparent and reproducible in the study.
[bookmark: _Toc235864971][bookmark: _Toc238758385]3.8 Justification of the Methodology
Choosing the right research method is crucial as it dictates the way in which evidence is collected, analysed and interpreted. In this study, a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach was taken that relies completely on secondary data obtained from published scholarly journals. This methodology is suitable as the research goal is to give a detailed understanding of the impact of social media marketing and influencer marketing on the buying behaviour of Generation Z, so primary data is not required.
Secondary data allows comparisons between studies, countries, industries, and platforms, and offers more evidence than a single study or interview. The study acknowledges the potential limitations of secondary data, and uses systematic procedures to maximize the validity, reliability, and trustworthiness of the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc235864972][bookmark: _Toc238758386]3.8.1 Justification for Using Secondary Data
Secondary data are collected, analysed and published by other individuals or groups of individuals for academic or research purposes beforehand (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This study is suitable as it uses a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) to aggregate the existing knowledge and studies. The articles chosen from journals are all empirical and from various countries, industries, and social media. The researcher can detect any similarities, follow up on the research questions, and draw conclusions from these studies. Moreover, PRISMA guides transparent and structured synthesis of high-quality secondary evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc235864973]

[bookmark: _Toc238758387]3.8.2 Advantages of Secondary Data
This study has several benefits from secondary data. Firstly, it provides access to research carried out in various countries, industries and settings, which increases the evidence base. Second, it is time-saving and cost-saving, as the information is already collected and published and the researcher can invest time in analysis and synthesis. Third, peer-reviewed journal articles increase the credibility of research since they are read by other academics and evaluated before publication. Lastly, secondary data allows the researcher to analyse trends and shifts over time and compare studies from 2015 to 2026, capturing trends in digital marketing and Generation Z behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc235864974][bookmark: _Toc238758388]3.8.3 Limitations of Secondary Data
Although the benefits of secondary data sound good, there are some limitations to it. Limited control over the way in which the original data were collected and analysed makes it difficult to control for these variables, and differences in research design, sample, and analytical methods can make comparing results difficult. Second, publication bias can also result from a greater tendency to publish studies showing significant or positive results, as opposed to studies showing insignificant or conflicting results. Third, language bias could also be present as only English-language studies were used. Lastly, with the ever-evolving landscape of social media platforms, some of the insights gained here might not accurately reflect the current social media marketing and Generation Z consumer behaviors.
[bookmark: _Toc235864975][bookmark: _Toc238758389]3.8.4 Strategies to Mitigate the Limitations
Several measures were taken to minimise the limitations of secondary data. First, the review was conducted in a systematic manner that involved identifying, screening and selecting studies according to the PRISMA 2020 framework, thus minimizing the risk of selection bias. Secondly, only journal articles that were peer-reviewed and that fit within the clearly delineated criteria for inclusion and exclusion were included. Third, several databases were used such as Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect and Google Scholar to increase the coverage of literature. Finally, the findings of the studies were analyzed thematically and comparatively to discover repeating patterns in the findings rather than just individual findings. These measures improved the credibility, transparency and methodological rigour of the review.
[bookmark: _Toc235864976][bookmark: _Toc238758390]3.9 Data Sources and Sampling Strategy
To guarantee the transparency, reliability, and reproducibility of a Systematic Literature Review (SLR), a systematic and well-defined data source and sampling strategy is necessary. In contrast to primary research, selected participants to collect data, an SLR uses selected relevant published studies according to pre-defined criteria. Consequently, the research took on a systematic sampling approach to find, filter, and narrow down quality academic literature on social media marketing, influencer marketing, and the buying behaviour of Generation Z consumers. The PRISMA 2020 framework was used to search and reduce selection bias and guarantee methodological rigour (Page et al., 2021). Subsections below outline the databases utilized, search strategy, search parameters, inclusion and exclusion criteria and PRISMA flow diagram adopted during the review process.
[bookmark: _Toc235864977][bookmark: _Toc238758391]3.9.1 Data Sources 
The quality of sources of data and their coverage are crucial to the systematic literature review. The choice of four academic databases (Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect and Google Scholar) was made to search for credible literature concerning the field of marketing, consumer behaviour, business and digital communication.
Scopus was chosen as it is a large database in interdisciplinary fields of citations and has a wide scope of high-quality peer-reviewed journals in marketing and business research. Web of Science has been added due to its high prestige for the indexing of academic high-impact journals and its proven research around consumer behaviour and digital marketing. ScienceDirect was selected because of its comprehensive collection of Elsevier journals including marketing, business management, consumer psychology and information systems.
Google Scholar was further utilized to widen the search and find other relevant research, including more recent studies. Multiple databases minimized database bias and enhanced the possibility of identifying relevant studies.
[bookmark: _Toc235864978][bookmark: _Toc238758392]3.9.2 Search Strategy
A comprehensive search strategy was created to find and locate relevant studies related to academic papers on social media marketing, influencer marketing and the behaviour of Generation Z consumers. The search was carried out in four academic databases (Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect and Google Scholar). These databases were chosen as they offer a wide range of peer-reviewed research in business and marketing.
The keywords used in the search were: social media marketing, influencer marketing, Generation Z, Gen Z, consumer buying behaviour, purchase intention, and consumer behaviour. Words were combined using Boolean operators, for example, AND and OR, for better accuracy.
Only publications from 2015-2026 were searched. The years chosen were based on the fact that social media and influencer marketing have evolved quickly in those years. By concentrating on recent literature, the review can keep up to date with the current methodologies and trends of digital marketing as well as the behaviour of the 'Generation Z' customer (Page et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc235864979][bookmark: _Toc238758393]3.9.3 Search Parameters
To guarantee the quality and relevance of the selected studies, several search parameters were set. First, the publications have been included from 2015 to 2026, given the growth of social media and influencer marketing, especially in the Instagram, TikTok and YouTube platforms.
Secondly, English-language publications alone were taken into account to ensure consistency and to ensure that there would be no translation problems. Third, only full-text, peer-reviewed journal articles were used because these articles are evaluated by other academics and usually contain enough methodological detail. Abstracts, editorials, magazine articles, book reviews, dissertations and unpublished reports were not included.
The final part of the review was to narrow down the studies and investigate the relationships between social media marketing, Generation Z, influencer marketing, and consumer purchasing behaviour. The studies that were not focused on the same topic were not included in the further analysis due to the research objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc235864980][bookmark: _Toc238758394]3.9.4 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Before screening the identified studies, transparency and objectivity during the systematic literature review, pre-defined inclusion and exclusion standards were created before screening the identified studies. Setting these criteria before the literature review served to reduce researcher bias and to make sure that only studies focused on the research objectives directly were included (Page et al., 2021).
The criteria were constructed in accordance with the research aim, the research questions and the scope of the review. Empirical studies that focus on the effects of social media marketing and influencer marketing on the consumer buying behaviour of Generation Z were taken into consideration only.

Table 3.9 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
	Inclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria

	Peer-reviewed journal articles
	Conference papers, books, editorials, opinion papers and dissertations

	Published in English
	Non-English publications

	Published between 2019 and 2025 (change if necessary)
	Published before 2019

	Studies focusing on Generation Z consumers
	Studies focusing on other generations only

	Studies investigating social media marketing and/or influencer marketing
	Studies outside the marketing or consumer behaviour field

	Studies examining consumer buying behaviour or purchase intention
	Studies unrelated to buying behaviour or purchase intention

	Full-text articles available
	Articles without full-text access



The inclusion and exclusion criteria were used in the title and abstract screening phase and full-text eligibility evaluation. Studies that met all inclusion criteria were only included in thematic analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc235864981][bookmark: _Toc238758395]3.10 Data Collection Methods
Data collection is a critical stage in a systematic literature review as it defines the process through which the relevant evidence will be determined, identified, and arranged to be analysed. This study used secondary data, published peer-reviewed journal articles, unlike primary research which involves collecting original data, usually in the form of surveys or interviews. To have a review based on relevant, credible and high-quality studies, a structured and transparent data collection process was used to filter out irrelevant studies only. The process was done based on predefined selection criteria, systematic data extraction processes and a coding process to enable similar analysis. These steps were used to reduce bias of the researcher and made sure that the results were based on sound scholarly evidence (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Page et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc235864982][bookmark: _Toc238758396]3.10.1 Study Selection Process
The process of selecting studies was guided by Section 3.4.3 of PRISMA 2020. The following Boolean operators and keywords were used for searching across the databases of Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect and Google Scholar. Before screening, duplicate records were eliminated based on identification across databases.
The other studies were screened for relevance by reading the titles and abstracts. No studies were included if they were not related to social media marketing, influencer marketing, Generation Z or consumer buying behaviour. Full-text articles were subsequently evaluated for inclusion/exclusion based on the predetermined criteria. Lastly, only journal articles published in English between 2015 and 2026, peer-reviewed and available in full text that were clearly relevant to the research goals were included. This systematic process provided methodological rigour, transparency and consistency.
[bookmark: _Toc235864983][bookmark: _Toc238758397]3.10.2 Data Extraction Process
After identification of eligible studies, a data extraction table was structured to extract relevant information from the studies consistently. Information extracted comprised authors, publication year, country, research design, number of samples, social media platform, theoretical framework and main findings about social media marketing, influencer marketing and Generation Z consumer buying behaviour. Additional notes were added to highlight any common themes and observations. The information was presented in a structured format which allowed for comparison between studies, consistency in analysis and increased transparency and reproducibility of the process of carrying out the systematic literature review.
[bookmark: _Toc235864984][bookmark: _Toc238758398]3.10.3 Coding Process
Post data extraction, selected articles were systematically coded to highlight recurring ideas, concepts and patterns. Coding is one of the crucial steps in qualitative systematic literature review, as it is important to organize a great deal of data into meaningful themes for thematic analysis.
The articles were first read to grasp their findings. The words, phrases and ideas in the data were first coded to match relevant words, phrases and concepts with the research goals such as level of consumer engagement, trust, authenticity, influencer credibility, purchase intention, brand loyalty, and social proof. These codes were then related and compared to see if any similarities or relationships could be found between the selected studies. Codes that were related were aggregated under major categories and evolved into themes. This systematic process provided consistency and established a linkage between the evidence extracted and the themes that were revealed in Chapter Four, and the themes directly responded to the research questions.
[bookmark: _Toc235864985][bookmark: _Toc238758399]3.11 Data Analysis 
[bookmark: _Toc235864986][bookmark: _Toc238758400]3.11.1 Data Coding and Thematic Analysis
After identifying 25 studies to be included for analysis, the data were analysed by thematic analysis according to Braun and Clarke (2022). The approach was chosen as it offers a flexible and systematic way of identifying recurring patterns within qualitative evidence. The selected articles were double-coded and descriptive coding was provided for the relevant findings. There were 25 studies that generated 147 initial codes. These codes were clustered into 22 subthemes and then the five broad themes were developed. Themes were developed through multiple reviews to ensure that the themes were based on the evidence and not on an assumption, and to provide the analytical structure to present and discuss the findings in Chapter Four.
Table 3.11 Application of Braun and Clarke's Six Phases
	Phase
	Application in this Study

	Familiarisation
	All 25 selected articles were read several times to understand their objectives, methods, and findings.

	Initial Coding
	Relevant findings were coded, generating 147 initial codes.

	Searching for Themes
	Similar codes were grouped into 22 subthemes.

	Reviewing Themes
	Subthemes were compared and refined to ensure consistency across studies.

	Defining and Naming Themes
	Five overarching themes were developed to address the research objectives.

	Producing the Report
	The final themes were synthesised and presented in Chapter 4 with supporting evidence from the reviewed studies.



Table 3.12 Example of the Coding Process
	Evidence Extract
	Initial Code
	Final Theme

	Influencer trust increased purchase intention among Generation Z consumers.
	Trust
	Influencer Credibility

	User-generated content increased interaction with brands.
	Engagement
	Social Media Engagement

	Authentic endorsements positively influenced purchasing decisions.
	Authenticity
	Purchase Decision Influence

	Interactive social media campaigns strengthened consumer participation.
	Consumer Interaction
	Social Media Engagement

	Personalised marketing messages improved purchase intention.
	Personalisation
	Effectiveness of Social Media Marketing



The thematic analysis allowed merging the findings of various studies carried out in different countries and settings. Instead of reporting one article at a time, the synthesis of patterns of commonality, areas of congruity and discord were identified, and gaps in the literature were revealed. This method gave a holistic insight into the role of social media marketing and influencer marketing in shaping consumer buying behaviour of Generation Z.
[bookmark: _Toc235864987][bookmark: _Toc238758401]3.10 Quality Appraisal
Quality appraisal is an integral component of a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) as it guarantees the evidence included is credible, reliable and methodologically competent. This study uses only secondary academic literature, so evaluating the studies' quality will minimize the impact of possible bias and increase the credibility of the findings. The articles were assessed using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) Checklist. Furthermore, the overall review was evaluated by the qualitative research criteria of the credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability. These measures enabled a clear, equitable and rigorous review process.
[bookmark: _Toc235864988][bookmark: _Toc238758402]3.10.1 CASP Checklist
There is a recognised approach to assessing the methodological quality of qualitative and quantitative research, the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) (CASP, 2018). Selected articles were evaluated using the following criteria: (1) clarity of research goal; (2) research design appropriateness; (3) data collection methods' appropriateness; (4) analysis transparency; and (5) the credibility of the research findings. Special focus was paid to methodology and supporting evidence for conclusions. Studies with poorly designed methodologies, unclear reporting and irrelevance to the study were excluded, but studies with clearly described methodologies, transparent reporting and relevance to the study were included. This guaranteed that the review findings were based on reliable academic evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc235864989][bookmark: _Toc238758403]3.10.2 Trustworthiness of the Review
To generate reliable and credible results, it is necessary to make sure that a systematic literature review is trustworthy. As opposed to quantitative research where emphasis is on validity and reliability, qualitative research tends to consider quality based on the trustworthiness framework suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985). There are four criteria included in this framework, which are credibility, dependability, confirmability and transferability. The criteria used in this research were to increase the rigour and transparency of the review process.
Credibility
Credibility deals with the extent to which the findings reflect the evidence that is examined (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Credibility in this dissertation was improved by using a systematic literature review methodology that is founded on PRISMA 2020 guidelines. Throughout the review, a predefined search strategy, explicitly set inclusion and exclusion criteria and a clear screening process were used. Additionally, peer-reviewed journal articles that were obtained in recognised academic databases were considered, which guaranteed the quality and reliability of the findings based on high-quality academic sources.
Dependability
Dependability relates to the research being consistent and stable in the long run. To enhance reliability, every step of the review was based on a written protocol which involved database selection, search terms, Boolean operators, criteria of eligibility, and data extraction methods. The methodological choices were documented in a detailed manner, which would allow other researchers to recreate the review process and assess its reliability.
Confirmability
Confirmability is the degree to which the research results are based on the evidence as opposed to the opinions or assumptions of the researcher. To enhance the level of confirmability in this study, explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria were employed, transparency was upheld during the screening and coding of the information, and themes were derived directly from the findings of the chosen studies. Published research helped to interpret the evidence based on published research and not subjective judgment.
Transferability
Transferability can be defined as the degree to which the results can be generalized to other settings. Even though the aim of a systematic literature review is not to provide statistically generalisable results, the transferability was increased because studies that were undertaken in various countries, industries and social media platforms were incorporated. This variability not only offers a wider perspective of the role and impact of social media marketing and influencer marketing on Generation Z consumer buying behaviour but also enables the readers to decide the extent to which the findings apply to other settings.
[bookmark: _Toc235864990][bookmark: _Toc238758404]3.11 Ethical Considerations
This dissertation did not include human subjects or primary data, so it was not required to seek ethical approval. Academic honesty and the responsible research principles were observed throughout the research, however.
Accurate referencing of all sources in the Harvard style was used to credit other people's ideas and to avoid plagiarism. Results were reported honestly and fairly, both in reporting and interpreting, without selective reporting, manipulation, or misrepresentation. The use of predefined search strategies, eligibility criteria and screening procedures ensured transparency and research integrity. All retrieved articles have been systematically organized, documented and stored in order to ensure proper documentation.
AI tools were used only as assistive tools in academic writing and/or language clarity. The literature search, critical analysis, interpretation and final academic decisions were still the responsibility of the researcher. The systematic literature review was carried out in an ethical, transparent, and responsible manner.
[bookmark: _Toc235864991][bookmark: _Toc238758405]3.12 Methodological Limitations
Despite systematic literature review being a rigorous and transparent evidence synthesis methodology, it is important to note that it has several methodological limitations to the interpretation of the findings of this dissertation.
First, the findings could have been affected by publication bias since only peer-reviewed journal articles were used in the review. They are more likely to be published than studies with non-significant results, which can impact the evidence base as a whole.
Second, the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria will not completely remove selection bias even after using them. Despite the adherence to PRISMA 2020 guidelines in the screening process, the process of making decisions on the relevance of studies included some element of researcher judgement, which could have affected the ultimate selection of the studies.
Third, there is the language bias limitation. Only English studies were included in the review. As a result, there might have been discrimination against the relevant research published in other languages, and this may have reduced the extent of the evidence.
Fourth, the study was limited to four scholarly databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect and Google Scholar. Even though these databases offer a wide range of business and marketing research coverage, other databases may have missed any relevant study indexed in those databases. This is one of the possible database limitations.
Lastly, the coding process and thematic analysis could have been affected by researcher interpretation. Despite adhering to systematic coding processes and predetermined steps of analysis, the synthesis of qualitative evidence is bound to include interpretation in the process of detecting patterns and creating themes. To reduce this shortcoming, coding choices were made directly with respect to the results reported in the chosen studies, and the analysis procedure was recorded in a transparent manner.
Despite this, systematic review protocol, PRISMA 2020 reporting guidelines, clear eligibility requirements, and well-defined qualitative methods contributed to the increased credibility and reliability of the review.
[bookmark: _Toc235864992][bookmark: _Toc238758406]3.13 Chapter Summary
The methodology used in the study is described in this chapter. To aid in the analysis of the existing literature, an interpretivist philosophy and a qualitative research approach were chosen. The PRISMA framework was used to design a Systematic Literature Review. The chapter outlined the search strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria, study selection process, and data analysis techniques. Patterns and relationships in the literature were determined using thematic analysis and comparative analysis. Lastly, reliability, validity and ethical considerations were addressed. The following chapter gives the results and discussion of the chosen studies.
[bookmark: _Toc235864993][bookmark: _Toc238758407]
Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc235864994][bookmark: _Toc238758408]4.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses the findings of the Systematic Literature Review (SLR) conducted to explore the impact of social media marketing and influencer marketing on the buying behavior of Generation Z. Based on a systematic search and selection process as described in Chapter Three, 25 peer-reviewed studies were identified and analysed using thematic analysis. The review was conducted using the PRISMA 2020 guidelines for a transparent and rigorous selection process (Page et al., 2021). 
This chapter does not simply provide a summary of the previous studies but rather a synthesis of the evidence, common trends, contrasting evidence and an explanation of how the literature addresses the research objectives. While the selected studies were carried out in varying countries, industries and social media, there were some common themes. These themes illustrate the processes of how social media marketing and influencer marketing impact Gen Z consumers during their decision-making journey.
Thematic analysis revealed four main themes: (1) social media marketing and consumer engagement, (2) influencer credibility, authenticity and trust, (3) influencer marketing and purchase decisions and (4) Generation Z digital behaviour. The evidence for each theme is presented from several studies, not from any one study. This analytical approach helps to identify similarities and differences, as well as research gaps, and helps to develop a thorough understanding of the topic.
The chapter begins with an overview of the selected studies, followed by a discussion of each theme. There is a synthesis of the evidence per section, a critical comparison of various viewpoints and a connection to the research objectives. Lastly, the chapter shows how the results align with the conceptual framework of Chapter Two and provides evidence of the impact of social media marketing and influencer marketing on the buying behaviour of Gen Z.
[bookmark: _Toc235864995][bookmark: _Toc238758409]4.2 Overview of Selected Studies
The final review included a total of 25 peer-reviewed publications, which were published between 2015 and 2026. The studies spanned European, Asian, North American and African markets for a comprehensive understanding of Generation Z consumer behaviour across the different markets. Consumer cultures are different across countries, but social media was consistently found to be a significant communication medium that has an impact on buyer choices.
The majority of studies concentrated on Instagram, TikTok, YouTube and Facebook. Instagram and TikTok were especially relevant due to their visual and interactive elements and YouTube was essential for longer product reviews and demonstrations. These platforms served a lot of functions before the actual purchase, such as discovery, evaluation, and interaction with influencers.
Different research methods, such as quantitative surveys, qualitative interviews, case studies, systematic reviews, and conceptual analysis were used in the reviewed studies. Despite the different methods used, there was common ground in the importance of engagement, trust, credibility and authenticity.
The literature also classifies Generation Z as a new group of digital consumers. They are accustomed to the use of smartphones, social media, and constant internet access, actively seeking product information, comparing options, reading user reviews, and taking into account recommendations from influencers prior to making a purchase (Duffett, 2017; Salam et al., 2024). The synthesis reveals that interactive content, the personalisation of communication, consumer involvement, influencer credibility and authenticity all contribute to boosting engagement, lowering purchase risk, enhancing purchase intention, and stimulating purchase behavior.
.
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Figure 4: Frequency of Analytical Themes, Source: (Made by Student)
The distribution of the four identified analytical themes in the 25 chosen studies is shown in Figure 4.1. The most common theme that was reported was social media engagement, and influencer credibility and trust came next.
[bookmark: _Toc235864996][bookmark: _Toc238758410]4.3 Theme 1: Social Media Engagement Enhances Buying Behaviour but Depends on Perceived Authenticity
Table 4.3 Theme Summary
	Evidence
	Findings

	Number of supporting studies
	8 studies

	Key concepts
	Consumer engagement, interactive content, authenticity, brand relationship

	Main outcome
	Higher engagement increases purchase intention and buying behaviour among Generation Z



Consumption was the most powerful and common theme that came up in the studies chosen. Social media engagement has been shown to positively influence the buying behaviour of Generation Z, with content that is interactive, visual, relevant, and authentic (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Alalwan, 2018; Salam et al., 2024). Social media allows for an ongoing conversation of comments, likes, shares, and user-generated content, allowing consumers to become proactive in the marketing process, rather than passive receivers of advertising.
The literature suggests that engagement is not limited to online activities. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) claimed that social media brought about the shift from one-way communication to two-way communication, in which consumers can contribute to the brand discussion. Similarly, Mangold and Faulds (2009) emphasized the role of eWOM and consumers in the process of creating brand reputation. Appel et al. (2020) also determined that personalised content helps to engage the viewers by aligning with their preferences and online habits.
However, the literature reveals that engagement does not necessarily lead to immediate buying. Alalwan (2018) concluded that the positive effects of informative and entertaining content could increase purchase intention whereas Godey et al. (2016) highlighted sustained engagement as a factor for long-term brand loyalty. The results indicate that engagement is a multi-faceted concept that affects both immediate buying behavior and long-term relationships. Furthermore, authenticity is key, as Generation Z is more likely to interact with authentic, relatable, and transparent content. Therefore, relevance, authenticity and meaningful consumer engagement are the best ways to build engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc235864997][bookmark: _Toc238758411]4.4 Theme 2: Influencer Credibility Strengthens Purchase Intention Through Trust and Relatability
Table 4.4 Theme Summary
	Evidence
	Findings

	Number of supporting studies
	7 studies

	Key concepts
	Credibility, authenticity, trust, expertise, relatability

	Main outcome
	Credible and authentic influencers strengthen purchase intention by increasing consumer trust.



Another major theme among the selected studies was the credibility of the influencers. Seven studies consistently confirmed that recommendations from expert, authentic and honest influencers is the most trusted and followed by members of Generation Z among the large number of followers (De Veirman et al., 2017; Djafarova and Rushworth, 2017; Hudders et al., 2021). This means that it's not just about being popular; it's about appearing trustworthy and relatable. As such, credibility is one of the key elements to overcome before turning online recommendations into purchases.
The studies reviewed indicate that trust is built based on authenticity in communication, rather than promotion. According to Djafarova and Rushworth (2017), Generation Z consumers may believe that influencers are more credible than traditional celebrities, as influencers share their own personal experiences and lifestyle, which is relatable to the target audience. In a parallel fashion, Lee (2026) found that expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness are crucial components of the credibility of an influencer.
But there are varying perspectives on what makes for credibility. According to De Veirman et al. (2017), a large number of followers can build up trust through the endorsement and visibility. However, Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) stressed authenticity instead of popularity. The differences suggest that credibility is a multi-dimensional process and that it is built by expertise, transparency, consistency and authenticity.
Hudders et al. (2021) also cautioned that too much commercialization may diminish the authenticity of the brand or product as a result of too many posts being about other products. Additionally, Angmo and Mahajan (2024) concluded that virtual influencers may not be as authentic as human influencers due to the emotional connection consumers feel with both, which is why they are more likely to be trusted. Credibility is as much about establishing relationships as it is about communication that is relevant and consistent with behaviour rather than followers.
[bookmark: _Toc235864998][bookmark: _Toc238758412]4.5 Theme 3: Influencer Marketing Shapes Purchase Decisions Through Trust, Brand Awareness and Consumer Engagement
Table 4.5 Theme Summary
	Evidence
	Findings

	Number of supporting studies
	5 studies

	Key concepts
	Purchase intention, brand awareness, consumer trust, brand loyalty

	Main outcome
	Influencer marketing positively influences Generation Z purchase decisions through trust, engagement and increased brand awareness.



Throughout the literature, influencer marketing was found to be a key influencer in the decision-making process of Generation Z consumers. The findings of five selected studies showed that the use of influencers positively influences purchase intention in terms of brand awareness, consumer trust, and engagement with branded content (Dharma et al., 2024; Hidayatullah et al., 2025; Kaur, 2025). Besides the impact on purchases, influencer marketing can also trigger psychological reactions in consumers and create positive attitudes in consumers before purchase.
The reviewed studies demonstrate the ability to impact various parts of the buyer's journey through influencer marketing. Dharma et al. (2024) identified that influencer recommendations lower uncertainty by either demonstrating the products or providing reviews or sharing their personal experience with them, which assists consumers in assessing the quality of the product. In the same way, Kaur (2025) concluded that influencers raise the brand awareness by presenting products through engaging and relatable content. Hence, influencers can serve as information sources and promoters.
The literature generally confirms that there is a positive correlation between the use of influencer marketing and buying behaviour, but the reasons behind this correlation are not the same as those used by the researchers. Hidayatullah et al. (2025) pointed out that short videos and interactive videos on TikTok were significant variables that reduced the purchase intention, while Isler (2025) emphasized trust as an important variable. This implies that a platform's design can help to raise exposure, but credibility and authenticity are key in shaping the likelihood of recommendations having an impact on buying.
There are also reports in the literature that influencer marketing can create long relationships with consumers. Authentic influencer posts can create a stronger emotional bond with brands and drive repeat purchases, Charan (2026) found. But too many sponsorings and misleading endorsements can foster distrust. Therefore, influencer marketing must be considered as a relationship marketing tool instead of just a selling.
[bookmark: _Toc235864999][bookmark: _Toc238758413]4.6 Theme 4: Generation Z's Digital Behaviour Increases Susceptibility to Social Media and Influencer Marketing
Table 4.6 Theme Summary
	Evidence
	Findings

	Number of supporting studies
	5 studies

	Key concepts
	Digital behaviour, social media dependency, online information search, purchasing behaviour

	Main outcome
	Generation Z's digital lifestyle increases their responsiveness to social media marketing and influencer recommendations.



This was followed by the fourth major theme, which was the digital behaviour of Generation Z, that was discussed throughout the literature reviewed. According to five selected studies, Generation Z consumers spend a large portion of their purchasing process online, and thus are more inclined to accept digital marketing than previous generations (Priporas et al., 2017; Rosnerova et al., 2025; Kemppainen, 2026). Generation Z is raised on smartphones, social media, and constant internet connectivity, making digital technology an integral part of their decision-making process. Social media is thus communicating more than just a channel, but an important source of product information, brand evaluation and purchase suggestions.
The literature demonstrates that Gen Z buyers actively seek information before their buying decision. The generation that is so often associated with reviews, comparisons and UGC is known for convenience, speed and instant access to information (Priporas et al., 2017). Similarly, Rosnerova et al. (2025) discovered that peer reviews and influencer suggestions are more authentic and relevant to Gen Z than traditional advertising.
The studies all concur that social media is a force with a profound impact on Generation Z, but they come with various rationales. Kemppainen (2026) pointed to the importance of being continually exposed to digital content and dependence on online communities, whereas Priporas et al. (2017) noted technological familiarity as a result of early exposure to digital technologies. This view implies that Gen Z's digital behaviours are influenced by both technological skills and social interaction.
In addition, the literature suggests that successful marketing campaigns need to satisfy Generation Z's expectations regarding their content, which must be personalised, attractive, interactive, authentic, and transparent. To stay relevant and engaging to this ever-evolving consumer segment, organisations need to continually evolve and refine their digital strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc235865000][bookmark: _Toc238758414]4.7 Comparative Analysis of Findings
The comparative analysis reveals that while the studies took place in various countries, sectors, and social media platforms, they all indicate that social media and influencer marketing have a great impact on the purchasing behaviour of Generation Z. But the impact of influencers is subject to platform factors, type of influencers, customer confidence, and cultural context. These variances give a broader understanding of the effectiveness of digital marketing.
One of the strongest and most consistent factors that predicted purchase behaviour was consumer engagement. According to the eight studies, having interactive social media content has a positive effect on purchase intention, which promotes brand communication (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Alalwan, 2018). The two-way communication was stressed by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) and by Appel et al. (2020) who called attention to the importance of personalised content to ensure interactivity. Thus, engagement is dependent on relevance, authenticity, as well as interaction.
The effectiveness of influencers also varies. Although larger follower numbers were correlated with greater visibility and credibility (De Veirman et al., 2017), authenticity and relatability were highlighted by Djafarova and Rushworth (2017). Hudders et al. (2021) also discovered that over-commercialisation can affect authenticity. Therefore, it's the trustworthiness of people who are perceived to be honest and have actually experienced something, rather than popularity.
There are also platform differences to be found when comparing. Other studies highlighted the use of Instagram's visual storytelling and collaborations with influencers, whereas Hidayatullah et al. (2025) identified TikTok's short-form videos and personalised algorithms as effective for purchase intention. There were also geographical variations, with some studies in emerging markets finding that relationships between influencer marketing and purchase intention are stronger. In conclusion, while there are variations across the board, the data all point to the conclusion that social media and social influencers have a significant impact on Gen Z purchasing habits. 
[bookmark: _Toc235865001][bookmark: _Toc238758415]4.8 Linking Findings to the Conceptual Framework
The results of this systematic literature research are found to be good support of the conceptual framework presented in Chapter Two. It was suggested that the framework would affect Generation Z's buying behaviour through social media and influencer marketing, by consumer engagement, influencer credibility, authenticity and trust. Thematic analysis shows that these variables are closely related to each other and all of them are able to explain the consumer purchasing decision.
Theme One shows that social media marketing can impact consumer buying behaviour by engaging them in interaction, customisation of content, and consumer engagement. This directly addresses the first research objective which is to look into the effect of social media marketing on the purchasing behaviour of Generation Z. The results validate that engagement is a crucial path linking the engagement of digital marketing activities to purchase intention.
Theme Two also contributes to Research Objective 1, demonstrating that the credibility of influencers is more about trust, authenticity and relatability than about popularity. The more consumers feel that influencers are knowledgeable, transparent, and genuine, the more likely they will be to accept their recommendations. Therefore, trust is a key intermediary between influencer marketing and consumer actions.
The focus of Theme Three directly tackles the Research Objective 2 – Influencer Marketing and Generation Z Purchase Decisions. The results indicate that the use of influencers in advertising can generate brand awareness, improve purchase intention and promote buying behaviour, especially if the influencers are seen as credible. Thus, engagement, trust, and authenticity all play a role in purchase intention.
Lastly, theme Four focuses on Research Objective 3 to emphasize the high levels of digital behaviour among Generation Z. Consumers are actively looking for product information, are checking out influencer recommendations, and are interacting with online content before purchase. It's these actions that explain how social media and influencer marketing are so effective in reaching the Generation Z consumer.
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Figure 5: Theme Relationship Model, Source: (Made by Author)
[bookmark: _Toc235865002][bookmark: _Toc238758416]4.9 Chapter Summary
The chapter summarised the results of the systematic literature review by synthesising the evidence found in 25 peer-reviewed studies related to the impact of social media marketing and influencer marketing on the consumer buying behaviour of Generation Z. Four analytical themes emerged from the review: social media engagement, influencer credibility and trust, influencer marketing and purchase decisions, and Generation Z's digital behaviour. The results show that consumer engagement, authenticity, and trust are the most important processes via which digital marketing affects purchase intention and buying behaviour. The comparative analysis also showed that despite differences in the effectiveness of marketing using different platforms and types of influencers, consumer decisions are always influenced by trust and authentic communication.


[bookmark: _Toc233229747][bookmark: _Toc238758417]Chapter 5: Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc233229748][bookmark: _Toc238758418]5.1 Introduction
This chapter explains the results provided in Chapter Four and gives them meaning considering the research objectives, research questions, the literature available, and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB). The results showed that there were four key themes: social media marketing and consumer engagement, influencer credibility and trust, influencer marketing and purchase decisions, and Generation Z digital behaviour. These themes show that social media marketing and influencer marketing play a vital role in consumer buying behaviour of Generation Z. The critical aspects of consumer reaction to digital marketing activities included trust, credibility, authenticity, and engagement. This chapter clarifies the contribution of these findings to the study of consumer behaviour and discusses whether the findings correspond to those of the past study. The conceptual framework and theoretical bases of the study are also assessed in the discussion. Lastly, the chapter addresses every research question and offers a more in-depth interpretation of the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc233229749][bookmark: _Toc238758419]5.2 Discussion of Research Question 1
How does social media marketing influence Generation Z consumer buying behaviour?
The findings indicate that social media marketing positively impacts the purchasing behaviour of Generation Z by enhancing brand-consumer relationships, brand awareness and engagement. Social media also allows for personalised marketing experiences, which help foster consumer-brand relationships and positively impact purchase intent. This connection does not necessarily apply as not all platforms are effective, depending on consumer motivations and interactions. So, social media marketing shouldn't be considered as a surefire way to create buying responses.
Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) state that social media users proactively produce and share content with others rather than merely passively consume information. This is backed by the regular use of likes, comments, shares and discussions of branded content by Generation Z. However, not every engagement leads to sales – consumers may use social media for entertainment, for socialisation and/or for information. So too do trust and perceived value have an impact on buying decisions.
According to Mangold and Faulds (2009), social media has revolutionized marketing communication, providing consumers with greater power over brand messages with the creation of user-generated content. The results corroborate this, revealing that reviews and interaction with consumers have an impact on product evaluations and buying decisions. But engagement is not one-dimensional – not only observable behaviours but also emotional engagement.
The findings also align with the study conducted by Alalwan (2018) that revealed the positive relationship between social media marketing and purchase intention. However, it's important to know about the differences between platforms. Instagram and TikTok are more about visual, interactive and emotional content, while Facebook and LinkedIn are more information and connection-centric. In this regard, the effectiveness of the marketing can differ from platform to platform.
As highlighted by Appel et al. (2020), personalised marketing is crucial, and the review also indicates that personalised content can enhance consumer interest and engagement. But too much personalisation can lead to privacy issues and loss of consumer confidence. Godey et al. (2016) also discovered that social media marketing can help to reinforce engagement and brand loyalty, but engagement doesn't necessarily equate to sales.
[bookmark: _Toc233229750][bookmark: _Toc238758420]5.3 Discussion of Research Question 2
How does influencer marketing affect Generation Z purchase decisions?
The findings indicate that the influence of the influencers has a significant impact on the purchasing process of Generation Z consumers, including on consumer trust, brand preference and purchase intention. Influencers are information sources, opinion leaders and role models that affect consumers' attitudes towards products and services. But it's not just about being popular; there are other factors that make influencer marketing effective, such as being genuine, credible, transparent, and having an influencer-follower relationship.
De Veirman et al. (2017) have discovered that influencers with larger fan bases can create more brand exposure and have a more positive impact on consumers' attitudes. The relationship is generally confirmed by this review – the more popular the influencers, the more conspicuous. But it is not always easy to create effective content, as the more commercial the content, the less authentic it may seem and less trust may be gained from consumers.
The results also corroborate Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) who reported that authenticity is one of the key factors that influence the development of consumer trust. Generation Z consumers appreciate influencers who are authentic and share their experiences and opinions. This authenticity can help ease consumer scepticism and enhance emotional connections, making recommendations more compelling.
Moreover, Hudders et al. (2021) propose that too much sponsorship may lead to the loss of the influencer's credibility and consumer trust. The review, however, says sponsored content doesn't have to be a failure. Influencers can be involved in business partnerships as long as they are legitimate and fit the products they are promoting. So, the importance of the balance between commercial activity and authenticity is very important.
Similarly, Kaur (2025) and Dharma et al. (2024) found that there was a positive correlation between influencer marketing and Generation Z's buying intention. The results also indicate that micro-influencers could sometimes be more effective than macro-influencers as they have stronger parasocial relationships, feel more authentic and have more closer contact with followers. Macro-influencers are more likely to reach a broader audience and gain visibility, and their larger following can lead to less personal connection and engagement. Reach, authenticity, credibility, transparency, engagement and relationship quality are all vital factors that contribute to the effectiveness of an influencer. Therefore, companies need to choose influencers who fit their audience and are trustworthy, not necessarily those with a high number of followers.
[bookmark: _Toc233229751][bookmark: _Toc238758421]5.4 Discussion of Research Question 3
What factors influence Generation Z responses to social media and influencer marketing?
Trust, credibility, authenticity, engagement, and social proof were the five factors that came up in the findings as significant influencers of Generation Z's reactions to social media and influencer marketing. All of these were reported in the studies reviewed and all of these have an effect on consumer attitudes and purchasing.
The most influential factor was “trust”. Lee (2026) believes that source credibility is heavily dependent on trust, because people trust information from trustworthy sources. The results of our research indicate this, as we found that consumers trust brands and influencers and are more likely to be interested in product recommendations when they are from a trusted brand or influencer.
It is also important to express credibility and authenticity. Professionalism, honesty, reliability and transparency are all the deciding factors for consumers who look at influencers and brands. Authenticity can enhance consumer trust (Djafarova and Rushworth, 2017) and too much commercialisation can diminish authenticity and credibility (Hudders et al., 2021). Therefore, authenticity enhances credibility and consequently, trust.
These connections are further enhanced by engagement and social proof. Content interaction can generate deeper emotional brand and influencer connections, and reviews, recommendations, and social online discussions act as social proof for purchasing. Salam et al. (2024) also highlighted the need for personalised and interactive digital experiences, which are preferred by Generation Z.
[bookmark: _Toc233229752][bookmark: _Toc238758422]5.5 Discussion of Research Question 4
What themes and patterns emerge from existing literature?
Four broad themes were identified in the current body of literature: social media marketing and consumer engagement, influencer credibility and trust, influencer marketing and consumer purchasing decisions, and online behaviour of Gen Z. These themes are tightly intertwined and all together account for the effect that digital marketing has on Gen Z's buying behaviours.
Social media platforms allow consumers to actively produce, share and review content, instead of passively receiving marketing messages. This communication is further reinforced by the authentic and relatable interactions with influencers. Engagement can also contribute to trust and trust can boost influencers' and brands' credibility perceptions, which increases the likelihood of buying. As such, these themes should be considered as complementary and not separate variables.
The four themes are present in all studies, but there are varying opinions on the relative importance of each. Some say that consumer engagement is the primary motivator in purchasing behaviour, while others stress the importance of trust and authenticity due to the fact that engagement doesn't always lead to purchases. Such disparities could be due to the research setting, consumer characteristics, and social media platforms.
Areas that need further research are also highlighted. Most research in this area has been conducted on traditional influencer marketing and the mainstream social media platforms; there is limited research on AI-generated influencers, live commerce, social commerce and the rapidly evolving recommendation algorithms.
[bookmark: _Toc233229753][bookmark: _Toc238758423]5.6 Discussion Through the Theory of Planned Behaviour
Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) developed the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) which was later further developed by Ajzen (1991) to explain consumer behaviour. TPB suggests that there are three key determinants: attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. The results align with these elements, as social media and influencer marketing can foster positive attitudes, boost social influence, and enhance consumers' confidence in making purchases.
Social media marketing is a powerful tool that can positively impact your attitudes by delivering personalised, engaging and informative content. Positive brand experiences and recommendations from influencers can positively impact product evaluations and purchase intentions. Subjective norms are also noticeable since Generation Z consumers are greatly affected by influencers, online communities, and peer communications. Social media can also enhance the perceived behavioural control by offering a quick and easy way to access product information, reviews, comparisons and purchasing, minimising uncertainty when making a purchasing decision. Thus, TPB helps understand the cognitive evaluation and social influence.
However, TPB is not enough to understand digital consumer behaviour. Purchases through social media may be emotional, impulsive, fun, time-limited, and may be influenced by appearance, whereas rational and planned purchases are a major part of the theory. Consumers can also be impacted by influencers' personality, emotion and algorithmic recommendations without prior purchase intent. While these digital mechanisms are not directly referenced in the original TPB framework, they are included in this approach.
So, TPB is still useful, but adding in the concepts of trust and authenticity can be helpful. When individuals communicate in an authentic way, it generates trust, which leads to a greater sense of influencer and brand credibility and makes marketing messages more convincing. Together with TPB, these factors offer a more complete understanding of the impact of social media and influencer marketing on the buying decisions of Generation Z in today's digital world.
[bookmark: _Toc233229754][bookmark: _Toc238758424]5.7 Discussion of the Conceptual Framework
The findings confirm the conceptual framework outlined in Chapter Two as the social media marketing and influencer marketing positively impacts Generation Z's buying behaviour via trust and credibility. Marketing activities impact consumers' perceptions of brands as well as influencers, and these perceptions then drive purchase intentions and actions. This underlines the role of trust as a key link between digital marketing activities and consumer choices.
The analyzed research indicates that authenticity is one of many important factors in building trust. According to Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) and De Veirman et al. (2017), consumers are more inclined to believe messages, personal experiences and values that are honest and consistent from influencers. Real communication leads to less scepticism and greater perceived credibility. Therefore, authenticity is one of the factors that may be regarded as an important antecedent to trust.
The findings further suggest that engagement with consumers aids in credibility. Consumers get to know a brand and influencer through regular exposure, comments, shares, discussions and more. This experience can help build credibility and trust. But when the content is too commercial and not authentic, it may not result in a positive response. So, interaction is best facilitated by real communication.
Overall, the variables are not independent relationships but rather part of an interdependent process. Marketing activities promote engagement, engagement promotes credibility, authenticity promotes trust, and trust and credibility promote purchasing intentions and purchasing behaviour. In this review, the conceptual framework is expanded to show how authenticity and engagement build trust and credibility. This gives a full picture of the impact of digital marketing on the purchasing decision of Generation Z.
[bookmark: _Toc233229755][bookmark: _Toc238758425]5.8 Chapter Summary
In this chapter, the findings were discussed and their relationship to literature, the conceptual framework and the Theory of Planned Behaviour was established. The discussion has shown how social media marketing and influencer marketing can have a profound impact on buying behaviour of Generation Z. The most powerful factors came out to be trust, credibility, authenticity, engagement and social proof. The findings were also found consistent with the suggested conceptual framework and TPB.


[bookmark: _Toc233229756][bookmark: _Toc238758426]Chapter 6: Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc233229757][bookmark: _Toc238758427]6.1 Introduction
This chapter gives the conclusions of the research and points out the major contributions of the research. The chapter reflects on the research process, the key findings, and their implications to theory and practice. In addition, recommendations for businesses, limitations of the study, and suggestions for future research are presented. The paper reviewed how social media marketing and influencer marketing impacted Generation Z consumer buying behaviour using a systematic literature review. The findings are informative in terms of their understanding the effects of digital marketing strategies on consumer attitudes, purchase intentions, and buying decisions in modern online contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc233229758][bookmark: _Toc238758428]6.2 Summary of the Study
This research aimed to explore the impact of social media marketing and influencer marketing on the purchasing behaviour of Gen Z. A methodology known as systematic literature review (SLR) was used to identify and select academic studies that were relevant. According to the PRISMA guidelines, the following steps were followed: The findings were analysed thematically and compared to identify similarities and differences between the two. The main themes that emerged were: Social media marketing improving consumer engagement, awareness and brand communication; influencer credibility, authenticity and trust and the impact of influencer marketing on consumer purchase intent, brand preference and purchasing behaviour, Generation Z digital behaviour and dependence on social media when making purchasing decisions. In summary, the results showed that trust, credibility, authenticity, engagement, and social influence are significant factors to understand how social media and influencer marketing affect the consumer behaviour of Generation Z.
[bookmark: _Toc233229759][bookmark: _Toc238758429]6.3 Conclusions
Objective 1: To Examine the Influence of Social Media Marketing on Generation Z Consumer Buying Behaviour
The findings reveal that the social media marketing has a high impact on the buying behaviour of Generation Z. Social media offers a platform for organisations to directly interact with consumers and build engaging interactions. More engagement leads to more brand awareness, better customer relations and a positive impact on purchase intent. The results align with past studies that have indicated that interactive and personalised content leads to positive consumer responses (Alalwan, 2018). Therefore, social media marketing has emerged an important marketing tool for organizations, which can attract Generation Z consumers.
Objective 2: To Evaluate the Impact of Influencer Marketing on Generation Z Purchase Decisions
The findings indicate that influencer marketing is an important factor influencing Gen Z buying habits. When it comes to influencing consumer perception and behavior, influencers offer product information, give recommendations, and offer social validation. Influencer content is a key way that consumers check out products and brands. The research revealed that influencers have a positive effect on the purchase intention, brand perception and purchasing behaviour. The results align with those of De Veirman et al. (2017) who highlighted the power of SM influencers on consumers' attitudes and behaviours.
Objective 3: To Identify Factors Influencing Generation Z Consumer Responses
The findings revealed some key factors that affect Generation Z's attitudes towards digital marketing activities. The most important factors found were trust, authenticity, credibility, engagement, and social proof. Generation Z consumers are looking for authentic and sincere communication. They tend to respond better to content that is realistic and believable. In addition, social media interaction can improve the emotional bond with brands and impact buying choices. These results show consumers' reactions are not just a result of exposure to marketing content, but psychological and social factors also play a role.
Objective 4: To Examine the Role of Trust and Credibility in Consumer Behaviour
The study revealed that the three most important factors in social media marketing, influencer marketing and Generation Z's buying behaviour are trust, credibility and authenticity. Customers are more inclined to believe the recommendations of genuine and reliable influencers. Authenticity builds trust, and credibility engenders consumers' desire to interact with marketing and product offerings. The research also revealed that social media and influencer marketing are best used when they are combined rather than used alone. While social media and popular influencers might help generate short-term consumer reactions, it will not be enough unless marketing messages are authentic, relevant and trustworthy. The integrated perspective that this dissertation provides, highlighting the relationship between authenticity, trust, credibility, and engagement to shape the purchasing behavior of Generation Z, is a significant contribution.
[bookmark: _Toc233229760][bookmark: _Toc238758430]6.4 Theoretical Implications
The findings of this study will contribute to the academic knowledge by supporting and extending the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) by Ajzen (1991). The results indicated that social media marketing and influencer marketing not only affect the attitude and subjective norms of Generation Z, but also their behavioural intention, which in turn has an impact on their purchasing behaviour. Influencers are opinion leaders who inform consumers about their expectations and perceptions of products, while social media offers access to product information and reviews and provides ease of buying.
Nevertheless, the research findings indicate that conventional TPB cannot completely account for digital consumers' behavior in the modern era, as it fails to account for the role of trust, authenticity, influencer credibility and digital interaction. Generation Z not only decodes and interprets marketing messages from a rational perspective, but also on a level of perceived honesty, transparency and relationship quality. These factors may affect consumers before they form their behavioural intentions, and can thus impact their buying behaviour.
It also emphasizes the importance of consistent social media engagement, tailored recommendations, and collaborative communication with influencers, which can gradually foster consumer trust and engagement. Thus, digital consumer behaviour also includes relationship-based and emotional processes that will not be completely captured by attitude, subjective norm and PBC.
Therefore, this study suggests adding two additional constructs: trust and authenticity to the TPB model. These factors do not contradict the original variables of the TPB, but complement their explanatory power and offer a more comprehensive explanation of Generation Z's reactions to digital marketing activities. The study generally ties in traditional behaviour theory with current digital marketing concepts and gives a longer and more theoretical explanation of the consumer buying behaviours in the social media environment.
[bookmark: _Toc233229761][bookmark: _Toc238758431]6.5 Practical Recommendations
The findings recommend some practical tips for organisations and marketers looking to better utilise social media and influencers to better appeal to Generation Z buyers.
The first thing organisations should do is not base their choice of influencers on the number of followers, but rather on their engagement, authenticity, credibility, values, content quality and fit with their target market. Labeling sponsored content and building relationships with influencers over the long-term can help build transparency, trust and consumer relationships.
Secondly, the marketing content should be accurate, honest and transparent. Leverage social proof, customer reviews, and testimonials provided by users to build credibility and trust. Promptly addressing customer feedback and ensuring clear communication can boost customer trust even further.
Thirdly, businesses should focus on short video formats such as TikTok and Instagram Reels since it is a video platforms that are very relevant to Generation Z, with influencers selected based on the interests and demographics of their audience, and the performance of a campaign monitored through engagement, CTR, conversion rate, and ROI.
Fourth, organisations have a duty to use consumer data responsibly and sensibly to offer a more personalised experience whilst taking care of privacy, ethics and consent. AI recommendations should be relevant, but not too intrusive.
Finally, organisations must set up measurable KPIs, such as engagement, audience growth, conversion, retention, brand sentiment, and ROMI. Regular performance tracking can be used to determine what works, enhance future efforts, and create a strong partnership with Generation Z consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc233229762][bookmark: _Toc238758432]6.6 Limitations of the Study
The following caveats need to be taken into account when making interpretations in this study. First, the systematic literature review (SLR) was based on secondary data only, and primary data was not obtained directly from the Generation Z consumers. Thus, the results are reliant on the quality and methodology of the studies that were reviewed. Second, the choice of academic databases may have resulted in publication bias because unpublished and non-significant studies and research were not included. Grey literature, including industry reports, conference papers and dissertations, was excluded, except for these. Third, only English-language studies were included, which may restrict the extent to which the results can be applied in other languages. Most of the studies reviewed were cross-sectional, which limits the interpretation of causality and temporal trends. In addition, the dynamic nature of social media platforms and algorithms can render some information obsolete. Lastly, the limitations of time may have contributed to not including the latest research.
[bookmark: _Toc233229763][bookmark: _Toc238758433]6.7 Recommendations for Future Research
The limitation is that future studies ought to explore more on how social media marketing and influencer marketing affect Generation Z consumer buying behaviour by filling the gap found in this review. Primary empirical studies of Generation Z consumers would help offer greater insights into consumer attitudes and purchasing behaviour within various online platforms. Cross-cultural comparisons should also be done in future studies to investigate the effect of cultural differences on consumer reactions to social media marketing and influencer marketing. Longitudinal research would be useful in learning how consumer behaviour would vary with time as digital technologies, marketing strategies, and platform algorithms keep on changing. Moreover, one should focus more on such aspects of digital marketing practice as AI influencers, virtual influencers, live commerce, and social commerce that gain more and more importance. They should also explore how new social media and types of content affect consumer trust, interaction, and purchase intention. Lastly, the role of ethical AI-based personalisation, algorithm-based suggestions, and the development of privacy issues on consumer behaviour should be investigated in future research to give a more in-depth view of online marketing success in highly dynamic online markets.
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