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ABSTRACT
Social media has become an important strategic communication channel through which food and beverage organisations interact with consumers, develop customer relationships and encourage voluntary brand promotion. However, while organisations increasingly invest in social media marketing, engagement indicators such as likes, comments, shares and followers do not necessarily translate into meaningful brand advocacy. This study therefore examines the impact of social media engagement on brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage industry, addressing a research gap concerning how digital interactions encourage consumers to recommend, support, defend and voluntarily promote brands. The study specifically seeks to identify important social media engagement factors and analyse how these factors contribute to brand advocacy within the UK context.
The research adopts an interpretivist philosophy and uses a secondary-data multiple-case-study strategy. Five organisations operating within the UK food and beverage market Innocent Drinks, BrewDog, Oatly UK, Greggs and Premier Foods are examined. Evidence is obtained from academic literature, organisational publications, social media content, industry reports, business publications and marketing case studies. The data are examined through systematic within-case analysis and cross-case synthesis, supported by data triangulation to strengthen the credibility and consistency of the findings. The analytical process considers recurring patterns involving conversational interaction, humour, user-generated content, community participation, electronic word-of-mouth, brand activism and consumer loyalty.
The findings demonstrate an overall positive relationship between meaningful social media engagement and brand advocacy. Engagement is particularly effective when consumers are provided with opportunities to participate actively rather than simply receive promotional messages. Humour, community involvement, cultural relevance, sustainability values, user participation, authentic communication and real-time responsiveness emerged as important mechanisms encouraging consumers to share content, participate in conversations, recommend brands and engage in positive electronic word-of-mouth. However, the findings also establish that engagement does not automatically generate positive advocacy. Its effectiveness depends considerably on authenticity, trust and consistency between organisations' social media communication and their wider corporate behaviour. Cases involving BrewDog and Oatly demonstrate that high engagement can increase reputational exposure when organisational actions or claims conflict with consumer expectations.
The study concludes that UK food and beverage organisations should move beyond conventional engagement metrics and concentrate on meaningful participation, community relationships, recommendations, user-generated content and behavioural outcomes. Social media engagement can therefore represent a valuable strategic capability for developing brand advocacy and sustainable competitive advantage when supported by authentic, responsive and consumer-centred communication. The research contributes context-specific insights into the engagement–advocacy relationship and provides practical guidance for managers seeking to transform passive social media audiences into active brand advocates.
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	Term
	Brief Definition

	Brand Advocacy
	Voluntary consumer behaviour involving recommending, supporting, defending, or promoting a brand to others.

	Social Media Engagement
	Consumer interaction with brands through likes, comments, shares, reviews, and other online activities. 

	Consumer Brand Engagement
	Cognitive, emotional, and behavioural involvement of consumers with a brand.

	Electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM)
	Online sharing of opinions, reviews, recommendations, and experiences about a brand.

	User-Generated Content (UGC)
	Brand-related content created and shared voluntarily by consumers.

	Brand Responsiveness
	The ability of a brand to respond promptly and appropriately to consumers online.

	Social Media Interactivity
	Two-way communication and interaction between a brand and its consumers through social media.
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[bookmark: _Toc241082992]1.1 Research Background
Food and beverage companies are one of the fastest growing and fiercest global consumer markets, with many companies relying on digital tools to deepen customer relationships, increase visibility of their brand and to maintain a competitive edge in a changing environment. Social media has revolutionised the marketing world and allowed for food and beverage brands to connect directly with their audience via interactive, personalised, and real-time marketing strategies, rather than traditional advertising platforms alone. With the rapid development of digital communication, it's become more competitive for established brands and new market entrants, and organizations need to continually push themselves in the online engagement area to keep customers engaged and relevant. Consumer preferences, growing demand for ‘real content to communicate’ and rising transparency requirements have been pushing companies to take a more customer-centred digital marketing approach to focus more on long-term relationships and less on short-term results (Laradi et al., 2026).
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc241083114]Figure 1:Global Food and Beverage Services Market Growth Forecast (2026–2030)
(Source: The Business Research Company (2026). Food and Beverage Services Market Report 2026)
As illustrated in Figure 01, the global food and beverage services market is expected to experience steady growth from USD 4,291.6 billion in 2026 up to USD 5,460.13 billion by 2030, at a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 6.2%. Consumers' appetite for change and a growing digitisation movement within industry has now contributed to this ongoing growth in the market. Therefore, customer engagement via social platforms is essential for food and beverage companies to build brand advocacy, to stand out and to capture customer loyalty in the current competitive landscape.
Technological developments help firms address a diverse range of consumer segments and have contributed to the competitive landscape in the UK food and beverage sector with artificial intelligence and content personalisation, influencer marketing, social commerce, user generated content, and data analytics. In addition, companies face ever-tightening regulations on digital advertising practices, consumer protection, information privacy and ethical communication, while striving to uphold consistent brand identities across various online channels. The use of social media therefore has become not only a marketing arm but also an organizational capability that can affect the organization's competitiveness, brand loyalty, and sustainability in the long term (Tarabieh, 2022).
Social media engagement is the interaction between consumer and brand, whether it be in the form of a 'LIKE', a comment, create, a review, a share or an involvement in online brand communities which can help to improve customer-brand relationships. In the food and beverage sector, these interactions have a large impact as consumer behaviour can, at times, be driven by their experiences with the product, recommendations from food peers, images and the electronic word-of-mouth they share through social networks. With the rise of digital ecosystems, consumers are increasingly connected, and it is important for organisations to understand that social media engagement is not solely about online visibility; it also brings about emotional connection, trust, and brand loyalty in the long term (Ikoko et al., 2026).
One of the best and most valuable returns from successful customer engagement is brand advocacy when loyal customers recommend brands to others, back organisations in times of bad news and create positive electronic word-of-mouth which has a significant impact on buying decisions. Managers can gain valuable insights into how social media interaction fosters brand advocacy, which helps them to enhance customer retention, build competitive advantage and boost the effectiveness of marketing in crowded consumer markets. Furthermore, current stakeholders and policy makers have come to understand the significance of responsible digital communication that fosters consumer confidence whilst maintaining ethical communication engagement with a wide range of demographic groups (Mokarram-Dorri et al., 2026).
As digital technology has become a more prominent part of consumer shopping experience, social media interaction has emerged as one of the most critical factors for brand success in the digital world of today's food and beverage sector. The commercial value of consumers' engagement with social media is gathering momentum, with social media platforms now being a common way for them to search for new products, learn about customer reviews, compare different brands and communicate directly with organisations before making their purchasing decisions. This shift has fostered the use of interactive marketing strategies which promote ongoing communication between brands and consumers and have enabled the capture of valuable behavioural data for brand decision-making (Laradi et al., 2026).
Academic studies have shown that a higher frequency of social media interaction with the brand has a significant positive effect on brand awareness, brand image, the level of interaction with the brand and brand loyalty in food-related companies. Likewise, studies highlight that agile social media competencies help organisations enhance their brand equity in their customers' eyes by being better equipped to meet evolving consumer expectations and quickly adapting to evolving digital landscapes. Moreover, recent marketing research indicates that emotionally uplifting messages, simplistic and reliving branding, and sensory marketing have grown to be more important in constructing a robust relationship between consumers and brands in the food and beverage industry, displaying the evolution of digital marketing methods (Nguyen et al., 2026).
Many food and beverage companies are investing a ton in their online marketing through social media and are still struggling to mobilise meaningful brand advocacy that gets consumers to advocate on their own to defend their favourite brands. Organisations often define their digital success by data like followers, likes, impressions and engagement rates, but these do not necessarily correlate with increased advocacy activities and longer customer loyalty. Therefore, a strategic question arises: Is social media engagement enough to create ‘brand advocacy', or are there other relational and psychological dimensions that play a part in this relationship? Its solution is very strategic, since brand advocacy has a significant role in creating sustainable competitive advantage by providing a genuine recommendation by customers, which can be more credible than advertising communications (Nurlaela, 2025).
While various studies have explored the social media marketing influence on brand awareness, social media engagement on customer engagement and brand image, there is relatively scarce research focusing on the relationship between social media engagement and brand advocacy in the context of the food and beverage industry in the UK. Past research has mainly been on broadly defined measures of consumer engagement or in international contexts and has offered limited insights into how advocacy is formed in a Britain where media competition and media maturity in the food industry are intense. In addition, current questions that have arisen around the ethical communication of brands, representation, emotional engagement, and platform-adopted communication strategies are only just kicking into academic debate, meaning there are several theoretical and practical aspects under-researched. So, this study aims to fill these knowledge gaps and explore how social media involvement influences brand advocacy in the food and beverage sector in the UK (Mokarram-Dorri et al., 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241082993]1.2 Research Rationale
[bookmark: _Toc241082994]1.2.1 Theoretical Justification
A large body of literature on social media marketing shows that social media interaction is now an emerging theoretical variable, which has been used to explain the way organisations build and foster positive relationships with consumers and achieve the effective outcomes in long-term marketing. Previous research is largely in agreement that social media interactive communication can better facilitate the ability of companies to engage customers more actively, foster a stronger emotional connection, and increase engagement between the consumer and the brand (Yost et al., 2021; Zegullaj et al., 2023). 
Moreover, researchers have found that engagement with social media boosts brand love, behavioural engagement with a brand, and consumer loyalty, and can even dampen some brand engagement determinants, including gender, authenticity, and trust, across various consumer segments. All these theoretical and empirical developments validate the significance of social media engagement as a determinant of positive customer outcomes and its inclusion as a key part of the modern marketing and customer relations canon (Mohan et al., 2026; Zegullaj et al., 2023).
Although there has been significant progress in theory, several ambiguities persist about the mechanisms by which social media can be used to turn social media engagement into brand advocacy, especially in very competitive consumer industries like the UK food & beverage industry. However, a significant amount of previous studies has focused on various responses such as customer retention, purchase intention, brand loyalty, consumer inspiration and behavioural intention; comparatively little emphasis has been placed on studying and understanding the behaviour of brand advocacy which involves voluntary brand recommendation and active brand promotion (Hamarat et al., 2026; Ugwuanyi et al., 2026). 
At the same time, there are inconsistencies in the existing empirical results about the mechanism that explains the relationship between engagement and customer behaviours, such as trust being the most important one, and then brand love, customer engagement, authenticity and relationship quality. The variability can be explained by variations in research settings, industry locations, research methods, and designs, and thereby makes existing results hard to compare and generalise. Furthermore, while research in the field of hospitality, fashion, FMCG, service organisations, and emerging international markets has considered the study of digital consumer behaviour, relatively little work has investigated this topic in the context of the UK food and beverage industry, characterised by its mature digital environment and specific consumer traits (Ugwuanyi et al., 2026; Mohan et al., 2026).
Theoretically speaking, there is a lack of integration on the one hand in terms of linkages of engagement models to the food and beverage sector in the UK and, on the other hand, of industry-specific competitive dynamics and interaction patterns of consumers (Hossain et al., 2026; Ćurčic et al., 2021).
The literature review and theoretical gaps identified in this study suggest that there is a gap in research that needs to be explored when identifying the direct effect of social media interaction on brand advocacy in the food and beverage sector in the United Kingdom. While there are a number of findings that suggest a link between social media engagement and brand related outcomes such as customer loyalty, customer retention, purchase intention, brand knowledge, behavioural intention and relationship quality, few studies specifically attempt to explain how social media engagement can lead consumers to become “lifestyle influencers” who actively recommend, defend and promote a food and beverage brand in the UK market (Zahra, 2025; Mohan and Dhanabal, 2026). 
This omission restricts theoretical understanding, as brand advocacy is considered as a higher-order behavioural outcome and goes beyond repeated purchasing and involves more emotional, cognitive and relational brand commitment. Additionally, there is limited research that has concentrated specifically on the food and beverage sector, which means that research-based theories of customer engagement are limited in contextual validity and in generalisability across the UK food and beverages sector, especially in digitally mature and highly competitive “social media consumer” markets that tend to engage in constantly evolving social media behaviours (Yost et al., 2021; Hossain et al., 2026). 
In this sense, addressing this research gap will help to complement the existing research that was conducted on the relationship between social media engagement and brand advocacy. Furthermore, results will address ongoing research calls for context-specific research on digital customer engagement, relationship engagement strategies and higher behaviour outcomes in the context of rapidly changing social media landscape (Sohaib et al., 2025; Zahra, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241082995]1.2.2 Practical Justification
In this digitalised world, social media is no longer a marketing medium but a vital part of the UK food and beverage business's marketing strategy. The social media landscape is rapidly transforming, with many food and beverage companies turning to platforms like Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and X to cultivate customer relationships, improve brand experiences, motivate user-generated content, and fuel EWOM marketing with the aim of driving sales. Today, the social media landscape is evolving quickly, and many food and beverage companies are leveraging it to connect with customers, boost their customer experience, encourage user-generated content, and drive electronic word of mouth marketing in the direction of sales. McKinsey's State of the Consumer 2026 analysis points to a consumer journey that is more technology-driven, in terms of how they make decisions, experience, and their expectations, and forces organisations to redefine their strategies to compete in the eyes of customers. Thus, managers are increasingly challenged to create digital engagement strategies that boost the visibility of their products online while also transforming their customers into brand evangelists who actively promote the brand in their social circles (Zahra, 2025).
A significant number of resources is being spent by organizations in their social media marketing efforts; however, many managers still have challenges in quantifying the value of their business through online engagement activities. Such traditional metrics as followers, impressions, likes, comments, and shares only tell part of the story when it comes to the extent to which digital interactions drive customer advocacy, repeat recommendations, and sustainable competitive advantage (Mohan and Dhanabal, 2026). As a result, there is limited empirical evidence that clarifies how engagement on social media leads to brand advocacy within the UK Food & Beverage Industry (Ugwuanyi et al., 2026). 
Industry trends include high competition, low switching costs, rising customer expectations and fast evolving digital trends, making it a good strategic advantage to advocate for customers. More consumers than ever are turning to social media, online reviews, peer recommendations and other forms of “social content” to help them make their food and beverage product decisions, and organisations that don't develop a strong brand advocacy program risk market share to those more active in the social sphere. Recent studies have shown that active social media engagement can positively impact customer retention, behaviour intentions, and organizational performance over time – meaning that organizations that can develop strong and meaningful digital relationships have greater potential to attain sustainable competitive advantage (Mohan et al., 2026).
The managers also have to deal with some operational challenges in the implementation of the social media involvement strategies on various digital platforms. Challenges encompass a consistent brand message, creating meaningful digital content, quick response to customers, working with influencers, ROI measurement and maintaining consistency across all markets while prioritising local preferences. In addition, organisations often find it difficult to determine which engagement activities bring the most value to the customer advocacy as most management frameworks focus on engagement metrics, rather than customer behaviour. This constraint limits managers' possibilities in optimizing digital marketing investments and creating evidence-based engagement strategies to improve customer relationships in the long term (Zahra, 2025).
Organisations that and do not leverage knowledge gaps about social media engagement into brand advocacy can forfeit beneficial gains in retaining customers, building a loyal following, lowering customer acquisition expenses, and encouraging genuine electronic word-of-mouth promotion. Research studies have consistently shown that relationship marketing practices are important to achieve customer loyalty, customer retention and long-term sustainable business for an organisation and if implemented properly, it can assume an important strategic tool social media is truly a tool of relationship marketing. Hence, this study contributes to a practical need by providing evidence-based findings that allow the brand managers to design their digital marketing strategies with a deeper understanding of assessing how social media engagement creates brand advocates in the UK F&B industry, which can help them to manage their customers better, and secure them sustainable competitive advantage in an enhanced landscape (Sohaib et al., 2025; Zahra, 2025).
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[bookmark: _Toc241082997]1.3.1. Theoretical Contribution
The aim of this study is to provide a worthwhile and important theoretical contribution to the understanding of relationship between social media engagement and brand advocacy in the context of UK food and beverage industry, which is a relatively under-researched field, in the face of the growing digital marketing literature. Previous research mostly focused on the social media marketing impact on consumer engagement, brand awareness, purchase intention, consumer retention and brand loyalty and relatively less research is available on understanding why social media engagement helps consumers to become active advocates of the brand who are ready to endorse, justify and promote brands in digital community. Therefore, this study builds on the existing literature by studying brand advocacy as the main behavioural consequence of social media usage instead of the traditional marketing measures that are analysed, including loyalty or purchase intention (Yost et al., 2021).
Social media engagement is the focus of the study, as it is a major theory-permeating factor that organisations can use to develop better relationships with customers and promote a desirable behaviour. Social media engagement is all of the interactions between consumer and brand via like, comment, share, review and UGC which help build the connection and engagement with the customer. While previous research has confirmed the positive effect of social media engagement on customer engagement and online interaction (they are positive), there is a lack of research that directly links social media engagement to brand advocacy in the highly competitive food and beverage (F&B) market in the UK. This study extends the previous work by exploring how social media engagement can extend to voluntary customer advocacy and increase long-term brand support in a digital environment. The results will help build theory around social media engagement, in relation to customer advocacy and sustainable brand growth within the UK F&B industry, providing context-specific evidence to support such a theory (Zahra, 2025).
Moreover, the study contributes by reporting empirical evidence from the UK food and beverage sector, which goes beyond the geographical and industrial setting in which most of the literature on theories of regional innovation is based. The study will also shed light on the role social media engagement plays in explaining brand advocacy in this industry without the influence of other factors, enhancing understanding and clarifying an important theoretical uncertainty on the behavioural effect associated with digital customer engagement (Alhaija et al., 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241082998]1.3.2. Empirical Contribution
On an empirical level this study contributes with its robust evidence based on a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design, involving UK food & beverage industry consumers. This study investigates one very competitive industry in which digital interaction has become a major determinant of customer behaviour, compared to many other studies which have focused on either several industries or in general on consumer markets. This industry-specific method allows to gain a deeper understanding of the relationship between social media engagement and brand advocacy in an industry where customers are actively involved, and they engage in frequent purchases and digital communication.
Secondary data from published academic journals, industry reports, government publications, market research databases and reputable web sources will also gather data for the study to enable contextual and theoretical support. Sources such as the UK Office for National Statistics (ONS), Statista, McKinsey and industry will be analysed to delve into the use of social media and the food and drink sector. These secondary sources will help in the development of literature review, support the research rationale and help interpret the primary research findings.

[bookmark: _Toc241082999]1.3.3. Practical Contribution
The application of this research is valuable in giving evidence for marketing managers, brand managers, digital marketing professionals and business leaders in the UK food and beverage industry. There are a lot of organisations out there today that spend a significant amount of time and resources on social media marketing efforts without having all the tools to measure the impact of engagement efforts on customer advocacy, and broader competitive advantage. This research will thus help social media managers in understanding the value of social media engagement as a strategic marketing skill that can help in getting consumers to become “voluntary” brand ambassadors instead of “passive” followers (Zahra, 2025).
The research will be useful to organisations to boost their social media engagement strategies, with evidence-based insights into social media digital activity that can increase the number of interactions with customers on social media. The results will help marketers determine which kinds of social media content and social media interactions drive higher engagement (likes, comments, sharing, user-generated content, and online conversation). Moreover, the results of this study can be applied by industry professionals and policy makers to encourage better and more responsible social media communication that increases the involvement of the audience and digital brand visibility in competitive online settings. In general, the study provides actionable recommendations that can help boost social media marketing strategies, optimize digital marketing investments, boost online engagement and performance of brands in the UK food and beverage industry (Zegullaj et al., 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc241083000]1.3.4. Originality of the Study
This study is new because it focuses directly on the link between social media engagement and brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage sector which has not been studied in much depth. The previous studies have mostly focused on customer loyalty, purchase intention, customer retention and brand knowledge while this study puts brand advocacy as the main behavioural concept of engaging in social media use in an electronically developed and competitive market. Therefore, the research constitutes an original contribution to marketing scholarship and can help organisations gain insights to turn social media interaction into a consistent brand advocacy and future competitive advantage.

[bookmark: _Toc241083001]1.4 Research Aim, Objectives, and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc241083002]1.4.1 Research Aim
The aim of this research is to examine the impact of social media engagement on brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage industry and to develop a conceptual framework that explains how social media engagement contributes to stronger customer advocacy towards food and beverage brands.

1.4.2 Research Objectives
I.	To identify the social media engagement factors that influence brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage industry.
II.	To analyse the impact of social media engagement factors on brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage industry.

[bookmark: _Toc241083003]1.4.3. Research Questions
What is the impact of social media engagement factors on brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage industry?

[bookmark: _Toc241083004]1.5 Dissertation Structure
The background, justification and research problem and the significance of this study on the effect of social media interaction on brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage industry were presented in chapter one. It outlined theoretical and practical research gaps in the study, highlighted the study's contributions, and formulated the research aim, objectives and research question. The chapter also linked studies to look into this relationship in the UK context which would prove very useful for the literature review in the next chapter.

[bookmark: _Toc241083005]
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc241083006]2.1. Introduction
The previous studies that were conducted are reviewed in chapter two with a critical approach to understand the academic research in the field of studying social media engagement and brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage industries that have been carried out. The main objective of this chapter is to provide a theoretical grounding and conceptual framework for the study, summarise existing scholarly literature and define important research gaps and to develop a conceptual framework for guiding the subsequent empirical investigation. This chapter reviews the literature on the role of social media engagement in building brand advocacy, which has produced conflicting findings to date, regarding the nature of this relationship and the processes through which online forms of consumer engagement can result in offline forms of brand advocacy. This chapter summarizes literature review about the influence of social media engagement on achieving brand advocacy and highlights that previously conducted studies had some conflicting findings regarding the mechanism explaining how online consumer engagement could impact offline brand advocacy related behaviour.
The chapter emphasises the literature focusing on social media engagement, brand advocacy, digital customer engagement, relationship marketing, consumer–brand relationship, and social media marketing in food and beverage field. Focus on research on how the digital world affects consumer behaviour, customer relationships, eWoM and impact of eWoM in contemporary marketing. Although a review of more general literature on digital marketing and on customer loyalty is included, the focus is upon literature that may be directly relevant to research and engagement within social media platforms and brands, and/or upon more recent literature on digital marketing scholarship, in the UK food and drink context.
The chapter is broken up with several segments that connect perfectly with each other. First, it carries out a critical review of the main themes that arose from the literature, such as social media engagement, brand advocacy, the relationship between social media engagement and brand advocacy, and the study setting of the UK food and beverage industry. It then reviews the theoretical background which has been the empirical basis for the research, formulates the conceptual approach that will impel the study, and summarizes important theoretical findings and research gaps that warrant the empirical examination in the subsequent chapters.

[bookmark: _Toc241083007]2.2 Thematic Overview of the Literature
[bookmark: _Toc241083008]2.2.1 Social Media Engagement as a Strategic Resource for Brand Advocacy
[bookmark: _Toc241083009]Definition and Contextualisation
Social media engagement is the level of interaction, participation and relationship building between consumers and brands on digital social media platforms like Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, X (Twitter) and YouTube. It involves consumer interaction such as liking, commenting, sharing, users' content generation, and direct connection to brands. In the UK food and beverage sector, social media engagement has emerged as a strategic asset to build customer relationships, foster trust, and drive brand advocacy. Strategically speaking, engagement can be seen as an intangible asset of an organisation which can create sustainable competitive advantage by improving customer relationships and digital capacities (Li & Al-haimi, 2026; Sipos et al., 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083010]Foundational and Seminal Literature
The Resource-Based View (RBV) is the main theory for developing the understanding of how organizations convert social media skills to competitive benefits. The Resource Based View (RBV) is the central theory for building the comprehension of how organizations convert social media skills to competitive advantages. For RBV, valuable and rare resources that are inimitable and non-substitutable are the source of sustainable organisational performance. Recent additions to the RBV discussion highlight that, in addition to being 'process tools' that create organizational knowledge, digital skills, artificial intelligence, customer data, and social media competency are also strategic organisational resources to support improved marketing performance and customer relationship management (CRM) (Day, Jean-Denis & Karanja, 2025; Li & Al-haimi, 2026).
Based on the classical RBV theory, marketing innovation can be generated by the firms' ability to combine technological resources with their organisational resources. Likewise, AI can be added as a complementary feature that empowers companies to innovate and offer value to their customers through digital interaction. The combination of these studies show that social media involvement isn't only a communication event, but also a strategic challenge for the organization, with the potential to help develop long-term customer connections and advocacy (Sipos et al., 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083011]Synthesis of Recent Empirical Evidence
Empirical data has in recent years overwhelmingly backed the strategic value of engaging with customers on social media and building relationships. By leveraging customer engagement, organisations with better online resources and social media skills can take their sales to the next level. For firms in a state of social media inertia, they might not reap the returns on their digital investment due to poor organisational performance. The findings offer empirical evidence of the advantages that can be accrued from digital engagement capabilities if managed effectively, which validates RBV (Li & Al-haimi, 2026; Panagiotopoulos et al., 2015).
Likewise, the picture presented by the SMEs from several countries showed that marketing innovation capabilities can greatly improve customer engagement and competitiveness of the firm. Businesses that successfully integrate technological innovation and customer-centric marketing strategies can excel in building strong customer relationships. AI can also help build the capacity of the organization to better communicate with customers and deal with them in a scalable manner to strengthen long-term relationships with stakeholders (Day et al., 2025).
One of the previous engagement frameworks that was highlighted in this context of food and beverages, looked at food and consumer organisations in the UK and Ireland. The framework identifies six key factors of effective social media engagement: dialogue, transparency, responsiveness, participation, and relationship-building. Organisations that have the capability to communicate with their consumers in both directions can build greater customer trust and stronger communication links with their stakeholders than organisations that communicate with their consumers only in one direction (Panagiotopoulos et al., 2015; Li & Al-haimi, 2026).
Likewise, a study conducted on Twitter data of the quick-service restaurants (QSRs) revealed that the factors of consumer conversation, response to brand, and interaction rate greatly influence consumer engagement and consequently drive brand advocacy behaviours. Using datasets gathered from large scale behaviour on social media gives higher external validity than traditional survey-based methods. Additionally, the fast-food sector can more than likely benefit from social media strategies that engage, build trust in, and create an emotional connection with consumers, which can significantly affect their decision-making (Sharma & Pandey, 2025).
All these studies show a lot of convergence in the need for strategic digital competences. However, there are variations on which resources within organisations most strongly drive engagement outcomes. Some research highlights the relevance of internal digital capabilities. Other evidence emphasizes the role of AI-driven integration of resources as a means of capability for the organization. Additionally, marketing innovation capabilities are identified as a crucial asset to enhance customer engagement and competitiveness. Although there are variations, the studies all seem to confirm that social media engagement is a valuable organising resource that can stimulate customers to be advocates (Sipos et al., 2025).
In terms of method, recent research has gained growing strength with the use of multi-country data, digital analytics over time as well as behavioural data. However, most of the current studies are still cross-sectional studies and they do not allow for causal inferences. In addition, much of the empirical research focuses on a specific industry or type of business (SMEs, manufacturing companies, or multinationals), with little evidence specifically on the food and drink sector in the United Kingdom (Li & Al-haimi, 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241083012]Research Gaps
The Resource-Based View (RBV) is a theory that has already been used in various studies on digital marketing and strategic management research but there have been limited studies explicitly examining the relationship between engagement capability on social media and consumer brand advocacy within the UK food and beverage sector. Previous studies have mainly examined organizational performance, sales increases, customer loyalty, digital innovation and brand value without specifically studying social media involvement advocacy outcomes. Research in the UK food and beverage sector is even more limited, given that the sector utilizes large amounts of digital technologies to improve customer relationships and enable online interactions. In view of this, the current study is significant in attempting to understand the role of social media engagement as a strategic organisational capability that drives consumer brand advocacy, while at the same time building on the elements of the Resource Based View and consumer engagement theory, in the context of the UK food and beverage industry (Day, Jean-Denis and Karanja, 2025; Sashi, Brynildsen and Bilgihan, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc241083013]2.2.2 Social Media Engagement and Consumer Brand Engagement
[bookmark: _Toc241083014]Definition and Contextualisation
Consumer brand engagement is the process of the cognitive, emotional and behavioural investment consumers make in response to their interactions with a brand over social media channels. Consumer brand engagement is different from passive reception of marketing communication, and refers to a participatory phenomenon, which can be seen when the consumers comment, share, like, and review brand products; co-create brand content; and interact with brands and other consumers in digital communities (Sohaib, Ali and Ahmad-ur-Rehman, 2025; Zahra, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083015]Foundational and Seminal Literature
An earlier conceptual model of organising engagement approaches in food organisations highlights the need for dialogue, trust, collaboration and transparency as key elements of successful engagement. The framework is based on a consumption-oriented interpretation of communication as a process of value creation that is perceived as two-way, between organisations and consumers, rather than as a process of information dissemination (Panagiotopoulos et al., 2015).
The view of this, customer engagement progresses gradually by engaging, satisfying, building trust, commitment, emotional attachment, and advocacy. Advocacy is the ultimate level of customer engagement, from a relationship marketing viewpoint that is, where customers willingly describe a brand to the people that matter to them (Sashi et al., 2019)

[bookmark: _Toc241083016]Synthesis of Recent Empirical Evidence
Empirical studies over the past few years have repeatedly showed that social media marketing greatly improves the engagement that customers have with the brand. In the context of fast-food products, social media marketing significantly enhances both consumer engagement with and familiarity of the brand. Interactive content, fun campaigns and educational posts build emotional connection and engagement along with enhancing consumers' knowledge and understanding of brand values. The results show that engagement has two facets emotional and cognitive (Zahra, 2025).
Likewise, in the case of McDonald's, digital marketing is found to affect the connection between the customer and the brand, specifically with the younger generation of consumers, Generation Z, as mediated by online engagement. The results of structural equation modelling (SEM) indicate that there is a significant relationship between engagement with the willingness to recommend brands; this implies that advocacy is a process that takes place with repeated interactions, and not necessarily with promotional exposure by the company (Bahtiar et al., 2025).
Social media marketing plays a crucial role in shaping consumer buying decisions, contributing to increased engagement, trust, and perceived brand value. The other research theme that has also been identified as being central to linking SMM with sustainable food consumption is consumer engagement. Consumers look to brands to be engaged in a genuine way about their sustainability, transparency, and ethical practices. This retracted paper in contrast should not be used as an empirical proof of digitalisation and customer engagement, although this topic was touched upon in its initial presentation (Fatorachian et al., 2025). 
The findings indicate a positive link between social media marketing and consumer engagement, with empirical findings showing a high degree of consensus on this issue. There are, however, some differences in terms of the mechanisms through which engagement occurs. One of the actions that is mentioned as critical for enhancing consumer engagement is knowledge development which is part of social media marketing (Zahra, 2025). Another behavioural intermediary between digital marketing and brand advocacy identified is engagement. Moreover, engagement also lies in relationships with sustainability-related consumer behaviours, as consumer expectations towards responsible brand practices are evolving (Coman et al., 2025).
From a methodological perspective, most recent studies are based on the cross-sectional survey design in which data are analysed using the method of Structural Equation Modelling (SEMs). While effective statistically, these methods are not particularly good at providing causal links. Additionally, many studies are conducted in Asian zones, such as in Indonesia, which can limit the generalisability of the results to the UK consumers (Bahtiar et al., 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083017]Research Gaps
There is a lack of empirical research that focuses on consumer brand engagement on the food and beverage market in the UK. A vast majority of studies examine Asian consumers and Generation Z consumers, but relatively little focus is given to wider UK consumer groups. Additionally, research often evaluates engagement as a step towards brand advocacy instead of directly measuring it. The restrictions present in these walls warrant further investigation in UK context (Zahra, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083018]2.2.3 Social Media Engagement and Brand Advocacy
[bookmark: _Toc241083019]2.2.3.1 Definition and Contextualisation
Brand advocacy is defined as when consumers enthusiastically recommend, defend and positively promote a brand without any financial or material incentives. Customer loyalty happens mostly when the customer purchases the same product and service again, whilst brand advocacy occurs with proactive behaviours, like positive word of mouth, recommendations to others, online positive feedback and eWOM, which affects other customers' purchasing decisions. Brand advocates act as the moral force for brands that can also help widen their online presence and increase their brand credibility via genuine social media interaction with consumer communities, particularly in the UK food and drink sector, where online interaction and peer-to-peer recommendations are pivotal to customer decision making (Panagiotopoulos et al., 2015; Bahtiar, Yani and Febriansah, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083020]2.2.3.2. Foundational and Seminal Literature
In relationship marketing (RM), the highest level of customer engagement is portrayed as advocacy. The process of customer satisfaction, trust, commitment, emotional attachment gradually transforms into advocacy behaviours. There is also a reciprocal relationship between online brand advocacy and brand loyalty, such that loyal customers promote brands and in turn, brand promotion creates loyalty. Together this basic research studies frame advocacy because of engagement, as well as an influence on brand performance over time (Sashi et al., 2019; Wilk, Soutar, & Harrigan, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc241083021]2.2.3.3. Synthesis of Recent Empirical Evidence
Empirical evidence in recent years is all the same showing positive effect of engagement on brand advocacy. The impact of digital marketing to brand advocacy is significantly mediated through online engagement. The findings also indicate that consumers who engage with McDonald's digital content show significantly higher advocacy behaviours in the forms of making recommendations, sharing on social networks, and providing positive reviews. The results also show that consumers that interact with McDonald's digital content have significantly higher advocacy behaviours when it comes to recommendation, social network sharing, and positive reviews. However, there are reciprocal relationships between online brand advocacy and brand loyalty. So, customer satisfaction is not enough to be considered as the end of the advocacy process but rather means that it is a relationship that keeps building loyalty and future involvement (Wilk et al., 2021).
Customers' interaction with social media has a significant positive impact on customer advocacy for fast-food restaurants. The research results they present based on Twitter data confirm that conversational interactions, response and emotional involvement trigger customer recommendations. Social media can also help to drive sales and promote advocacy for a product within fast-food markets using interactive strategies (Sharma & Pandey, 2025).
Moreover, there have been emerging links between social media engagement and advocacy of sustainable food brands. Customers are now more vocal about brands' environmental accountability and honesty about their sustainability efforts (Coman et al., 2025).
Consistent findings are found in these studies in which there is a positive correlation between engagement and advocacy. But there is some variation in how advocacy comes about. Engagement might serve as a mediating mechanism between the digital marketing and brand advocacy. Another mechanism that is significant for building long-term customer relationships is advocacy–loyalty relationships. Consumer involvement in sustainability-related engagement can also lead to consumers spreading their responsible and authentic consumption advocacy around brand products. The differences indicate that advocacy can occur via different psychological channels, depending on the industry and consumer motivations (Coman et al., 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083022]2.2.3.4. Research Gaps
Although there has been much research attention on brand advocacy, there is little empirical evidence that directly links social media engagement to brand advocacy in the food and beverage sector in the UK. The current literature has concentrated on the hospitality sector or on fast food or the international food and beverage market, which is not applicable to the larger UK sector. Moreover, there is a paucity of research which combines strategic capability perspectives with outcomes of consumer advocacy in a single conceptual framework. Given these contextual and theoretical gaps, this research seeks to investigate the link between social media involvement and brand advocacy among the food and beverage sector in the United Kingdom (UK) (Wilk et al., 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc241083023]2.3. Conceptual Framework
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[bookmark: _Toc241083115]Figure 2: Conceptual framework
(Source: Develop by author, 2026)
Two relevant factors can be distinguished as moderators. First, the consistency of brand–communication influences the strengthening or weakening of authenticity; Secondly, the type of controversy determines if attention will facilitate defence and advocacy or bring about reputational harm. Responsiveness of the platform and organisations also affects engagement levels.
Therefore, the main claim that social media interaction does have a positive correlation with advocacy is affirmed, with conditions. The second proposition is that the high engagement does not always mean positive advocacy since the possibility of controversy, credibility issues and stakeholder inconsistencies can lead to counter-engagement or negative electronic word-of-mouth (Ewom) (Sashi, Brynildsen and Bilgihan, 2019; Campagna, Donthu and Yoo, 2022).
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[bookmark: _Toc241083024]2.4. Summary Table of Key Literature
[bookmark: _Toc241083125]Table 1: Summary of Key Literature on Social Media Engagement and Brand Advocacy
	Author(s) & Year
	Theory/Framework
	Key Constructs/Themes
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Limitations/Gaps
	Relevance to the Present Study

	Yost, Zhang & Qi (2021)
	Customer Engagement Theory
	Active social media engagement, sales performance
	Quantitative survey, hospitality industry
	Active social media engagement positively influences customer behaviour and sales performance.
	Hospitality sector only; limited generalisability to food and beverage retail.
	Supports the importance of social media engagement as the independent variable.

	Ćurčić, Grubor & Muhović (2021)
	Relationship Marketing Theory
	Customer relationship management, sustainability
	Survey of women-owned businesses
	Strong customer relationships improve organisational sustainability and customer commitment.
	Focuses on SMEs in Serbia rather than food industry.
	Provides theoretical support for brand responsiveness and relationship building.

	Tarabieh (2022)
	Social Media Marketing Framework
	Social media marketing, consumer brand engagement, brand image, loyalty
	Structural Equation Modelling (SEM)
	Consumer brand engagement mediates the relationship between social media marketing and loyalty intentions.
	Conducted in Jordan; cross-sectional design.
	Supports engagement as a key mechanism leading to favourable behavioural outcomes.

	Gutierrez (2023)
	Brand Engagement Framework
	Social media brand engagement, UK food sector
	Market research study
	Social media engagement significantly improves consumer attitudes towards food brands in the UK.
	Limited academic empirical testing; market-specific evidence.
	Provides direct contextual evidence for the UK food and beverage industry.

	Zegullaj et al. (2023)
	Relationship Marketing Theory
	Customer relationship marketing, customer loyalty
	Quantitative survey
	Effective customer relationship marketing significantly enhances customer loyalty.
	Focuses on loyalty rather than advocacy.
	Supports the importance of responsive customer communication.

	Zahra (2025)
	Consumer Brand Engagement Theory
	Social media marketing, brand engagement, brand knowledge
	Survey using SEM (fast-food consumers)
	Social media marketing significantly enhances consumer brand engagement and brand knowledge.
	Conducted in one country and one product category.
	Supports the role of content quality and engagement in food brands.



(Source: Develop by author, 2026)
[bookmark: _Toc241083025]2.5. Conclusion
This chapter analysed the literature critically with respect to the effects of the social media engagement on brand advocacy in the F&BS industry. The review formed around the three themes of social media engagement as a strategic organisational tool, social media engagement and consumer brand engagement, and social media engagement and brand advocacy. Overall, these themes highlighted the importance of social media involvement in its impact on creating a stronger bond with customers, increasing brand loyalty, driving customer involvement and, ultimately, fostering positive advocacy behaviours. The review also found four major areas of social media engagement: social media content quality, social media interactivity, brand responsiveness, and user-generated content participation as the most significant drivers in a brand's ability to achieve brand advocacy.
Although considerable scientific research has occurred, there are still some significant gaps in the literature. Existing research has been largely limited to customer loyalty or purchase intention or customer engagement rather than brand advocacy as a specific behavioural response. In addition, there have been numerous empirical studies that have taken place in Asia or Middle Eastern and other international settings but there is a much smaller body of evidence from the UK food and beverage industry. Methodologically, there is only limited literature on cross-sectional surveys which can only grasp contextual differences and industry specific dynamics to a certain extent. Moreover, previous research typically focused on individual measures of social media interaction without considering how social media interact with each other to affect brand advocacy.
To overcome these drawbacks, this study uses Resource Based View (RBV) as the main theoretical perspective. RBV shows the value that organisations can create when they engage in social media effectively, enabling them to develop useful digital capabilities and establish positive customer experiences and behavioural outcomes, such as brand advocacy. This insight offers a suitable theoretical framework for analysing the potential for firms to gain sustainable competitive advantage using social media resources within the food and beverage industry in the UK.
The conceptual framework presented in this chapter draws together the literature reviewed and proposes direct links between the quality of social media content, social media interactivity, brand responsiveness, participation in user-generated content and brand advocacy. It offers the framework of the analysis and interpretation of the research results and results the investigation step by step. The chapter that follows is an analysis of the research methodology, which describes the way the proposed conceptual framework will be examined using a quantitative research design and that involves research philosophy, sampling strategy, data collection method, measurement tools and statistical tools.



[bookmark: _Toc241083026]CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc241083027]3.1 Introduction 
The chapter explains and rationalises the research methodology used to examine the effect of social media engagement on brand advocacy in the UK food and drinks sector. The methodological decisions were made to systematically address the research aim, objectives, and research questions, while also producing credible and relevant results that respond to the phenomena. It is vital to have a clear methodology for identifying, accessing, analysing and interpreting research evidence within the context of research problem (Saunders et al., 2019).
The study's purpose is to find out the relationship between social media engagement and consumers' willingness to promote their favourite food and beverage brands using certain behaviours, recommendation, positive electronic word of mouth, sharing and online support. To do this, the research embraces a philosophy of interpretivism, and a theory guided research method supported by secondary case study evidence of five selected brand within the UK food and beverage industry (Saunders et al. 2019).
The chapter outlines the research philosophy, research approach, research design, case selection, data sources and data collection process, and the research data analysis approach. It then explores issues of research quality and rigour; validity and reliability; then reviews ethical issues in secondary data use; and ends with a chapter summary.

[bookmark: _Toc241083028]3.2 Research Philosophy, Approach, and Design
The methodological choices adopted in this study are guided by Saunder’s Research Onion, which provides a structured framework for selecting appropriate research methods. The Research Onion illustrates how research decisions are made across successive methodological layers, beginning with research philosophy and progressing through research approach, strategy, methodological choice, time horizon, and data collection methods. Applying this framework ensures that the research design remains internally consistent and aligned with the study's objectives (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
[image: Guide to Understanding the Research Onion | 15 Writers]
[bookmark: _Toc241083116]Figure 3: Research Onion
(Source: Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023))

[bookmark: _Toc241083029]3.2.1 Research Philosophy
This research follows an interpretive research philosophy to explore the effect of social media interaction on social media brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage sector. The interpretivist approach is cantered on the understanding of social phenomena in terms of meanings, experiences, and interpretations that take place in context, not purely through objective numerical measurement. This philosophy is appropriate as social media engagement, and brand advocacy is a consumer interaction, perception, behaviour, and relationship which can vary between brands and contexts. This study examines how social media interaction enhances the advocacy activities including recommendations, positive electronic word-of-mouth, content sharing and support for brands through secondary qualitative sources and case studies. An interpretivist approach would then allow the researcher to analyse, interpret and explore patterns in the evidence of the cases provided, and speak to the contexts of engagement and advocacy of those cases in a social and digital setting (Saunders et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc241083030]3.2.2 Research Approach
The study is deductive in nature because the research analysis is based on the theories and the conceptual framework devised in Chapter 2. The deductive approach starts with some already existing theoretical concepts and then investigates, with empirical data, the applicability of these concepts in the specific research context. A theoretical framework for this study is drawn from literature review on social media engagement and brand advocacy and is applied to the secondary case studies of the UK food and beverage industry. The identified concepts and relationships are employed to analyse the selected cases and determine if there are enough evidence to support the proposed relationship between social media involvement and brand advocacy. Therefore, the deductive method is suitable because the research is not to create a new theory but aims to apply and discuss the relationship of theories that have been created in previous studies in the context of a specific industry (Saunders et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc241083031]3.2.3. Research Strategy
A multiple case study approach is used in this study. Case study research as a research approach that is suitable when researchers want to gain an in-depth understanding of current trends and phenomena in organisations in their natural environment. Empirical method is a case study that is used to investigate a phenomenon within its context, for the purpose of exploring the phenomenon, in a context where the phenomenon cannot be clearly distinguished from the context itself (Yin, 2018).
The case study approach is relevant because social media engagement and brand advocacy are very contextual processes that are affected by the organisational strategy, customer communications, digital platforms and industry characteristics. A study of more than one organisation allows for a detailed analysis of those relationships and enables for meaningful comparison to be made both between and within organisations.

[bookmark: _Toc241083032]3.3 Justification for Case Study Methodology
A multiple case study methodology is used as it is the most suitable approach for the current study into the impact of social media involvement on brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage sector. Unlike statistical research that measures some relationships, this research aims to gain understanding of the mechanisms by which organisations employ social media engagement strategies to develop consumer advocacy. Case study research is useful in answering "how" and "what" research questions and is especially well suited for studying complicated organisational processes in their natural environment (Yin, 2018).
Case study methodology allows for rich and contextualised understanding to be developed of organisational practices, one of the main strengths. Social media engagement is multidimensional and while it is linked to content creation, customer engagement, online communities, influencer engagement, user-generated content and electronic word-of-mouth engagement, it has a different impact on brand engagement in different organisations. These interrelationships can be explored through a case study method, rather than in isolation of each variable. Moreover, case studies aid in the refinement of theory when used to compare empirical data with theories and concepts in existence, which is consistent with the abductive research method used in this study (Saunders et al., 2019).
Also, there is high appropriateness in the use of secondary data. Except for specific outcomes, information on social media strategies, customer engagement initiatives and brand advocacy outcomes can be found and accessed by the public via company annual reports, investor presentations, company websites, social media platforms, industry reports, business press, and published case studies. These sources offer longitudinal and independently sourced evidence which is difficult to access through interviews or surveys, especially for large multinationals in the food and beverage industry. Multiple independent sources also allow for methodological triangulation, which further contributes to the credibility of findings (Yin, 2018).
The multiple case design was chosen over the single case design to allow replication logic and analytical generalisation. By studying three to five organisations, patterns and recurring themes can be identified and crucial differences can be noted across organisations in terms of their different digital strategies, organisational characteristics and customer engagement practices. The process of cross-case comparison would offer more theoretical insights than using one organisation and increase the practical relevance of the results for managers in the UK food and beverage industry (Yin, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc241083033]3.4 Case Selection and Sampling Strategy
[bookmark: _Toc241083034]3.4.1 Sampling Strategy
The study uses purposive (theoretical) sampling to identify case organisations that will provide rich and relevant evidence to investigate the impact of social media engagement on brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage sector. Purposive sampling is choosing specific cases that contain information, which is important to the phenomenon being investigated, rather than selecting cases at random. In contrast to probability sampling, which is adopted in quantitative research for statistical representativeness, purposive sampling is suitable for qualitative case study research where the aim is to reach analytical generalisation by enhancing or developing the understanding of the theory (Yin, 2018).
The selected organizations are those that are actively using social media platforms as a strategic marketing tool, and have published documented projects related to customer engagement, online community building, user-generated content, influencer marketing and brand advocacy. These organisations also make good quality public information available, which enables thorough within-case and cross-case analysis. In keeping with the abductive research paradigm, purposive sampling helps to ensure that each case will add meaning to the theoretical discussion and practical implications of social media engagement strategies in the UK food and beverage sector (Saunders et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc241083035]3.4.2 Case Selection Criteria
The main criterion of relevance was taken into consideration. Each organisation that was selected has a huge number of social media engagement strategies, which are well implemented and are planned to help them build a stronger relationship with their customers and promote their brand. The direct linkage between the central phenomenon studied in this research and the cases made it the phenomenon can be directly reflected by the cases (Sashi, Brynildsen and Bilgihan, 2019).
Information richness was also significant. Organisations were only selected where there is publicly available information available that was significant. The sources include annual reports, sustainability reports, investor presentations, company websites, official social media platforms, press releases, market research reports, industry publications and independent business news. A variety of information allows for the analysis of the cases as a whole and provides a way for triangulating data (Yin, 2018).
In keeping with this, diversity was considered when choosing cases. There are variations in organisational size, product offerings, customer types, digital marketing strategies and even social media maturity levels between the organisations. This diversity facilitates comparison across cases and enables the identification of commonalities and differences between the social media engagement-brand advocacy correlation in the studied context. Comparing varied cases makes for a more robust theory construction because it brings the understanding of the role of organisational features in shaping engagement results (Eisenhardt, 1989).
Additionally, the cases meet the criterion of being within the past 1 or 2 years. All the selected organisations have extensive social media engagement programs that have been launched in the last 5-10 years. This will ensure that the research will reflect current trends in the digital marketing practices in today's food and beverage industry in the UK as well as changes in consumer behaviour and social media technologies (Coman et al., 2025).
Finally, the credibility was established by choosing organisations from data sources that are reliable and verifiable. Official company publications, audited annual reports, established market research companies, peer-reviewed literature and reputable business media were prioritized. Using credible sources increases the credibility of the results and decreases the reliance on unverifiable information found online (Yin, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc241083036]3.4.3 Case Profiles
Five of the key organisations within the UK food and beverage industry were chosen as case studies based on the above. These organisations have built robust digital marketing skills and are actively leveraging social media to connect with consumers, build brand communities and nurture brand advocacy.
	Case
	Industry
	Organisation Size
	Geography
	Key Focus
	Primary Data Sources

	Case 1: Innocent Drinks
	Smoothies and Juices
	Large organisation / established consumer brand
	UK
	Conversational humour, humanised brand voice, user-generated content, community engagement, and the “Big Knit” campaign
	Published case studies, academic literature, company social media content, marketing reports, and secondary online sources

	Case 2: BrewDog
	Craft Beer and Hospitality
	Large organisation / international craft-beer brand
	UK, with international operations
	Provocative social media engagement, guerrilla marketing, “Equity for Punks,” online brand community, and customer advocacy
	Academic case studies, marketing case studies, social media content, industry reports, and secondary online sources

	Case 3: Oatly UK
	Plant-Based Drinks
	Large multinational organisation
	UK market / international brand
	Value-led social media engagement, sustainability communication, brand activism, social identity, and consumer advocacy
	Academic studies, published case studies, advertising research, social media campaigns, and secondary online sources

	Case 4: Premier Foods
[image: Premier Foods – Grocery.com]
	One of the largest British food manufacturers
	Large scale business
	UK
	Social media marketing across major brands such as Mr Kipling, brand storytelling, influencer engagement, digital campaigns, consumer interaction, brand loyalty, and online advocacy.
	Company annual reports, corporate publications, brand social media content, marketing and advertising reports, industry reports, and secondary online sources.

	Case 5: Greggs
[image: How do you like your Greggs in the morning?]
	Food (British bakery and fast-food chain)
	Large national organisation
	UK
	Cultural humour and satire, social listening, viral product launches, online fan communities, brand loyalty, and peer-to-peer advocacy.
	Published case studies, social media content, consumer research, marketing reports, and secondary online sources


(Source: Develop by author, 2026)

[bookmark: _Toc241083037]3.4.4 Justification of Case Diversity
The chosen case studies encompass various components of the UK food and drink sector, from bakery retail, beverage manufacturing, brewing, to quick-service restaurants. Social Media engagement strategies are being used by all organisations, but the extent of their brand identity, customer base, communication style, or digital maturity, or the marketing goals they have will vary. Such a diversity also increases the analytical possibilities of the study, as it allows the comparison of several organizational contexts and the detection of shared mechanisms by which the use of social media fosters brand advocacy. Multiple-case analysis, in turn, gives more support to analytical generalisation or more managerial implications than a single case study (Yin, 2018; Eisenhardt, 1989).

[bookmark: _Toc241083038]3.5 Data Sources and Data Collection
This study have used all secondary data to analyse the effect of social media interaction to brand advocacy in UK food and beverages sector. Case study research is suitable for secondary data as it allows multiple sources to see existing organisational practices, consumer interactions, campaigns and outcomes. Five cases were chosen with a focus on Innocent Drinks, BrewDog, Oatly UK, Greggs and Premier Foods.

[bookmark: _Toc241083039]3.5.1 Types of Secondary Data Sources
Both academic journal articles and published case studies were utilized to develop theoretical and empirical evidence on social media engagement, electronic word-of-mouth, online communities, user-generated content and brand advocacy. Academic studies offer theoretically sound and peer-reviewed evidence, enhancing the credibility of analysis, results, and findings, though some may look at other industries or geographic locations and must be interpreted with care (Sashi et al., 2019).
The selected brands' communication and interaction with their audiences were examined through company websites, social media platforms, press releases and public communications. They offer first-hand accounts of brand campaigns, communication approaches, engagement methods, sustainability messages and community initiatives, but may include a degree of self-presentation and promotion due to the privileged nature of the information communications which generally present good news about brand activities (Saunders et al, 2019).
Independent discussions on campaigns and brand strategies were gathered using the business press, trade publications, and marketing case studies. They provide good information on prominent social media activities, public responses, campaign results, and industry views, but the amount of analysis and the level of reliability may differ, depending on the publications (Saunders et al., 2019).
Where appropriate, market and consumer research reports analysed to gain insights into wider trends in digital engagement, consumer behaviour, brand loyalty and advocacy. These reports can offer helpful indications of trends and benchmarks in the industry, yet combined information might not necessarily give specifics to individual brands (Saunders et al., 2019).
The use of various types of secondary evidence also helped in data triangulation, where case analysis findings from one type of evidence were compared with other types of evidence and thus enhanced the credibility of the case analysis (Yin, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc241083040]3.5.2 Data Collection Process
The information was gathered from a structured online search via academic databases, Google Scholar, company websites, social media platforms and business and marketing media articles. The terms used in the search engine were terms like “social media engagement,” “brand advocacy,” “electronic word-of-mouth,” “user-generated content,” or the names of the 5 brands selected. Only sources that are on point with the research goal, reliable, published and useful to the understanding of engagement and advocacy were considered. Where older materials were included, they added value only in terms of case-specific evidence and were therefore not a priority, except for recent sources where these had authority. The information was then extracted and structured separately for each case, based on engagement strategy, engagement with social media, consumer response, the presence or absence of user generated content, electronic word of mouth and brand advocacy. This systematic organisation facilitated the following analysis to be conducted in a consistent manner across cases (Yin, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc241083041]3.6 Data Analysis Approach
Secondary data obtained from this study were analysed through systematic case study analysis method used to study the role of social media engagement in brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage industry. The conceptual framework proposed in Chapter 2 was used as a guide for the analysis but was flexible enough to allow for other themes and explanations developing in the evidence from the case. This approach is based on an abductive model where researchers constantly alternate between theory and data to build up a more complete understanding (Saunders et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc241083042]3.6.1 Analysis Framework
A template for case analysis was used in the same way for the five selected cases, Innocent Drinks; BrewDog; Oatly UK; Greggs and Premier Foods.
Four elements were used in the analysis of each case.
Background → Challenge → Solution → Outcomes.
This was useful for studying the organisational context, social media engagement problems, the types of social media engagement strategies that were adopted, and how consumers responded and advocated for the brand. The analysis followed a set of case study techniques outlined by Yin (2018), such as pattern identification, part of which involved explaining patterns and the comparison of the empirical evidence and theoretically expected patterns. Initial analytical categories were drawn from the conceptual framework and other themes that emerged in the secondary evidence were added to the analysis where appropriate (Saunders et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc241083043]3.6.2 Within-Case Analysis
The cases were individually analysed at the outset to gain a clear grasp of how the organisation employed social media to connect with consumers and promote advocacy. Academic research, corporate messaging, social media posts, business publications, marketing case studies, and any other feasible secondary sources were combined to yield practices and reported results of engagement. Specifically, issues and concepts focusing on conversational interaction, fun, users' own content, communities' involvement, electronic word-of-mouth, employees' own content, brand activism and consumer loyalty were highlighted. Authentic evidence from several sources was compared by using data triangulation, not only one source, to enhance the credibility and consistency of the comparison of findings (Yin, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc241083044]3.6.3 Cross-Case Analysis
A cross-case synthesis was performed after the individual case analyses to detect similarities, differences, recurring patterns, mechanisms and variations in the context across the five organisations. The cross-case synthesis allows a systematic comparison of evidence across the cases and can enhance explanations that span across multiple organizational contexts. The comparison analysed the social media (SM) engagement strategies that were consistently connected with positive electronic word-of-mouth, recommendations, content sharing, community participation, and public support as forms of advocacy. Differences between cases were also noted to gain insights into what conditions favour the successful implementation of engagement approaches. The patterns and themes generated from these are used to support the findings and discussion in Chapter 5.

[bookmark: _Toc241083045]3.7 Research Quality and Rigour
Construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability as a basis for credibility, dependability, and trustworthiness in qualitative case study research were ensured in research quality and rigour by addressing the criteria.
[bookmark: _Toc241083046]3.7.1 Construct Validity
The use of multiple secondary data sources, such as academic studies, company publications, social media content, business publications, marketing case studies and industry reports helped to construct validity. Multiple sources of information allowed data triangulation and less reliance on one source of information. Additionally, consistent operational definitions of certain concepts (particularly social media engagement and brand advocacy) were obtained from the conceptual framework presented in Chapter 2 (Saunders et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc241083047]3.7.2 Internal Validity (Analytical Rigour)
A systematic and framework guided analytical process was used to support internal validity. All the case analyses were performed in the same manner as,
Background → Challenge → Solution → Outcomes structure; facilitating evidence connections to the conclusions concluding each case. The analytical rigour was supported by further pattern identification, explanation building and comparison of the theoretical expectations and the empirical evidence (Yin, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc241083048]3.7.3 External Validity (Generalisability)
In the case study approach, generalisability, which is more of an analytical though not statistical nature, is achieved by generalizing the findings to theoretical concepts, and not to a wider population. There was an increase of external validity because five different organisations in the UK food and beverage sector were studied, and replication logic was used across the cases. Compared to the other theoretical explanations in this study, the findings of the recurring patterns across the multiple cases gave more support for the concept of social media engagement and brand advocacy (Yin, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc241083049]3.7.4 Reliability (Transparency and Replicability)
The reliability was improved by transparently documenting the case selection criteria, secondary data sources, data collection process and analytical procedures. The same analytical categories and case analysis structure were used for the five cases. A clear methodological process facilitates the understanding of how results were extracted from the sources and enables other researchers to draw similar results with similar sources and procedures (Yin, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc241083050]3.8 Ethical Considerations
This study is entirely based on secondary data but with respect to the ethical aspects were followed while conducting the research. All evidence has been sourced from publicly available information such as academic publications, company websites, publicly available social media content, industry reports, business publications and published case studies. The study was not conducted with any human participants or access to private personal information, therefore concerns with regards to informed consent, anonymity, and confidentiality were minimised (Saunders et al., 2019).
Secondary sources used in the study were correctly referenced and in-text cited so that plagiarism and academic dishonesty are avoided. The researcher also sought to accurately and objectively portray the collected evidence not to selectively report material to substantiate a pre-formed set of conclusions. Transparency and non-distortion of secondary evidence is important practice for responsible research (Saunders et al., 2019).
Organisational information was respected, especially if it questioned or caused controversy or perhaps delicate brand matter. There was no intentional misrepresentation of information made publicly available that would result in unearned harm to the reputation of the company. Research was carried out responsibly, within the framework of the university's academic and ethical requirements, ensuring appropriate collection, analysis and presentation of secondary evidence.

[bookmark: _Toc241083051]3.9 Chapter Summary
This chapter outlined the method used to assess the influence of social media interaction on the issue of brand advocacy within the food and beverage sector in the UK. The study took a philosophy of interpretivism and selected five organisations for secondary case study evidence. The use of the conceptual framework was guided by a theory building approach, while appropriate patterns were uncovered during the analysis of the case evidence. Academic literature, Organisational sources, social media content, business publications and other credible sources were used to obtain secondary data. To improve the credibility of the findings and the consistency to it, within-case analysis, cross-case synthesis, and data triangulation were used. Ethical principles and research quality principles also were woven throughout the research process. Overall, the methodology offers a rigorous and transparent basis for Chapter 4 which offers a presentation of the findings of the five case studies.



[bookmark: _Toc241083052]CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS
[bookmark: _Toc241083053]4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the findings of the research on the impact of social media engagement on brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage industry. The findings are organised through five focused case studies developed from publicly available secondary data, including academic studies, company publications, industry reports, digital marketing case studies and documented social media campaigns. The selected organisations are Innocent Drinks, BrewDog, Oatly UK, Greggs and Premier Foods. Together, these cases represent different areas of the UK food and beverage market, including smoothies and juices, craft beer, plant-based beverages, food retail and bakery/food-to-go. The cases were selected because each organisation has demonstrated distinctive approaches to social media engagement, including humour, community participation, brand activism, employee-generated content and real-time interaction. Existing evidence indicates that platform characteristics, interactive communication and engaging content can influence consumer responsiveness and the willingness of audiences to participate in brand-related communication and electronic word-of-mouth activities (Voorveld et al., 2018; Barklamb et al., 2020; Sarkis et al., 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083054]4.2 Case Study 1: Innocent Drinks
[bookmark: _Toc241083055]4.2.1 Introduction and Background
Innocent Drinks is a UK-founded beverage company best known for smoothies, juices and other fruit-based drinks. Its market identity has traditionally combined natural-product positioning with informal communication, ethical themes and a deliberately conversational personality. Previous analysis of Innocent's marketing strategy identifies distinctive branding and creative communication as important elements of its competitive positioning within the beverage market (Frings, 2016). Research examining Innocent's online corporate identity also demonstrates how linguistic informality and carefully constructed digital communication contribute to perceptions of a distinctive organisational personality (The PAD Research Group, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc241083056]4.2.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
Innocent operates in a crowded food and beverage environment in which functional product features can be easily imitated, making differentiation through brand personality and relationships particularly important. The opportunity was therefore to transform social media from a conventional promotional channel into an environment where consumers could interact with a recognisable humanised personality and voluntarily circulate brand content. This approach is important because perceived authenticity can strengthen the consistency and credibility of relationships between consumers and brands (Athwal and Harris, 2018; Campagna et al., 2021). Maintaining credibility is particularly significant for brands combining commercial communication with ethical or sustainability claims because audiences increasingly scrutinise whether corporate claims match observable behaviour (Genceli and Akay, 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241083057]4.2.3 The Approach and Implementation
Innocent developed an informal social media style centred on everyday humour, cultural observations, playful replies and limited use of conventional sales language. Its strategy has involved turning one-to-one audience responses into shareable interactions, encouraging consumers to redistribute humorous exchanges and consequently perform an advocacy role through electronic word-of-mouth. One documented campaign generated more than 20 million organic impressions following sustained interaction around consumer responses to the colour of a new drink.
The Big Knit further extended engagement from online interaction into consumer participation. The initiative asks members of the public to knit miniature hats for Innocent smoothie bottles, while social media encourages participants to share creations and campaign experiences. The campaign therefore integrates user-generated content, charitable purpose, consumer creativity and product visibility. More than 1.36 million handmade little woolly hats were produced during the 2024–25 campaign, illustrating substantial voluntary consumer participation.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc241083117]Figure 4: Innocent Drinks’ little woolly hats

[bookmark: _Toc241083058]4.2.4 Outcomes and Results
The Big Knit has become a long-running form of participatory brand engagement rather than a short promotional activation. Since its creation in 2003, the initiative has raised approximately £3.6 million for Age UK, demonstrating sustained public participation around an Innocent-associated activity. The evidence suggests that Innocent converts attention into advocacy by providing content and activities that consumers have reasons to share independently of immediate purchase messages. Its humorous digital identity, user interaction and community initiatives consequently create opportunities for audiences to become voluntary communicators of the brand rather than passive recipients of advertisements (Frings, 2016; The PAD Research Group, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc241083059]4.3 Case Study 2: BrewDog
[bookmark: _Toc241083060]4.3.1 Introduction and Background
BrewDog is a Scottish-founded craft-beer producer and hospitality business that expanded from a challenger brewery into an internationally recognised brand. The organisation built much of its early identity around opposition to conventional brewing and corporate marketing norms, adopting provocative language, unconventional publicity and an explicit association with craft-beer culture. Research examining BrewDog indicates that authenticity and lifestyle symbolism have played major roles in communicating its identity as the organisation has grown (Siriehová, 2024). The broader craft-beer sector also provides strong opportunities for community-focused social media because consumers frequently associate beer choices with lifestyle, identity and local or specialist communities (Goodwin, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc241083061]4.3.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
BrewDog's central opportunity was to turn consumers into active participants in the company's expansion rather than treating them only as buyers. However, rapid growth created a parallel challenge because a rebellious challenger identity becomes difficult to maintain as an organisation becomes larger and more corporate. Brand authenticity is particularly vulnerable were stakeholder expectations conflict with organisational behaviour, meaning inconsistency can weaken advocacy as rapidly as authenticity can strengthen it (Campagna et al., 2021; Siriehová, 2024). Negative publicity also creates heightened risks in digitally connected markets because social media enables criticism to spread quickly and influence stakeholder interpretations of the brand (Hettiarachchi Maha Hettiarachchige et al., 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083062]4.3.3 The Approach and Implementation
BrewDog addressed this opportunity through provocative social communication, campaign-based marketing and its Equity for Punks crowdfunding community. Its digital marketing communications have historically emphasised disruptive language and direct participation rather than restrained corporate advertising (Scott, 2018). Social engagement therefore supported a wider strategy in which customers could become shareholders, members of an identifiable brand community and advocates for the company's challenger narrative.
The 2013 Equity for Punks fundraising initiative reached its £4.25 million target and closed early, demonstrating substantial consumer willingness to move from engagement toward financial participation in the brand (BrewDog, 2013). Later Equity for Punks initiatives further positioned community participation as an element of BrewDog's business model rather than simply a communication campaign (BrewDog, 2020). This approach reflects wider research showing that social media can facilitate interaction around alcoholic beverage brands and help organisations develop engagement beyond straightforward product information (Morais and Figueiredo, 2020). BrewDog subsequently integrated people, beer and environmental themes within its strategic Blueprint to communicate its future direction to both employees and its wider community (BrewDog, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc241083063]4.3.4 Outcomes and Results
The crowdfunding performance provides strong behavioural evidence of advocacy because consumers were prepared to invest money and publicly identify with the organisation rather than merely liking or following its content. Nevertheless, evidence surrounding BrewDog also demonstrates that advocacy remains conditional on perceived authenticity and corporate conduct. Critical scrutiny of workplace culture illustrates how negative organisational information can conflict with carefully established public brand narratives (Anderson et al., 2022). The case therefore suggests that provocative engagement can generate a powerful community, but sustained advocacy requires consistency between digital identity, stakeholder experiences and organisational behaviour (Siriehová, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc241083064]4.4 Case Study 3: Oatly UK
[bookmark: _Toc241083065]4.4.1 Introduction and Background
Oatly is a Swedish plant-based food and beverage company whose oat drinks have achieved substantial international visibility, including within the UK market. Unlike brands that concentrate mainly on functional product characteristics, Oatly has developed a distinctive identity around environmental sustainability, cultural commentary, unconventional advertising and challenges to dairy consumption. Research analysing Oatly's marketing identifies unusual language, visual simplicity and disruptive advertising as important mechanisms for achieving brand differentiation (Chen, 2022). Sustainability has simultaneously operated as a central component of its brand positioning rather than a secondary corporate responsibility message (Shabbir, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc241083066]4.4.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
The UK market presented Oatly with an opportunity created by growing consumer interest in plant-based diets and environmental concerns. However, changing established milk-consumption habits required more than presenting oat drinks as substitute products. The brand needed social content capable of stimulating discussion about consumption, identity and sustainability. Brand activism can allow organisations to participate in wider social debates and attract communities that associate marketplace choices with values, although commercially driven activism can also attract scepticism or opposition (Aronczyk, 2016). Green advertising creates additional credibility challenges because environmental messages addressed to broad audiences can trigger scrutiny regarding the accuracy, framing and evidence supporting corporate claims (Johansson, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083067]4.4.3 The Approach and Implementation
Oatly adopted provocative value-led communication across advertising and digital media. The UK "Help Dad" campaign was its first UK television and video-on-demand campaign and its largest print, social and digital activation at the time, focusing on teenagers encouraging older family members to reconsider dairy consumption. The campaign turned sustainability into an interpersonal and generational conversation rather than presenting it as technical product information.
Oatly has also used public challenges to the dairy industry and climate-footprint labelling to stimulate discussion and encourage consumers to compare environmental impacts. Its later Dairy Deal initiative offered advertising space to dairy companies willing to communicate climate-impact information, continuing the company's confrontational style of sustainability communication. This approach reflects the role of values and social identity in motivating consumers to engage with and redistribute brand messages. However, several environmental advertising claims were subsequently ruled misleading or insufficiently substantiated by the UK Advertising Standards Authority, demonstrating the risk of advocacy-oriented sustainability communication when evidence is contested.

[bookmark: _Toc241083068]4.4.4 Outcomes and Results
Oatly achieved substantial visibility by creating communication designed to be discussed rather than simply viewed. Existing analysis suggests that its advertising effectiveness has been closely associated with differentiation, humour, provocation and sustainability positioning (Chen, 2022; Shabbir, 2021). The case nevertheless shows that value-led engagement generates both positive advocacy and critical counter-engagement. Consumer advocacy can therefore emerge through identification with brand values, but sustainability-based advocacy depends heavily on trust in the underlying claims. This is particularly important because misleading sustainability communication may weaken stakeholder confidence and stimulate accusations of greenwashing (Genceli and Akay, 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241083069]4.5 Case Study 4: Premier Foods
[bookmark: _Toc241083070]4.5.1 Introduction and Background
Premier Foods is one of the UK’s leading food manufacturing companies, producing and marketing a wide range of well-known grocery brands. The company focuses primarily on branded food products that are widely distributed through supermarkets and other retailers across the UK. 
[image: Who we are - Premier Foods]
[bookmark: _Toc241083118]Figure 5: Premier Foods
(Source: Premier Foods (2026))
Its portfolio includes major household names such as Mr Kipling, Bisto, Oxo, Ambrosia, Sharwood’s, Batchelors, Homepride, Bird’s and Angel Delight. These brands cover several product categories, including cakes, gravy, stock cubes, cooking sauces, desserts and convenience foods. Premier Foods’ business strategy focuses on strengthening established brands through product innovation, marketing investment and consumer engagement (Premier Foods UK, 2026; Degun, 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241083071]4.5.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
Premier Foods faced the challenge of keeping long-established British food brands relevant to contemporary consumers while retaining the familiarity and heritage that contribute to their existing brand equity. Brands such as Mr Kipling and Sharwood’s already possess substantial household recognition; however, social media requires brands to compete for attention through timely, interactive and culturally relevant communication. 
[image: Premier Foods hires agency for 'exceedingly good' brief - DecisionMarketing]
[bookmark: _Toc241083119]Figure 6: Mr Kipling “Deliciously Good” Angel Slices with Raspberries
(Source: Premier Foods (2023), Preliminary Results Analyst Presentation)
Premier Foods therefore identified an opportunity to modernise its social presence and reach both existing and new audiences. The company particularly sought to generate sustained organic engagement and community growth rather than treating social media simply as another advertising channel. This reflects wider research showing that effective social media communication can encourage audiences to interact with brand content and strengthen consumer–brand relationships. Engagement is especially valuable when content stimulates meaningful consumer responses and develops stronger connections between audiences and the organisation or brand being communicated (Degun, 2026; Nuery et al., 2026; Shao, Chen and Su, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083072]4.5.3 The Approach and Implementation
Premier Foods appointed NewGen to develop an organic-first and engagement-led social media strategy covering Mr Kipling, Sharwood’s, The Spice Tailor and Loyd Grossman.
[image: NewGen announces tasty brand partnership with Premier Foods -]
[bookmark: _Toc241083120]Figure 7: NewGen announces tasty brand partnership with Premier Foods
(Source: Premier Foods official Facebook page)
The approach places particular emphasis on TikTok and Instagram, where content can be adapted to trends, cultural conversations and changing audience interests. NewGen’s responsibilities include producing trend-led content, undertaking proactive community management and developing audience-first strategies intended to encourage interaction and community growth. The strategy therefore moves beyond one-way promotional communication towards ongoing conversations between brands and social media users. Premier Foods has also used social and creator content to connect products with new consumption occasions, including promoting seasonal opportunities such as fruit-and-custard combinations. This approach is consistent with evidence that social media communication strategies can cultivate engagement when brands combine relevant content with audience interaction and platform-appropriate communication. Such engagement can subsequently provide conditions that support stronger consumer relationships and advocacy behaviours (Degun, 2026; Shao, Chen and Su, 2025; Nuery et al., 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241083073]4.5.4 Outcomes and Results
As the NewGen partnership was announced only in August 2026, sufficient long-term quantitative evidence on outcomes such as engagement rates, follower growth or brand advocacy is not yet publicly available. Therefore, claims of proven increases in advocacy would be premature. Nevertheless, the initiative demonstrates a clear strategic shift towards organic engagement, community building and culturally relevant communication. Premier Foods expects the partnership to help its established brands appear fresh, relevant and authentic while maintaining their heritage. From the perspective of this research, these early outcomes are significant because the strategy deliberately creates opportunities for consumers to interact with, discuss and share branded content. Previous research indicates that stronger social media engagement can produce important attitudinal and behavioural consequences, providing a potential pathway through which engaged consumers may develop stronger brand relationships and advocacy (Degun, 2026; Nuery et al., 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241083074]4.6 Case Study 5: Greggs
[bookmark: _Toc241083075]4.6.1 Introduction and Background
Greggs is a major UK bakery and food-to-go business with a nationwide retail presence and strong recognition for products such as sausage rolls, baked goods, sandwiches and drinks. Its contemporary brand identity combines affordability with an increasingly distinctive online personality based on humour, cultural references and self-aware communication. Marketing analysis identifies social media and brand awareness as important parts of Greggs' competitive strategy within the UK food-to-go sector (Liu, 2024). Earlier evidence had already demonstrated the potential commercial influence of social-network engagement through the company's Superstar Doughnuts campaign (Hinder, 2012).
[image: Greggs on track for record shop openings as evening trading bolsters sales  - Retail Gazette]
[bookmark: _Toc241083121]Figure 8: Greggs UK Bakery products
(Source: Greggs, 2026)
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[bookmark: _Toc241083122]Figure 9: Greggs UK food products
(Source: Greggs, 2026)
[bookmark: _Toc241083076]4.6.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
Greggs faced an opportunity to respond to increasing consumer interest in vegetarian and vegan alternatives while maintaining the mass-market humour associated with its existing identity. The launch of a vegan sausage roll carried reputational risk because plant-based food had become culturally and politically contested online. 
[image: Greggs' customers prefer vegan sausage roll to meat one according to poll -  Nottingham Post]
[bookmark: _Toc241083123]Figure 10: Greggs Social Media Comparison of the Traditional Sausage Roll and Vegan Sausage Roll
Source: Greggs (2026)
[image: Vegan Roll Pork-Free doesn't have the same ring to it 👀 Why do you think  popular UK bakery chain @greggs_official has done this? When asked, the  bakery assistant told us “it's because]
[bookmark: _Toc241083124]Figure 11: Greggs’ Renamed “Vegan Roll (Pork-Free)” Product Display
Source: Greggs (2026)
More than 20,000 consumers had supported an online petition requesting a vegan version, providing evidence of existing demand before launch. The challenge was therefore not simply introducing a product but managing highly polarised social discussion in a way that could increase attention without alienating the broader customer base.

[bookmark: _Toc241083077]4.6.3 The Approach and Implementation
Greggs launched the vegan sausage roll in January 2019 to coincide with Veganuary and placed social media at the centre of its communication. The company adopted humorous real-time interaction rather than avoiding criticism, responding to celebrities and consumers in the same recognisable tone used throughout its digital communication. Greggs has described Twitter as a channel for two-way conversation and community management rather than simply a platform for broadcasting commercial messages.
The strategy became particularly visible after public criticism from Piers Morgan, which Greggs answered immediately and humorously. The exchange expanded rapidly across Twitter and mainstream media and became part of broader online disagreement concerning veganism, consumption and climate-related food politics (Sanford and Lorimer, 2022). Rather than attempting to neutralise controversy, the company allowed supporters and critics to circulate the conversation, effectively turning consumer responses into peer-to-peer promotion.

[bookmark: _Toc241083078]4.6.4 Outcomes and Results
The product launch produced clear commercial outcomes alongside extensive online visibility. Like-for-like sales increased by 9.6% during the first seven weeks of 2019, and Greggs explicitly reported that publicity surrounding the vegan sausage roll increased customer visits. Academic analysis also documents how the launch generated unusually extensive and antagonistic online discussion around food identity and veganism (Sanford and Lorimer, 2022). The findings indicate that advocacy need not consist entirely of positive comments because controversy can stimulate supporters to defend, recommend and redistribute a brand's messages, thereby substantially increasing earned visibility.

[bookmark: _Toc241083079]4.7 Summary of Cross-Case Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc241083080]4.7.1 Recurring Triggers Across Cases
Across the five cases, several recurring triggers encouraged social media engagement and subsequent brand advocacy. These included humour, cultural relevance, sustainability, community participation, controversy and opportunities for consumers to contribute directly to brand conversations. Innocent and Greggs relied strongly on humour and relatable communication, while BrewDog encouraged participation through its community and crowdfunding model. Oatly used environmental values and provocative messaging to stimulate discussion, whereas Premier Foods focused on cultural relevance and audience-first content. Overall, the cases indicate that engagement is more likely when brands provide consumers with emotional, social or value-based reasons to interact beyond straightforward product promotion (Campagna et al., 2021; Nuery et al., 2026; Shao, Chen and Su, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083081]4.7.2 Common Response Patterns
A common response pattern across the cases was the movement from initial exposure to interaction, participation and voluntary redistribution of brand-related content. Innocent encouraged consumers to share humorous exchanges and participate in the Big Knit, while BrewDog transformed engaged consumers into investors and community members. Oatly stimulated discussion around sustainability, and Greggs encouraged supporters and critics to amplify its vegan sausage roll campaign through online conversations. Premier Foods similarly aims to develop sustained organic engagement through community management and interactive content. These patterns suggest that social media advocacy develops when consumers move beyond passive viewing and begin commenting, sharing, creating content or publicly associating themselves with a brand (Morais and Figueiredo, 2020; Nuery et al., 2026; Shao, Chen and Su, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083082]4.7.3 Major Differences Between the Five Cases
Despite common engagement principles, the five cases differed considerably in their strategic execution and sources of advocacy. Innocent relied primarily on humour, user participation and charitable association, whereas BrewDog developed a stronger ownership-based community through crowdfunding. Oatly used brand activism and sustainability to generate engagement, although this created greater reputational risk when environmental claims were challenged. Greggs successfully used humour and controversy around a specific product launch to generate both publicity and commercial outcomes. Premier Foods differs because its strategy is more recent and agency-led, focusing on modernising several established heritage brands rather than building a single disruptive identity. These differences demonstrate that advocacy can emerge through multiple engagement mechanisms depending on brand identity, audience and strategic objectives (Chen, 2022; Siriehová, 2024; Degun, 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241083083]4.7.4 Emerging Relationship Between Execution and Results
The cross-case evidence suggests that social media engagement produces stronger outcomes when execution is consistent with the existing identity of the brand. Innocent's conversational humour, Greggs' responsive personality and BrewDog's challenger positioning enabled consumers to recognise and participate in distinctive brand communities. Oatly similarly generated attention through value-led communication, although its experience demonstrates that strong engagement can become negative when perceived authenticity or credibility is questioned. Premier Foods' emerging strategy similarly attempts to balance cultural relevance with established brand heritage. Therefore, engagement alone does not automatically create positive advocacy. More favourable results appear when relevant content, authenticity, responsiveness and community participation are combined consistently, encouraging consumers to voluntarily recommend, defend or circulate brand-related messages (Campagna et al., 2021; Nuery et al., 2026; Shao, Chen and Su, 2025).
	Case
	Recurring Trigger
	Common Response Pattern
	Distinctive Feature
	Engagement and Results

	Innocent Drinks
	Need for differentiation and community connection
	Humour, replies and user participation
	Big Knit and humanised brand voice
	Organic sharing, volunteering and long-term charitable participation

	BrewDog
	Growth and need to sustain challenger identity
	Provocative communication and community participation
	Equity for Punks
	Crowdfunding, ownership and strong brand-community identification

	Oatly UK
	Growth in sustainable and plant-based consumption
	Activism, provocation and sustainability narratives
	Environmental identity
	Advocacy and debate, alongside reputational risk

	Premier Foods
	Need to modernise heritage brands and strengthen cultural relevance
	Trend-led content, creator engagement and proactive community management
	Organic-first TikTok and Instagram strategy through NewGen
	Expected growth in organic engagement, community interaction and brand relevance; long-term results not yet available

	Greggs
	Plant-based opportunity and cultural conversation
	Humour, real-time response and social listening
	Vegan sausage-roll launch
	Viral discussion, increased footfall and sales growth


[bookmark: _Toc241083126]Table 2: Emerging Relationship Between Execution and Results
(Source: Developed by author, 2026)

[bookmark: _Toc241083084]4.8 Chapter Summary
This chapter presented five secondary-data case studies illustrating different ways in which social media engagement can contribute to brand advocacy within the UK food and beverage industry. Across Innocent Drinks, BrewDog, Oatly, Greggs and Premier Foods engagement was strongest when communication provided consumers with opportunities to participate rather than simply receive promotional messages. Humour, community membership, sustainability values, employee-generated communication, user participation and real-time responses emerged as important mechanisms for encouraging electronic word-of-mouth and voluntary brand promotion. However, the BrewDog and Oatly cases also demonstrate that highly visible engagement increases exposure to reputational criticism when stakeholder experiences or corporate claims conflict with the projected identity. Overall, the findings provide evidence that social media engagement can support advocacy when it develops authentic, interactive and shareable consumer relationships, providing the empirical foundation for the discussion and interpretation presented in Chapter 5.


[bookmark: _Toc241083085]CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS
[bookmark: _Toc241083086]5.1 Purpose and Positioning
This chapter is an interpretation of the findings of Chapter 4 in relation to the theory and empirical evidence that was collected and reviewed in Chapter 2. The main purpose is to explain the how and why of social media engagement and how this can promote brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage sector. Engagement is not looked upon as an end goal, just a like, comment or share anymore; there is a focus on what types of engagements make consumers feel compelled to promote, defend, recommend and associate with brands publicly and voluntarily. The strategy is based on several studies that show that active use of social media leads to more favourable consumer–brand relationships and advocacy behaviours when the consumer is engaged in the medium beyond passive exposure to it (Sashi, Brynildsen and Bilgihan, 2019; Wilk, Soutar and Harrigan, 2021; Sarkis, Jabbour Al Maalouf and Al Geitany, 2025).
Rather than repeating details of individual case descriptions (e.g. Innocent Drinks, BrewDog, Oatly UK, Premier Foods, Greggs), the chapter draws together evidence from each of these. Cross case comparisons are very useful because the organisations use widely varying engagement methods, such as humour, community involvement, sustainability activism, creator-led communication, and real time interaction. By looking at these differences, can reveal patterns in processes, as well as circumstances where engagement fails to yield strong or affirmative results, or even generates negative ones. Thus, the analysis centres on issues of authenticity and brand personality, active participation and community, cultural relevance and responsiveness, and the role of trust and controversy in the advocacy process (Panagiotopoulos et al., 2015; Campagna, Donthu and Yoo, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc241083087]5.2 Analytical Framework and Logic
The analytical framework puts social media engagement as the antecedent of brand advocacy and makes it a non-deterministic relationship. Social media offers the brand tools to interact, communicate, build community and develop relationships, but they need to be ‘transferred' into valuable consumer experiences. A resource-based view of digital communication is different in that once a distinctive digital communication skill can't easily be copied and is embedded in brand identity, organisational knowledge and audience relationships that have been created over time, it has the potential to become a strategic asset. More recent study also shows that social media capabilities can enhance customer engagement and outcomes associated with the brand when firms interact effectively with digital resources, not just by having access to social media platforms (Sipos et al., 2025; Day, Jean-Denis and Karanja, 2025; Ikoko, Yeşilada and Aghaei, 2026).
Electronic word of mouth, recommendation, voluntary content sharing/redistribution, public defence, community involvement and sometimes even behavioural or monetary commitment are all included in the definition of brand advocacy. The analysis is thematic but uses a hybrid approach. First, brand authenticity and brand personae are explored. Secondly, participation and brand community is discussed. Third, cultural relevance, responsiveness and platform interaction is considered. Lastly, trust, controversy and reputational risk are considered as factors that have the capacity to reinforce or compromise the engagement–advocacy relationship (Tarabieh, 2022; Wilk, Soutar and Harrigan, 2021; Laradi et al., 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241083088]5.3 Cross-Case Synthesis: Compare and Contrast with Literature
[bookmark: _Toc241083089]5.3.1 Authenticity, Brand Personality and Advocacy
Many of the assertions in the literature suggest that consumers are more receptive to messages that are perceived as authentic, consistent and familiar from social media rather than overly corporate and promotional. Brand authenticity is about whether a brand is credible, it is consistent with the brand identity and it is faithful to the values that it communicates. The importance of social media is evident as it enables audiences to review and compare the statements made by brands with their previous communications or organisational behaviour. Therefore, any mismatch between the message and the practice of the organisation can lead to lowered trust and advocacy; however, if the message conveys authenticity, it can enhance relationship quality (Athwal and Harris, 2018; Campagna, Donthu and Yoo, 2022).
This is well supported by the cross-case evidence. The casual, humorous and casuistic conversation responses and language are a seamless continuation of Innocent's strong brand. It is a good communicator, and its appeal is amplified by the fact that the audience doesn't think of humour as a “campaign tool” or one-off thing it's a brand personality. It is a similar mechanism as with Greggs. It has a funny answer to any criticism of its vegan sausage roll, and the fact this is in line with its own self-aware digital voice was quite a good fit. Therefore, reactive communication seemed to not be separate from the organisation's overall identity. BrewDog sought to get a similar match by pairing provocative messaging with a challenger brand, Oatly with unconventional messaging and a sustainability-focused identity. Premier Foods is another model that involves making existing heritage brands more modern and contemporary, but without giving them up, or changing their identity (Frings, 2016; The PAD Research Group, 2016; Siriehová, 2024; Liu, 2024).
The results, however, also contradict the assumption of automatically generating advocacy based on distinctive personality. A strong brand public identity can be fragile if the experiences of its stakeholders seem to be inconsistent with its online brand. BrewDog is a classic example of this. Likewise, Oatly's communication on sustainability came under scrutiny when questions were raised about sustainability advertising. Stylistically, then, authenticity is not just a proof of authenticity but also becomes a test of credibility. The power of provocation and personality can catch the attention of consumers, but the power of advocacy is lasting if the statement of the brand, the identity of the brand, and the behaviour of the brand are consistent. This builds upon the previous research on authenticity by providing insight into how the effects of inconsistency can be more apparent in a social media setting where multiple interpretations of a text are available and quickly diffused (Hettiarachchi Maha Hettiarachchige, Cabiddu and Moi, 2025; Genceli and Akay, 2026).
What this tells us is that it is crucial to have recognisable personality that is consistent with the overall brand but to get people talking on behalf of the brand, there has to be behavioural consistency as well as communicative consistency.

[bookmark: _Toc241083090]5.3.2 Participation, Community and Consumer Co-Creation
The concept that engagement has a greater impact on consumption is also present in the literature when consumers are moving from passive consumption of content to active consumption of content. Engagement can include comments, sharing, creating content, engaging with communities, building relationships with other consumers around the brand. In that context, the consumer as a participant rather than merely an audience becomes a source of brand significance, too. When consumers get involved in this process, they can feel deeper connection towards the brand and have a higher likelihood to pass on positive information about the brand to others (Panagiotopoulos et al., 2015; Sashi, Brynildsen and Bilgihan, 2019; Laradi et al., 2026).
This relationship is very well supported by Innocent. The Big Knit provides consumers with a "knit" activity to engage them personally with a social cause for a brand. If you want more than comments on your post, knit or share something or join a charity campaign. Being active brand contributors by participating in a campaign for many years and over one million of knitted hats clearly shows that consumers can be active contributors to brand-related activity. This advocacy is at least partly embodied by consumers themselves, albeit in the context of a paid corporate communication.
BrewDog provides an even stronger behavioural expression of participation. Equity for Punks turned some of the customers into investors, making them both emotionally and financially committed to the organisation. This is much more than traditional concepts of digital engagement. The brand sought to attract consumers to join them in the challenger community and engage directly in the brand's development. The success of the 2013 crowdfunding effort of £4.25m illustrates the power that engagement can have to become tangible commitments by engaging consumers with a meaningful sense of membership and ownership (BrewDog, 2013; BrewDog 2020).
The co-created visibility that Greggs exhibits are more colloquial but is still noticeable. The “vegan sausage-roll launch” prompted a long online discussion for the brand, supporters, critics, and celebrities. Importantly, not all participants were Gregg’s supporters, but the interaction helped to increase the reach of the campaign and its cultural presence. This makes for a greater complexity to the traditional conceptions that advocacy is only characterized as positive statements. Supportive consumers can sometimes react negatively to an attention trigger, and reverse reinforcement can lead to support of or endorsement for a brand, so that opposition can indirectly motivate those already supporting a brand to speak up in support. But if the brand can handle it, then such effects will still depend on the effectiveness of the brand's handling of controversy (Sanford and Lorimer 2022).
So throughout, there is that idea that participation is an important link between engagement and advocacy. The more consumers are included as active participants in meaningful roles such as creating, community members, contributors or defenders, the greater the chances of engagement leading to a voluntary brand communication.

[bookmark: _Toc241083091]5.3.3 Cultural Relevance, Responsiveness and Platform Fit
There is already some research examining engagement based on platform features, the type of engagement provided by the content, and the motives of the users to engage with specific social media platforms. Successfully created content doesn't always work identically across platforms, as the format and expectation of each platform varies. Timeliness and responsiveness are also important factors in engagement and are increasingly valued by consumers such that brands are increasingly expected to take part in cultural conversations and not just orders scheduled for their promotional messages (Voorveld et al., 2018; Barklamb et al., 2020; Sarkis, Jabbour Al Maalouf and Al Geitany, 2025).
In Greggs the value of responsiveness is clearly illustrated. The campaign against the vegan sausage-roll was especially prominent as the company responded promptly to the criticism, with humour that was fitting to its online persona. This made a conversation to create an event instead of a traditional product announcement. This is important to note in a commercial context as Greggs later claimed that their sales grew by 9.6% like-for-like in the first 7 weeks of 2019. While sales may not be solely credited to social media, there is strong evidence suggesting that culturally relevant digital conversation helped to create stellar visibility for the product launch.
Premier Foods offers examples of a more conscious approach to ability development. Its NewGen partnership is focused on TikTok and Instagram, trend-driven content, engagement with creators, proactive community management and audience-first approaches. It indicates an organisation awareness that heritage brands cannot just stand on the shoulders of the existing brand awareness in the present digital environment. However, its ending engagement/advocacy results have not yet been obtained as compared to Greggs. Premier Foods therefore fails to demonstrate outcome, and only provides evidence of strategic intent, which makes it difficult to make direct comparisons with more mature campaigns (Degun, 2026).
In addition, Innocent proves that "responsiveness" is best when it can be linked to an already established brand personality. Interpersonal exchanges are in nature, communicable beyond the moment. The present case supports the argument that it is not solely by posting frequently that engagement is created. The three criteria, namely quality, relevance and conversational appropriateness, seem more significant for inducing voluntary redistribution.
The cross-case comparison therefore indicates that, in order to be of influence, brands need to be agile enough to create content that resonates with the cultural context and to react to the content posted on the Twitter platform in a manner that is suitable for the conventions and norms of the platform, as well as the brand's identity.

5.3.4 Trust, Values, Controversy and Reputational Risk
In recent years, the core of the literature is emerging that social media engagement can have negative and positive outcomes. The more visible brands are, the more they can engage their supporters, but the more the consumers, activists, and other stakeholders can examine corporate claims. This is especially true in the context of food and beverage brands as consumption becomes associated with health, sustainability, ethics and identity. Value-based communication can thus help to build powerful communities but also provoke the negative effects of inconsistent or misleading communication (Coman et al., 2025; Hettiarachchi Maha Hettiarachchige, Cabiddu and Moi, 2025; Genceli and Akay, 2026).
The best example is Oatly. Its position in the environment provides an added value to the consumer to contact the brand and differentiates it from milk products. The strategy follows findings from literature which indicate that sustainable narratives can shape consumer narratives and drive sustainable consumption. But this case also highlights a boundary condition: advocacy for ethical or environmental considerations relies especially on trust. The same digital visibility that helps to spread good news can also spread criticism or refute claims made by others (Shabbir, 2021; Johansson, 2025; Coman et al., 2025).
BrewDog demonstrates the same issue in a different way organisational behaviour instead of environmental. If there is a conflict between what is being reported and the brand's identity, this may not go down well with consumers who are drawn to the rebellious, people-centred brand. In comparison, the Greggs ward shows that debate is not anabolic to advocating. The controversy over veganism energized debate and provided a platform for those who support it to whom they can speak up and promote the brand. The fight over veganism made people take notice and provided others to speak up on behalf of the brand and support it. The difference seems to stem from issues and sources of conflict. In BrewDog's and Oatly's case, it was a criticism that called into doubt their claims, or indeed their very existence; in Greggs' case, it was a criticism external to the product and cultural issue.
This separation enhances the engagement–advocacy connection. Controversy can drive advocacy, especially when it's created from the outside; conversely, credibility-related controversy can dampen advocacy, especially when criticism diminishes the credibility of the brand.

[bookmark: _Toc241083092]5.4 Robustness Considerations
To any of these results should be given some robustness consideration. The majority of information was gained through second hand sources such as company publications, campaign reports, academic research, media coverage and marketing analysis. There may be many successful activities covered with information that comes from the company, and not so much information about unsuccessful activities, which can lead to publication and attribution bias. Similarly, sales or traffic on the internet can't be solely blamed on social media – product innovation, pricing and distribution, and seasonality, may all be factors in commercial success.
Triangulation adds weight to several conclusions drawn from the academic literature, the independent and organisational reporting, where they tend towards similar interpretations. In the case of Greggs, for instance, they have supported their vegan launch by commercial results as well as academic examination of online discourse, while BrewDog's participation in the community has been backed up by the documented online results of their crowdfunding campaign and independent academic analysis. We can't make equivalent longitudinal assessments for Premier Foods' 2026 strategy as it is still new. Hence, the advocative results it anticipates must be considered as anticipated, and not proven (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2018; Sanford and Lorimer, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc241083093]5.5 Practical Synthesis: Bridge to Chapter 6
The cross-case analysis yields several pragmatic implications for the managers in the food and beverages industry. Firms should first keep in mind that comments and shares are not so valuable as interaction; and the interactions that count are the ones that add to participation in the community, advocacy or customer action. Second, there should be a continuity in social communication that is still identifiable with a company because humour, activism or provocation is most effective if it is seen as a genuine activity rather than an opportunistic activity (Campagna, Donthu and Yoo, 2022; Sarkis, Jabbour Al Maalouf and Al Geitany, 2025).
Thirdly, there should be opportunities for organisations to involve consumers such as user-generated content, communities, creators' partnership or purpose-related activities. Fourth, platform strategies need to be tailored to the behaviour of the audience and not the use of similar contents across channels. Lastly, companies that rely on sustainability or social-value messaging should have tighter evidence, governance and reputational monitoring: value-led campaigns open companies to more reputational risks to their messaging. It is therefore important for managers to monitor a set of indicators in addition to impressions and engagement rates, including positive sharing, recommendations, user generated content and community engagement, sentiment and behavioural conversion (Voorveld et al., 2018; Barklamb et al., 2020; Coman et al., 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083094]5.6 Chapter Summary
This chapter conducted a literature review of the five case studies based on the theoretical and empirical literature on social media engagement and brand advocacy. The overall evidence points to a positive association between engagement and advocacy, and a relationship that is not automatic or always positive. BrewDog, Greggs and Innocent are examples of how humour, community engagement and dialogue can turn passive consumers into active participation and ‘voluntary' promotional elements. Premier Foods is an example of brands that are increasingly developing social features to remain relevant in the culture, with no long-term results yet available. Both Oatly and BrewDog also demonstrate that higher engagement will result in higher reputational exposure when claims or organisational behaviour is at odds with the expected brand values.
Thus, the analysis seeks to expand the simple engagement–advocacy relationship, highlighting the mechanisms of authenticity, trust, participation and community identification with and cultural relevance for the platform, and the contingent factors of platform fit and controversy. Chapter 6 is then able to provide theory implications and managerial recommendations and practical approaches for the sustainable development of brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage sector based on the findings of Chapter 6.
[bookmark: _Toc241083095]
CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION
[bookmark: _Toc241083096]6.1 Introduction
The study is rounded off in this chapter, where the main findings from the study are summarised and theorised as well as managerially explained for social media engagement and the role of social media in food and beverage brand advocacy in the UK. It also highlights the major constraints of the study and suggests a pathway for future research. The study's purpose was to analyse the role of social media engagement in brand advocacy as well as to find the paths and conditions of the stronger and weaker linkage between them. In Chapter 4 the approach adopted was secondary data, multiple-case study, which was followed by cross-case synthesis with the existing literature-based studies in Chapter 5. To conclude, the characteristics and theory, rather than individual case findings, are combined.

[bookmark: _Toc241083097]6.2 Brief Summary of Key Findings
The results of the study indicate that if engagement with social media is not limited to passive consumption, and is meaningful for consumers, as in providing them with compelling reasons to interact in the brand's communication, brand advocacy can become an important part of their social media use. In all cases, consumers were encouraged to comment, share, create content, join communities and publicly engage with brands using humour, cultural relevance, and value-based communication and responsiveness. These findings lend support to this argument that active engagement by consumers with the product can lead to eWOM and loyalty and advocacy responses (Sashi, Brynildsen and Bilgihan, 2019; Wilk, Soutar and Harrigan, 2021).
But positive advocacy did not follow engagement. The effectiveness was related to the digital communication's authenticity, the trust and consistency between digital communication and broader organisational behaviour. Criticism from outside might lead to greater visibility and, perhaps, to pro-active advocacy, as with Greggs. At the other end of the scale, if there is controversy over the veracity of an organisation's claims or behaviour, it can lead to lack of trust, as seen with Oatly and BrewDog.

[bookmark: _Toc241083098]6.3 Theoretical Implications
[bookmark: _Toc241083099]6.3.1 Contribution 1: Clarifying the Social Media Engagement–Brand Advocacy Relationship
The first theoretical theory relates to social media engagement and brand advocacy. Previous studies have shown that active engagement may help to build a relationship between consumer and brand and induce consumer to spread positive word-of-mouth regarding brands (Sashi, Brynildsen and Bilgihan, 2019). Brand advocacy can also build loyalty, and thus engagement and advocacy can be interrelated, rather than distinct processes (Wilk, Soutar and Harrigan, 2021). This research confirms this connection but reveals that engagement defined as likes, comments, views and followers are just a few of the measurable metrics. The strategic aspect of involvement is further enhanced if the engagement becomes a valuable engagement of the consumers, where they feel attached to the brand, and know how to engage with it, and do so willingly (Sarkis, Jabbour Al Maalouf and Al Geitany, 2025).
The cross-case results reveal varying degrees and types of engagement. Innocent inspired consumers to be more creative and contribute to charity, whilst BrewDog fostered more true community involvement through consumers becoming investors. Greggs encouraged consumers to share, discuss and defend its communication during the vegan sausage-roll campaign, while Oatly stimulated discussions based on sustainability and environmental values. The patterns show how social media involvement can move from initial engagement to psychological, social and behavioural commitment. Active participation can therefore boost the relationship between consumers and brands and set the stage for the voluntary communication towards the brands (Panagiotopoulos et al., 2015). Brand advocacy can then be seen as the high-level corollary of engagement, where consumers are positive promoters, supporters, contributors or defenders of brand meaning. This adds new literature that shows that it's not volume of engagement that matters alone to understand advocacy outcomes, but also the depth and quality (Sashi, Brynildsen and Bilgihan, 2019; Laradi et al., 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc241083100]6.3.2 Contribution 2: Authenticity and Trust as Boundary Conditions
The second theory refers to the factors that will affect a social media interaction and whether it will turn into positive brand promotion. The results suggest that while there is a high degree of interaction, it does not automatically yield positive advocacy as consumers might interact with brands in positive, negative or critical ways. Authenticity and trust are therefore important boundary conditions of the engagement – advocacy relationship. Communication is more likely to be perceived as credible, consistent, and reinforces the existing image and actions of the organization, leading to positive relationships with the brand (Athwal and Harris, 2018). Authenticity of a brand is therefore not only about a unique communication style but also about consistency over time in terms of the claims and actions of the brand (Campagna, Donthu and Yoo, 2022).
This interpretation can be supported by the cross case evidence. Through their strong communication that stays true to their proven brand identity, Innocent and Greggs can be recognised by and engage with their consumers. BrewDog, by contrast, is a case in which issue management of organisations' conduct can generate tension between experiences of stakeholders and the image of a brand. This can be detrimental in the context of social media, where any negative information may quickly circulate and impact wider stakeholder readings (Hettiarachchi Maha Hettiarachchige, Cabiddu and Moi, 2025). Oatly also shows how communication regarding sustainability can bring in a lot of engagement as well as more attention to environmental claims. Thus, for the sustainability-related advocacy, credibility and evidence that substantiate the presented claims are of particular importance (Genceli and Akay, 2026).
These findings clarify the theoretical relationship between engagement and advocacy by authenticity and trust as a condition related to the directionality and intensity of the relationship. Opinions of consumers about the authenticity and trustworthiness of communication increase the likelihood that their actions will contribute to positive eWOM and advocacy. However, when credibility is at stake, more engagement can lead to criticism, scepticism and negative eWOM as opposed to positive advocacy. Thus, social media engagement does not necessarily reflect a successful consumer–brand relationship and the meaning and sentiment behind social media engagement must also be considered (Campagna, Donthu and Yoo, 2022; Hettiarachchi Maha Hettiarachchige, Cabiddu and Moi, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc241083101]6.4 Managerial Implications
[bookmark: _Toc241083102]6.4.1 Prioritise Meaningful Engagement Rather Than Engagement Volume
Likes, views and numbers of followers are not indicators alone that should be used for performance analysis, managers should look beyond these indicators on social media. Rather, opportunities for meaningful consumer comments, sharing experiences, user-generated content, recommendations, and participating in communities should be created through strategies. The cases demonstrate that deeper engagement can elicit greater advocacy than passive exposure. Managers can use this medium by adopting interactive campaigns, community activities, creator collaborations and consumer participation initiatives. But KPIs shouldn't just look at impressions; sharing rates, user-generated content volume, positive mentions, recommendations, repeat participation, sentiment related to advocacy, should all be considered.

[bookmark: _Toc241083103]6.4.2 Maintain a Consistent and Authentic Brand Voice
Food & beverage brands need to create social media personas that can be recognized and are consistent with the overarching brand. The value in what Innocent and Greggs have shown is the importance of communication styles that people can relate to the brand. But just because something is working for a competitor doesn't mean managers need to jump on the bandwagon of humour, activism or provocative language. Communication must be adapted to the perspective of the organisation with regards to its history, values and the expectations of the audience. Therefore, the tone, response and acceptable humour, cultural sensitivity and escalation procedures should be included as part of the brand guidelines. Monitoring performance is possible in terms of sentiment, positive-to-negative comments ratio, brand trust metrics and audience engagement with various types of content.

[bookmark: _Toc241083104]6.4.3 Build Participation and Community into Social Strategy
It is important for a manager to consider the consumers as a means to add meaning to products rather than simply encourage them to absorb meanings through advertising. These cases show varying approaches to how this can be done: Innocent's charitable involvement, BrewDog's Ownership community etc. Organisations don't have to take the path of these specific endeavours they just need to find participation methods that suit their brands. These may take the form of challenges, user-led recipes, competitions, product feedback communities, or sustainability efforts and collaborations. Implementation will involve well-defined management roles and resources to deal with responses from participants. KPIs should involve participation rates, repeat contributors, community growth, user generated posts and user generated referral behaviour.

[bookmark: _Toc241083105]6.5 Limitations and Directions for Future Research
There are a few limitations to the study. First, it was based on second-hand information, not primary information gathered first-hand from consumers and managers. Company reports, press release and marketing case studies could focus on successful campaigns which can lead to publication and source bias. Some evidence was collected from academic sources and where available, also from independent sources, but the extent and detail of the evidence did not uniformly exist across each organisation. This was especially true for Premier Foods, since their NewGen partnership was only announced in August 2026, and thus lacked the necessary longitudinal evidence of performance.
Secondly, the study focused on five UK food and beverage organisations. While there was a degree of variation across the cases in terms of the products, brand identities and engagement strategies, these results must not be extrapolated to other countries or sectors. In some sectors, like financial services, a healthcare industry, or a business-to-business sector, social media engagement might work a little differently or even not at all, in a highly regulated sector. Thirdly, causality may not be definitively determined from the second evidence. However, sales boosts from social campaigns can also be due to pricing, distribution, new product development, or even before sales in the marketplace.
Testing the refined conceptual pathway should thus be explored via quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods research in the future. Consumer surveys could assess social media engagement, authenticity, social media, trust, community identification and advocacy, and statistically test mediation and moderation relationships. With longitudinal research, researchers can find out if engagement creates consistent advocacy (as opposed to momentary campaign reactions). The humorous, information, activist and participatory content could be compared in experimental studies, and other factors could be controlled. Further research needs to be conducted in areas of comparison between industries and countries, to identify the generalisability of the findings. More robust triangulation can be achieved by combining platform analytics, social-listening data, consumer surveys, interviews, sales data and longitudinal financial performance to get a better sense of the correlation between digital engagement and behavioural outcomes.

[bookmark: _Toc241083106]6.6 Closing Statement
The results of this study indicate that social media engagement can be a key influence in the UK FB sector for brand advocacy but that the volume of engagement is not solely the determining factor for effectiveness, but rather the quality and meaning of the interactions. Authenticity, trust, culture relevance, responsiveness and opportunities for active participation are most prevalent in social communication that is most effective in advocacy. Brands should therefore not see social media as a promotional device but as an opportunity to create a community and build relationships with others and enlist their precious time to be a brand's proactively marketing and participating consumer.
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[bookmark: _Toc241083109]Appendix 1 – Secondary Data Search Strategy
	Element
	Details

	Research focus
	Social media engagement and brand advocacy in the UK food and beverage industry

	Main search sources
	Google Scholar, academic journal databases, company websites, annual reports, press releases, social media platforms, business publications and marketing case studies

	Main search terms
	“social media engagement”, “brand advocacy”, “consumer engagement”, “electronic word-of-mouth”, “user-generated content”, “brand authenticity”, “social media marketing”

	Case-specific terms
	“Innocent Drinks social media”, “BrewDog social media”, “Oatly UK social media”, “Premier Foods social media”, “Greggs social media”

	Geographic focus
	United Kingdom

	Industry focus
	Food and beverage industry

	Source preference
	Peer-reviewed studies, official organisational publications and credible industry/business sources

	Time focus
	Recent sources prioritised, while older seminal and case-specific sources were retained where relevant

	Evidence sought
	Social media activities, consumer interaction, UGC, eWOM, community participation, recommendations, advocacy and reported outcomes




[bookmark: _Toc241083110]Appendix 2 – Case Selection and Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria
	Criterion
	Inclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria

	Industry relevance
	Food and beverage organisations or directly relevant consumer-sector evidence
	Unrelated industries with no theoretical relevance

	Geographic relevance
	Organisations operating within the UK market
	Organisations with no meaningful UK relevance

	Social media activity
	Organisations demonstrating active social media engagement strategies
	Organisations with limited or undocumented social media activity

	Evidence availability
	Cases with sufficient publicly available information
	Cases with insufficient or unverifiable information

	Source credibility
	Academic studies, company reports, official websites, reputable media and industry reports
	Anonymous, promotional-only or unreliable sources

	Research relevance
	Evidence concerning engagement, UGC, eWOM, community, trust or advocacy
	Sources unrelated to social media engagement or advocacy

	Recency
	Recent evidence prioritised
	Outdated sources with no continuing relevance








[bookmark: _Toc241083111]Case Selection Matrix
	Case
	Sector
	Main Social Media Focus
	Reason for Selection

	Innocent Drinks
	Smoothies and juices
	Humour, UGC, community participation
	Demonstrates humanised communication and participatory engagement

	BrewDog
	Craft beer/hospitality
	Provocative communication and community
	Demonstrates customer community and behavioural commitment

	Oatly UK
	Plant-based beverages
	Sustainability and brand activism
	Demonstrates value-led engagement and reputational risks

	Premier Foods
	Food manufacturing
	Trend-led and organic social content
	Demonstrates modernisation of established food brands

	Greggs
	Bakery/food-to-go
	Humour and real-time engagement
	Demonstrates viral interaction and cultural relevance




[bookmark: _Toc241083112]Appendix 3 – Secondary Data Extraction Matrix
	Case
	Main Evidence Source
	Engagement Strategy
	Consumer Response
	Brand Advocacy Indicator
	Main Outcome

	Innocent Drinks
	Academic studies, company material, campaign evidence
	Humour, Big Knit, conversational interaction
	Sharing and campaign participation
	UGC, sharing and voluntary participation
	Strong community involvement and continued advocacy

	BrewDog
	Company reports, academic studies, campaign evidence
	Equity for Punks, provocative communication
	Investment and community involvement
	Financial commitment, brand identification and promotion
	Strong brand community but reputational risks

	Oatly UK
	Academic studies, advertising evidence and company sources
	Sustainability activism and provocative messaging
	Discussion, sharing and debate
	eWOM and public discussion
	Strong visibility with both positive and negative advocacy

	Premier Foods
	Corporate and industry sources
	TikTok/Instagram content, creator engagement and community management
	Emerging consumer interaction
	Potential UGC, sharing and engagement
	Long-term advocacy outcomes not yet established

	Greggs
	Academic studies, campaign evidence and company sources
	Humour, social listening and real-time responses
	Viral discussion and content sharing
	Recommendations, defence, sharing and eWOM
	Strong visibility and reported commercial outcomes




[bookmark: _Toc241083113]Appendix 4 – Thematic and Cross-Case Analysis Matrix
	Theme
	Innocent Drinks
	BrewDog
	Oatly UK
	Premier Foods
	Greggs

	Authenticity
	Strong humanised brand voice
	Challenger identity, but credibility challenges
	Sustainability identity with credibility risks
	Heritage brands being modernised
	Consistent humorous personality

	Humour/Personality
	Very strong
	Strong/provocative
	Moderate/provocative
	Emerging
	Very strong

	Consumer Participation
	Big Knit and UGC
	Equity for Punks community
	Sustainability conversations
	Creator and community engagement
	Viral consumer discussion

	Community Building
	Strong
	Very strong
	Moderate
	Emerging
	Strong

	Responsiveness
	Strong conversational interaction
	Strong digital interaction
	Moderate
	Strategic focus
	Very strong real-time responses

	eWOM
	Positive sharing
	Strong advocacy and discussion
	Positive and negative eWOM
	Emerging
	High viral sharing

	Trust
	Generally strong
	Affected by organisational controversies
	Important because of environmental claims
	Not yet clearly established
	Generally supported by consistent voice

	Controversy/Risk
	Relatively low
	High
	High
	Not yet clear
	Moderate

	Brand Advocacy Outcome
	Strong voluntary participation and sharing
	Strong community advocacy, with reputational limitations
	Mixed advocacy
	Too early to establish fully
	Strong advocacy and viral promotion
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