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Abstract
Social media has become an important marketing tool, changing how organisations promote products and communicate with consumers. Platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, TikTok and X allow businesses to engage directly with customers, while consumers increasingly rely on influencer recommendations, online reviews and social media content before making purchasing decisions.
This research investigates how social media marketing influences consumer buying behaviour from the perspective of consumers. Unlike many previous studies that use quantitative surveys, this study adopts a qualitative approach to gain a deeper understanding of consumers' experiences. Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with 10–15 social media users, and the data will be analysed using Braun and Clarke's thematic analysis.
The findings are expected to provide valuable insights into the influence of influencer marketing, online reviews and customer engagement on purchasing decisions. The research will also offer practical recommendations to help organisations develop more effective social media marketing strategies.
2. Introduction and Background
The growth of social media has transformed how organisations promote products and communicate with consumers. Platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok and X enable businesses to engage directly with customers, increase brand awareness and encourage interaction through comments, reviews and shared content (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).
Consumer buying behaviour has also evolved. Rather than relying mainly on traditional advertising, consumers now use social media to compare products, read online reviews and follow influencer recommendations before making purchasing decisions (Kotler and Keller, 2016). As a result, organisations increasingly invest in social media marketing to strengthen customer engagement and improve marketing performance (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022).
Although previous studies have identified a relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour, most have adopted quantitative methods, providing limited insight into why consumers respond differently to social media content (Appel et al., 2020). Therefore, this study adopts a qualitative approach using semi-structured interviews to explore consumers' experiences and gain a deeper understanding of how influencer marketing, online reviews and customer engagement shape purchasing decisions. The findings are expected to contribute to academic knowledge while offering practical recommendations for organisations seeking to improve their digital marketing strategies.
3. Research Aim, Objectives and Research Questions
3.1 Research Aim
The aim of this research is to explore how social media marketing influences consumer buying behaviour by examining the experiences and perceptions of people who regularly use social media. The study focuses on understanding how activities such as influencer marketing, online reviews, electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) and customer engagement affect consumers' purchasing decisions. Rather than measuring these influences statistically, the research seeks to gain a deeper understanding of how individuals interpret and respond to social media marketing in everyday life.
3.2 Research Objectives
To achieve the research aim, the study will address the following objectives:
1. To explore how consumers perceive social media marketing and how these perceptions influence their purchasing decisions.
2. To examine the impact of influencer marketing on consumer trust and buying behaviour.
3. To investigate the role of online reviews and electronic word-of-mouth in shaping consumers' purchasing decisions.
4. To understand how interactions between consumers and brands on social media influence buying behaviour.
5. To provide practical recommendations that may help organisations improve the effectiveness of their social media marketing strategies.



3.3 Research Questions
The study will be guided by the following research questions:
1. How do consumers describe the influence of social media marketing on their purchasing decisions?
2. In what ways does influencer marketing affect consumers' trust and willingness to purchase products?
3. How do online reviews and electronic word-of-mouth influence consumer buying behaviour?
4. How does engagement with brands on social media shape consumers' purchasing decisions?
5. What recommendations can be developed to help organisations improve their social media marketing strategies based on consumers' experiences?
These research questions are open-ended and consistent with a qualitative research design. They are intended to encourage participants to discuss their personal experiences in detail, allowing the researcher to identify common themes and gain a deeper understanding of how social media marketing shapes consumer buying behaviour.
4. Literature Review
4.1 Introduction
This chapter reviews the key literature related to social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour. It examines how researchers have explained the influence of social media on purchasing decisions, with particular attention to influencer marketing, online reviews and customer engagement. The review also identifies limitations within the existing literature and explains why a qualitative investigation is appropriate.
4.2 Social Media Marketing
Social media marketing has evolved from a communication platform into a key business strategy. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) describe social media as platforms where users create and share content, providing the foundation for modern digital marketing. More recently, Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2022) argue that organisations use social media to build customer relationships and measure marketing performance. However, Appel et al. (2020) suggest that successful social media marketing depends not only on technology but also on authentic communication that meets consumers' expectations.
4.3 Consumer Buying Behaviour
Consumer buying behaviour traditionally refers to the process of identifying a need, searching for information, comparing alternatives and making a purchase (Kotler and Keller, 2016). Although this process remains relevant, the availability of social media has changed how consumers gather information and evaluate products.
Solomon (2020) argues that today's consumers are influenced by a combination of organisational marketing and user-generated content, including reviews, recommendations and influencer opinions. This means purchasing decisions are no longer based solely on information provided by businesses. Instead, consumers often compare multiple online sources before deciding whether a product is trustworthy. Consequently, organisations must understand not only traditional consumer behaviour but also the influence of digital interactions on decision-making.
4.4 Influencer Marketing and Online Reviews
Influencer marketing has become an important part of social media marketing, allowing organisations to promote products through trusted online personalities. Lou and Yuan (2019) found that consumers are more likely to trust influencers they perceive as credible, although increasing levels of sponsored content have raised concerns about authenticity.
Online reviews and electronic word-of-mouth also influence purchasing decisions. Cheung and Thadani (2012) argue that consumers value reviews from other customers because they are seen as independent. Likewise, Erkan and Evans (2016) found that positive reviews increase purchase intentions. However, concerns about fake reviews suggest that consumers carefully assess the credibility of online information before making purchasing decisions.
4.5 Customer Engagement
Customer engagement is widely recognised as an important outcome of social media marketing. Hollebeek, Glynn and Brodie (2014) argue that engagement strengthens the relationship between consumers and brands through interactions such as commenting, sharing and discussing content.
However, engagement should not automatically be interpreted as an intention to purchase. Some users interact with brand content simply for entertainment or to remain informed without any immediate intention of buying a product. Furthermore, engagement varies across different platforms and consumer groups, suggesting that organisations should avoid assuming that high engagement will always result in increased sales.




4.6 Theoretical Framework and Research Gap
This research is informed by Ajzen's (1991) Theory of Planned Behaviour, which proposes that behaviour is influenced by attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. Within the context of social media, these factors may be shaped by influencer recommendations, customer reviews and interactions within online communities.
Although previous research consistently reports a relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour, most studies rely on quantitative methods. These studies are effective in identifying patterns and relationships but provide limited understanding of how consumers personally experience social media marketing and why individuals respond differently to similar marketing activities.
This study seeks to address this limitation by adopting a qualitative approach based on semi-structured interviews. By exploring consumers' own experiences, the research aims to provide a richer understanding of how social media marketing influences purchasing decisions and to complement the existing quantitative literature.


5. Research Methodology
5.1 Introduction
This chapter explains the methods that will be used to investigate how social media marketing influences consumer buying behaviour. It outlines the research philosophy, research approach, research design, data collection method, sampling strategy, data analysis and ethical considerations. Together, these elements provide a clear framework for answering the research questions.
5.2 Research Philosophy
An interpretivist philosophy has been selected because the study focuses on understanding how people experience and interpret social media marketing. Rather than measuring behaviour through numerical data, the research aims to explore participants' views, opinions and personal experiences. This approach is considered appropriate because purchasing decisions are often influenced by individual beliefs, trust and previous experiences (Bryman, 2016).
5.3 Research Approach
An inductive approach will be adopted because the research aims to develop themes from participants' experiences rather than test existing hypotheses (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
5.4 Research Design
A qualitative research design has been chosen because it provides a deeper understanding of consumers' experiences than quantitative methods. Rather than collecting numerical data, the research will explore how participants interpret different forms of social media marketing and how these experiences influence their purchasing decisions (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).

5.5 Data Collection
Primary data will be collected through semi-structured interviews with approximately 10–15 participants. Interviews will be conducted online using Microsoft Teams or Zoom and will last between 30 and 45 minutes. Open-ended questions will encourage participants to discuss their experiences of influencer marketing, online reviews and customer engagement (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015).
5.6 Sampling
The study will use purposive sampling to recruit participants who actively use social media and have purchased products influenced by social media marketing (Patton, 2015). This sampling strategy is appropriate because it ensures participants have relevant experience.
5.7 Data Analysis
The interview transcripts will be analysed using Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis. The researcher will read each transcript carefully, assign codes to important ideas and group similar responses into broader themes. Themes such as trust, influencer credibility, online reviews, customer engagement and purchase intention are expected to emerge during the analysis. This method is suitable because it allows patterns to be identified while still recognising differences between participants' experiences.
5.8 Trustworthiness
To strengthen the quality of the research, the study will follow the principles of credibility, dependability, confirmability and transferability proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Keeping a clear record of research decisions, using participants' own words where appropriate and maintaining a transparent analysis process will help ensure that the findings are trustworthy.
5.9 Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval will be obtained from the university before any data are collected. Participation will be voluntary, and each participant will receive information about the study before providing informed consent. Participants will be free to withdraw at any stage without giving a reason.
To protect privacy, all responses will remain confidential, pseudonyms will be used instead of real names and interview recordings will be stored securely in accordance with GDPR and university ethical requirements. Although the sample size is relatively small, it is appropriate for qualitative research because the objective is to obtain detailed and meaningful insights rather than produce statistically generalisable findings.


6. Project Timeline and Gantt Chart
6.1 Project Timeline
The research will be completed over 12 weeks. The project will begin with the literature review, proposal refinement and ethical approval. Participants will then be recruited, followed by semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis of the collected data. The final stage will focus on writing, reviewing and submitting the research report. This structured timeline will help ensure the project is completed within the planned schedule.
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6.3 Expected Contribution of Research
This study is expected to contribute to both academic knowledge and professional practice by providing a deeper understanding of how consumers experience social media marketing. By exploring participants' views through qualitative interviews, the research will offer insights into the influence of influencer marketing, online reviews and customer engagement on purchasing decisions.
The findings may help organisations design more effective and authentic social media marketing strategies while also adding to the existing literature by explaining why consumers respond differently to social media marketing rather than simply confirming that an influence exists.
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