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Business Research Proposal
Assignment Topic: The Impact of Social Media Influencer Marketing on Consumer Purchase Decisions in the UK Fashion Retail Industry: A Case Study of ASOS
1. Introduction and Background
Business research is understood as a systematic inquiry that provides information to guide managerial decisions, involving the planning, acquisition, analysis, and dissemination of relevant data to support organisational action (Cooper and Schindler, 2014). Within retail marketing, social media has become one of the most influential channels through which fashion brands communicate with consumers, and influencer marketing in particular has grown into a core component of digital marketing strategy in the UK fashion sector. Rather than relying solely on traditional celebrity endorsement or paid advertising, fashion retailers increasingly partner with social media influencers, whose perceived authenticity and relatability are believed to shape follower attitudes and purchase behaviour more effectively than conventional advertising (George et al., 2025).
ASOS, one of the UK's largest online fashion retailers, provides a relevant case for investigating this issue. The company has invested heavily in influencer-led marketing, using a network of style-focused ambassadors to promote products across Instagram, TikTok and YouTube alongside a strong emphasis on user-generated content. While this approach is widely discussed in practitioner circles, there remains comparatively little independent academic evidence on how UK consumers themselves perceive and respond to this form of marketing, and on which specific influencer characteristics most strongly shape their purchase decisions.
The research process is typically understood as beginning with a management dilemma that triggers the need for a decision (Cooper and Schindler, 2014). The dilemma underpinning this proposal can be stated as follows: despite considerable investment in influencer partnerships, retailers do not always know with confidence which aspects of influencer marketing genuinely convert engagement into purchase, and which risk being perceived as inauthentic or purely commercial (Djafarova and Bowes, 2021; Lou and Yuan, 2019). Understanding this relationship has direct implications for how fashion retailers allocate marketing budgets, select influencer partners, and design campaigns that build long-term consumer trust rather than short-term attention. Investigating this issue also aligns with the principle that good business research should have a clear purpose, address a real business need, and generate actionable insight for decision-makers (Cooper and Schindler, 2014).
2. Research Aim
The aim of this research is to investigate how social media influencer marketing influences consumer purchase decisions within the UK fashion retail industry, using ASOS as a case study.
3. Research Objectives
1. To examine how ASOS uses social media influencers within its marketing strategy.
1. To identify the influencer characteristics (e.g. credibility, relatability, content quality) that most influence consumer attitudes towards ASOS.
1. To evaluate the extent to which influencer marketing affects consumers' purchase decisions.
1. To recommend strategies for improving the effectiveness of influencer marketing in UK fashion retail.
4. Research Questions
1. How does ASOS use social media influencers within its marketing strategy?
1. Which influencer characteristics most strongly shape UK consumers' attitudes towards ASOS?
1. To what extent does influencer marketing affect consumers' purchase decisions?
1. How can ASOS and similar retailers improve the effectiveness of their influencer marketing strategies?
5. Literature Review
5.1 Theoretical Framework
This review follows a narrative structure, identifying key concepts, searching credible academic sources, and synthesising findings around common themes before identifying gaps (Cronin, Ryan and Coughlan, 2008). Influencer marketing has developed rapidly as a research area over the past decade, with recent systematic reviews confirming that credibility, trust and attractiveness remain the most consistently studied antecedents of influencer marketing effectiveness (George et al., 2025). Much of this literature draws on Source Credibility Theory (Ohanian, 1990), which argues that a communicator's perceived expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness determine how persuasive their message is; this framework has become a dominant lens through which influencer effects on consumer attitudes are explained (George et al., 2025; Sardar and Vijay, 2025).
A second widely used framework is the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991), which explains purchase intention as a function of consumer attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. Belanche et al. (2021) apply this theory directly to fashion influencer marketing, arguing that a positive attitude toward a sponsored product, generated through congruence between the influencer, the product and the consumer, leads to stronger purchase and recommendation intentions. Their experimental design, based on followers of a fashion influencer on Instagram, provides a close theoretical parallel to the present study.
5.2 Influencer Credibility, Trust and Content Quality
Empirical studies specific to fashion retail support the view that influencer content quality and authenticity, rather than follower count alone, drive purchase intention. Lou and Yuan (2019) show that message value and source credibility jointly shape consumer trust in influencer-branded content, and that this trust is a stronger predictor of engagement than simple exposure. Leong, Tan and Tan (2023) similarly found that both personal and content-related characteristics of influencers significantly affect consumers' purchase intentions, while Djafarova and Bowes (2021) demonstrated that Instagram influencer content can prompt impulse purchasing among Generation Z fashion consumers, a demographic closely aligned with ASOS's core customer base.
This body of evidence is broadly consistent with observable industry practice, in which fashion retailers increasingly favour smaller, relatable ambassadors over mega-influencers in order to build the kind of parasocial trust associated with higher engagement (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Leong, Tan and Tan, 2023). However, the specific connection between this academic theory and any single UK retailer's practice has rarely been tested empirically.
5.3 Research Gaps
Despite this growing body of work, gaps remain. George et al. (2025) note that most existing research is scattered across different national contexts and demographic groups, and that further work is needed on how influencer marketing operates within specific retail brands rather than the sector in general. Sardar and Vijay (2025) similarly call for research that connects influencer credibility more directly to firm-level or brand-level outcomes, rather than treating purchase intention as a generic construct. This proposal responds to these gaps by focusing specifically on ASOS as a single, well-documented UK case, allowing the relationship between influencer characteristics and consumer purchase decisions to be examined in a concrete retail context rather than in the abstract.
6. Research Methodology
The methodology for this study is structured using the Research Onion framework, which moves outward from philosophical assumptions through to the practicalities of data collection and analysis (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
6.1 Philosophical Position and Research Approach
The study adopts a pragmatist position, which sits between positivism and interpretivism and is well suited to mixed methods research, since it allows the researcher to select whichever methods best answer the research question rather than being bound to a single worldview (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). A deductive approach will be applied to the quantitative element, testing relationships suggested by Source Credibility Theory (Ohanian, 1990) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991), while an inductive element within the open-ended questions allows new themes to emerge from participants' own accounts.
6.2 Methodological Choice and Research Strategy
A mixed methods approach will be used, combining quantitative and qualitative elements within a single case study strategy focused on ASOS (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). A quantitative element allows the relationship between influencer characteristics and purchase decisions to be measured across a reasonably sized sample, while a small qualitative component allows richer insight into why consumers respond to certain influencer content, addressing the limitations of either approach used alone (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The case study strategy allows the research to examine influencer marketing within a bounded, real-world context rather than making broad generalisations across the whole fashion retail sector.
6.3 Time Horizon and Data Sources
The study will use a cross-sectional time horizon, collecting data at a single point in time rather than tracking change over a longer period, which is appropriate given the time constraints of this proposal (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Primary data will form the main evidence base, supplemented by the secondary academic sources reviewed above.
6.4 Data Collection
Primary data will be collected through an online questionnaire distributed to UK-based ASOS customers, using closed-ended questions with Likert-scale items to measure attitudes towards influencer credibility, content quality and purchase intention. A small number of open-ended questions will be included to capture qualitative detail on consumer reasoning, in line with recognised advantages of surveys as a quick and efficient method of gathering comparable data from a large number of respondents (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
6.5 Sampling Strategy
A non-probability convenience sample of approximately 80–100 UK-based ASOS customers, primarily aged 18–30 in line with ASOS's core demographic, will be targeted via social media and university networks. A purposive element will also be applied by specifically targeting individuals who follow at least one fashion influencer, to ensure relevance to the research questions.
6.6 Data Analysis
Quantitative responses will be analysed using descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, mean scores) to identify patterns in consumer attitudes. Open-ended responses will be analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) to identify recurring themes relating to trust, authenticity and purchase decision-making.
6.7 Research Ethics
The study will follow the core principle that research should be designed so that no participant suffers harm, discomfort, or loss of privacy (Cooper and Schindler, 2014; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). In practice this means that participation will be entirely voluntary, informed consent will be obtained before the questionnaire begins by explaining the study's purpose and benefits, and all responses will be collected and stored anonymously with no personally identifiable data requested. Participants will be informed of their right to withdraw at any point before submission, and no deception will be used at any stage of data collection (Cooper and Schindler, 2014).
6.8 Reliability and Validity
To enhance reliability, the questionnaire will be piloted with a small group of 5–10 respondents before full distribution, to identify ambiguous wording or design issues (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Validity will be supported by basing questionnaire items on constructs already established in the reviewed literature (e.g. Ohanian, 1990; Ajzen, 1991; Belanche et al., 2021), rather than developing untested measures, and by comparing findings against multiple sources within the literature review (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
7. Business Relevance and Practical Implications
This research is directly relevant to ASOS and comparable UK fashion retailers, who continue to commit significant marketing budgets to influencer partnerships without always having granular evidence on which influencer attributes actually drive purchase decisions. By identifying which characteristics most strongly influence UK consumers, the findings could support more targeted influencer selection, more effective campaign design, and a stronger evidence base for marketing budget allocation. More broadly, the study demonstrates how primary research can be used to test established consumer behaviour theory against a specific, contemporary retail context.
8. Conclusion
Influencer marketing has become central to how UK fashion retailers such as ASOS engage consumers, yet independent evidence on which influencer characteristics actually shape purchase decisions remains limited. This proposal sets out a mixed methods case study of ASOS, grounded in Source Credibility Theory and the Theory of Planned Behaviour, to investigate this relationship and generate practical recommendations for improving the effectiveness of influencer marketing strategies in UK fashion retail.
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