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[bookmark: _xgjt387dkgqd][bookmark: _Toc222143692]1. Introduction / Background / Research Problem 
The fashion industry of the United Kingdom is one of the largest along with the most competitive retail sectors in recent times that contributes massively to the national employment and economy. The industry is mostly characterized by its fast-changing customer choices, short product life cycles, and intense competition among both the international and domestic brands. In the past few years, digitalization has transformed the way that fashion brands operate, communicate, and engage with consumers, especially through the online platforms and the social media channels (Casciani et al. 2022). The gradual growth of various social media platforms including Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube has led to the rise of the social media influencer marketing as a significant promotional strategy in the fashion industry. Influencers also act as the option leaders who create fashion-based content as well as influence followers’ attitudes, trust, and purchasing decisions. 
Compared to traditional advertising, influencer marketing is sometimes perceived as more authentic and relatable that makes it particularly reliable in reaching younger audiences. Among all the different customer segments, Generation Z has become significant in terms of the fashion retailers in the United Kingdom. Gen Z customers are native digitally and also engage hugely on social media and mostly depend on the influencer suggestions when discovering fashion brands and their products (Sun et al. 2022). This generation always values authenticity, transparency, and social proof and sometimes sceptical of traditional advertising. As a result, the influencer's trust and credibility play an important role to shape their buying behaviour. 
In online marketing, the factor of trust is an important factor that defines consumer decisions. The role of trust lies in the effect of consumers on brand message evaluation, product quality, and purchase intention. In influencer marketing, trust is highly interconnected with such characteristics of an influencer as expertise, credibility, and relatability (Garg and Bakshi, 2024). Once trust has been built, the consumers will find it easier to interact with branded content and transform this interaction into the actual buying of products. Zara, which is one of the top fast-fashion retailers in the UK, serves as a good case study to consider these dynamics with. 
Zara engages in influencer partnerships and social media as a form of advertising its products and keeping the brand visible among younger buyers. In addition, in the current influencer marketing, a small amount of empirical information is available about the role of influencers in influencing the trust and consumer purchasing behaviour of Gen Z in the UK fashion issue. Hence, this research is supported by the requirement to address this gap by considering Zara as a case study and providing not only theoretical but also practical implications to fashion marketers who can achieve a closer involvement of Gen Z consumers.
[bookmark: _ps5u0en9m969][bookmark: _Toc222143693]2. Research Aim, Objectives, and Research Questions 
[bookmark: _ofkblk5mqbhx][bookmark: _Toc222143694]2.1 Research Aim
The aim of this research is to examine the influence of social media influencers on Gen Z consumers’ trust and buying behaviour in the UK fashion industry, with specific reference to Zara.
[bookmark: _yt26mlpl4fkr][bookmark: _Toc222143695]2.2 Research Objectives
1. To analyse the role of social media influencers in shaping Gen Z consumers’ trust towards Zara in the UK fashion market.
2. To evaluate the impact of influencer marketing on Gen Z’s purchasing decisions and buying behaviour for Zara products.
3. To identify the key influencer characteristics that most significantly affect trust and purchase intention among Gen Z consumers in the UK.
[bookmark: _aqga7osq7ism][bookmark: _Toc222143696]2.3 Research Questions
1. How do social media influencers influence Gen Z consumers’ trust towards Zara in the UK fashion market?
2. What extent does influencer marketing impact Gen Z consumers’ purchasing decisions and buying behaviour for Zara products in the UK?
3. Which influencer characteristics have the maximum impact on Gen Z consumers’ trust and purchase intention towards Zara in the UK?
[bookmark: _nl2jcs2vbjfv][bookmark: _Toc222143697]3. Preliminary Literature Search 
[bookmark: _5uxlfbclibwh][bookmark: _Toc222143698]3.1 Social Media Influencer Marketing
Social media influencer marketing mainly refers to a promotional strategy in which the brands collaborate with the individuals who have developed credibility and a proper following on the social media platforms in order to influence the customer behaviour and attitudes. Influencers are sometimes perceived as the opinion leaders who shape the perceptions of the audience through the content creation, recommendations, and personal storytelling. Instead of the traditional celebrities, social media influencers always tend to build closer as well as highly interactive relationships with their followers that improves the perceived trust and authenticity. Influencers are commonly divided based on the size of their audiences. In this context, mega influencers mostly have their 1 million followers and are sometimes celebrities with wide reach thus a less rate of engagement. Macro influencers have between 100,000 and one million followers and they also balance reach with credibility (Ali et al. 2023). On the other hand, Micro-influencers (10,000–100,000 followers) and nano-influencers (fewer than 10,000 followers) mainly achieve higher engagement levels and also are perceived as more trustworthy and relatable. 
Current studies recommended that the micro- and nano-influencers are especially effective to influence younger customers because of their perceived authenticity. In the fashion sector, influencer marketing has now become an important communication tool and fashion brands use influencers to represent products, communicate brand values, and create trend-based content towards various platforms including Instagram and TikTok (Minatto et al. 2023). Along with that, influencer marketing allows fashion brands to reach the target audiences in a visually appealing and socially engaging manner. Therefore, its overall effectiveness relies on the factors including influencer–brand fit, content authenticity, and audience trust that keeps significant areas in terms of the other academic investigation. 
[bookmark: _t79hku2dj86y][bookmark: _Toc222143699]3.2 Gen Z Consumer Behaviour
Generation Z shows a cohort of the customers who have grown up in an entirely digital environment that makes them hugely comfortable with social media platforms and technology. Gen Z are characterised through short attention spans, choices for the visual content as well as a strong dependence on peer-based insights (Hudders, 2025). They are also more socially conscious and also expect brands in order to describe transparency, ethical behaviour, and authenticity. Social media plays an important role to shape the customer behaviour of Gen Z. Platforms including Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube are not used in terms of the entertainment purpose thus also for the product discovery, brand evaluation, and purchase decision-making. However, Gen Z customers effectively follow influencers for fashion inspiration, styling ideas, and product recommendations. As a result, influencer-based content sometimes holds more persuasive power as compared to the traditional advertising messages. In the context of the purchasing habits, Gen Z customers are mostly to engage in online shopping and mobile-oriented purchasing. 
They sometimes compare the prices, read reviews and want validation from the influencer before making the buying decisions. This generation also describes lower brand loyalty as compared to the previous generations that means their purchasing decisions might be influenced properly by trusted influencers instead of the long-term brand attachment. In the context of the fashion retail industry, the behaviour of Gen Z highlights the significance of digital engagement and trust building strategies (Kovács and Keresztes, 2024). Brands that mostly fail to connect with Gen Z through related and proper influencer partnership risk losing the competitiveness in an increasingly digital marketplace.
[bookmark: _jskvag5fosiq][bookmark: _Toc222143700]3.3 Trust and Source Credibility
Online consumer behaviour relies on trust more than anything, especially when it comes to digital and social media platforms where consumers do not have direct contact with the products and the brands. Consumer trust can be described as the conviction that a brand or a source of information is sound, truthful, and in a position to deliver as per its promises (Lakho et al. 2023). Trust helps in the interpretation of the promotional content by the consumer and inducing actions that are led by the recommendations on influencer marketing. Source Credibility Theory is one of the most common theories of reasoning about the communication and persuasiveness because the concept states that the persuasiveness of a message lies in the perceived credibility of the source. Credibility is usually assessed on three dimensions namely: expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness. 
Perceived influencers are more trusted and should be seen to have influence on an audience as those who are considered learned, truthful and preferable. The other concept that is of relevance is the concept of parasocial interactions, which explains the one-sided emotional bonds of viewers towards media personalities, which include such social media influencers. The closeness can be established through the regular exposure and personal storytelling, interactive content through which followers might feel close to influencers (Chung et al. 2023). This perceived connection builds trust and a high probability of followers taking suggestions of the influencers as sincere advice and not as marketing money.
[bookmark: _Toc222143701]3.4 Influencer Impact on Buying Behaviour
Buying behaviour in marketing research sometimes focuses on the purchase intention that refers to a customer's choice to buy a product and the brand engagement that includes likes, comments, shares, and brand-related interactions. Influencer marketing has been represented to positively impact both the outcomes, especially among the young customers. Available empirical studies show that the influencer endorsements may gain brand awareness, enhance brand attitudes as well as simulate purchase intentions (Herrando et al. 2022). In addition, influencers can reduce the overall risks through delivering the product descriptions, reviews, and personal experiences that might be influential in fashion purchasing decisions. When customers trust the influencer, they are mostly to translate positive attitudes into the actual buying behaviour. 
Apart from that, research also recommends that the influencer-brand combination plays a vital role to influence the buying behaviour. When a personal image of an influencer links with the identity of the brand, customers perceive the promotion as more effective that leads to a higher engagement and better purchase intention (Yu et al. 2023). Therefore, higher sponsored content or the lack of transparency can impact negatively to the consumer trust and also reduce the overall effectiveness. Thus, many studies ensure that the positive relationship between the buying behaviour and influencer marketing results can rely on the platform, influencer type, and consumer demographics that shows the requirements for a more context-based research. 
[bookmark: _lqtgk83t5hx9][bookmark: _Toc222143702]3.5 Research Gap
Although there is an increasing literature on the topic of social media influencer marketing, there are a number of limitations. Most of the available literature has been general and looks at the effects of influencers in various industries with no particular emphasis on the fashion industry (Tiwari et al. 2024). In addition, a good part of the research is carried out on non-UK platforms, restricting the generalizability of the study to the UK fashion market. Along with that, although Generation Z can be seen as a major consumer segment, the available empirical studies have been rather profoundly insufficient to explore the trust generation in the specific context of influencer marketing among the UK-based Gen Z buyers. The literature in question tends to examine the purchase intention without paying enough attention to the mediating effect of trust and the characteristics of influence. We also have a gap in case studies concerning specific brands, in this case, fast-fashion stores like Zara. Underground knowledge into the impact of influencer marketing on trust and purchasing behaviour in a given brand environment could give more practicable and actionable information to the marketers. Thus, this paper will fill in these gaps by looking at how influencers on social media can drive the trust and purchase behaviour of Gen Z in the UK fashion sector, by giving specific attention to Zara as a case study.
[bookmark: _h1cyyqcbbuol][bookmark: _Toc222143703]4. Research Methodology 
[bookmark: _i045hpp81v1q][bookmark: _Toc222143704]4.1 Research Philosophy 
The research will mainly be guided through an interpretivist philosophy that focuses on understanding social phenomena through the adoption of existing knowledge, experiences, and meanings. Along with that, interpretivism is effective for this study as it helps the researcher in order to explore the way that trust, influencer credibility, and consumer perceptions are discussed along with interpretation within the available literature. Since the customer trust and behaviour are subjective and socially constructed concepts, an interpretivist perspective supports a better and a more contextual understanding of the influencer marketing in the fashion sector (Yao et al. 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc222143705]4.2 Research Approach 
A deductive research approach will be taken in this research. The deductive approach begins with the developed theories and other concepts including the source credibility theory and parasocial interaction as well as examines the way these are shown in the existing research on the influencer marketing and Gen Z behaviour. By reviewing and also analyzing previous studies, the researcher wants to evaluate in the way theoretical frameworks describe the relationship between the influencers, trust, and buying behaviour within the United Kingdom fashion context. 
[bookmark: _f0cp5ox7mnp2][bookmark: _Toc222143706]4.3 Research Design 
This study will be considered an exploratory research design with a study targeting Zara. Qualitative case study design will help the researcher put the practices of influencer marketing in context in a particular brand and industry. This design will be appropriate to acquire detailed information on how influencer strategies are perceived and discussed in respect to trust and consumer behaviour without the use of primary data collection.
[bookmark: _9ykbtioxn74v][bookmark: _Toc222143707]4.3 Data Collection Methods
Data collection method refers to the way to gather data and information to conduct research effectively (Ganesha and Aithal, 2022). In this study, the required data will be gathered through the secondary qualitative method. This includes various resources such as peer-reviewed academic journals, books, industry reports, marketing case studies, and credible online publications relevant to influencer marketing, Gen Z consumer behaviour, and the fashion industry.  In addition, databases including Google Scholar, Emerald and ScienceDirect will be used in order to determine related and reliable resources. In addition, the inclusion criteria will focus on studies published within the last 5 years and those are related to the United Kingdom or comparable fashion markets.
[bookmark: _ic8o0ea8a2xd][bookmark: _Toc222143708]4.4 Data Analysis Techniques
Thematic analysis will be used in the analysis of the collected secondary data. This includes the process of identifying, classifying and interpreting recurrent themes associated with the qualities of an influencer, formation of trust and consumer purchasing behaviour. Thematic analysis makes the researcher able to integrate the results of various resources and interconnect them with available theories (Naeem et al. 2023). The method adds credibility and richness to the qualitative knowledge obtained using the literature.
[bookmark: _wgbek3703xj1][bookmark: _Toc222143709]4.5 Ethical Considerations
The research is based exclusively on the secondary qualitative information, and no human subjects are directly engaged, which minimizes the chances of moral hazard. The only academic and industry sources that will be utilized are those that are publicly available, and that are also ethically obtained. Special caution will be exercised to interpret and present any findings in existence without any distortion and selection bias. The study will be conducted in accordance with institutional ethical principles; therefore transparency, objectivity and academic integrity will be full-filled in the study.
[bookmark: _od5i5ogha5qa][bookmark: _Toc222143710]5. Risks 
	Risk Description
	Likelihood
	Impact
	Risk Level

	Limited availability of recent or UK-specific studies on Gen Z and influencer marketing
	Medium
	Medium
	Moderate

	Bias within secondary sources
	Medium
	High
	High

	Over-reliance on theoretical perspectives
	Low
	Medium
	Low

	Misinterpretation of existing data
	Low
	High
	Moderate

	Time constraints in collecting and analysing secondary data
	Medium
	Medium
	Moderate


Table 1: Risks
(Source: Self-developed)
[bookmark: _w321bowsm4d4][bookmark: _Toc222143711]6. Timeline (Gantt Chart)
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Figure 1: Gantt Chart
(Source: Self-developed)
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