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Abstract
This study examines the influence of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour among university students in Swansea. The research focuses on five key forms of social media marketing: online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, user-generated content and brand engagement. The study adopted a quantitative research design using a structured online questionnaire distributed to university students studying in Swansea. A total of 82 responses were received, of which 57 were eligible for analysis after applying the study’s eligibility criteria. The data were analysed using descriptive statistics, cross-tabulation, chi-square testing, correlation analysis and multiple regression.
The findings indicate that the influence of social media marketing on buying behaviour is mixed across different marketing activities. Influencer marketing demonstrated a statistically significant positive relationship with consumer buying behaviour (r = .295, p = .026) and remained a significant predictor in the regression analysis (β = .297, p = .042). However, online advertising, online reviews, user-generated content and brand engagement did not demonstrate statistically significant relationships with buying behaviour. The overall regression model was not statistically significant (p = .241), indicating that the combined marketing dimensions did not provide sufficient evidence of a strong overall predictive relationship within the sample. A significant association was also identified between frequency of social media use and perceived influence on buying behaviour (χ²(2) = 7.40, p = .025), although this does not establish causation. Respondents most frequently identified online reviews and influencer recommendations as reasons for social media influencing their purchasing decisions.
The findings suggest that organisations targeting university students should focus on credible influencer partnerships, authentic and relevant content, transparent reviews and user-generated content, student-focused offers, and responsive brand communication. However, the relatively small sample, non-probability sampling, cross-sectional design, self-reported data and low internal consistency of the measurement constructs require the findings to be interpreted cautiously. The study contributes to understanding how different social media marketing activities may influence student consumer behaviour and provides evidence-based implications for organisations seeking to engage university students through social media.
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1. Introduction 
1.1 Background of the Study
Rapid technological development, widespread internet access and the growth of digital platforms have significantly transformed the relationship between organisations and consumers. Traditional marketing channels such as television, radio, newspapers and outdoor advertising continue to be used, but they increasingly operate alongside digital and social media marketing. Social media has become an important component of contemporary marketing because it enables organisations to communicate with consumers while also allowing consumers to create, share and respond to content (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022; Kotler, Keller and Chernev, 2022).
The scale of social media adoption demonstrates its significance within the contemporary digital environment. DataReportal (2025) reports billions of social media users globally, illustrating the extent to which social platforms have become embedded within everyday communication and information exchange. Social media marketing has consequently developed beyond simple promotional communication towards a more interactive environment involving advertising, consumer-generated content, electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), influencer recommendations and direct brand–consumer interaction (Appel et al., 2020; Dwivedi et al., 2021; Tuten and Solomon, 2023).
A key characteristic of social media marketing is the shift from predominantly one-way communication towards interaction and participation. Consumers can comment on brand content, share recommendations, provide reviews, create their own content and communicate directly with organisations. This creates opportunities for firms to develop customer relationships while also generating consumer information and social influence (Mangold and Faulds, 2009; Kietzmann et al., 2011). Customer engagement has therefore become an important area of social media marketing research, with engagement extending beyond purchasing to include cognitive, emotional and behavioural interactions with brands (Brodie et al., 2011; Hollebeek, Glynn and Brodie, 2014).
Social media has also changed the information environment in which consumers make purchasing decisions. Consumer buying behaviour involves processes such as recognising needs, searching for information, evaluating alternatives, making purchasing decisions and evaluating outcomes (Solomon, 2022). Digital platforms can contribute to several of these stages by providing product information, advertisements, customer reviews, influencer recommendations and user-generated content. Electronic word-of-mouth is particularly relevant because consumers can access opinions and experiences from other users before making purchasing decisions (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Erkan and Evans, 2016; Ismagilova et al., 2020).
However, the influence of social media marketing is not necessarily uniform. Online advertising may increase awareness and product visibility, while reviews and UGC may provide information and social proof. Influencer marketing can provide recommendations and perceived expertise, but its effectiveness may depend on credibility, authenticity and the relationship between the influencer and audience (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Vrontis et al., 2021). Research has similarly identified the importance of consumer engagement and social media marketing activities in shaping consumer responses (Alalwan et al., 2017; Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2021). These differences indicate that social media marketing should be understood as a multidimensional marketing environment rather than as a single communication activity.
The UK provides an important national context within this wider digital transformation. High levels of internet access and widespread use of mobile technologies have increased opportunities for consumers to encounter marketing content during everyday digital activities (Office for National Statistics, 2023; Ofcom, 2024). Younger consumers are particularly relevant because of their high levels of digital and social media engagement. Consequently, social media can form part of product discovery, information search, evaluation and purchase-related decision-making.
The growing importance of social media therefore creates both opportunities and challenges for organisations. Firms can use platforms to reach consumers, personalise communications, encourage engagement and obtain consumer feedback. At the same time, consumers encounter substantial volumes of commercial content, making credibility, relevance, authenticity and trust increasingly important. The effectiveness of social media marketing may consequently depend not simply on exposure or reach but on how consumers interpret and respond to different forms of content.
1.2 Research Focus
Within this broader digital environment, the present study focuses on the relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour. Existing research provides substantial evidence that social media can influence consumer attitudes, engagement and purchase intentions, but the relative influence of individual social media marketing activities remains an area requiring further investigation. Studies have highlighted the importance of influencer credibility and authenticity (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020), while other research has emphasised electronic word-of-mouth, online reviews and information usefulness (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Filieri et al., 2018; Ismagilova et al., 2020). Research on social media engagement has similarly identified interaction with brands as an important component of digital consumer relationships (Hollebeek, Glynn and Brodie, 2014; Alalwan, 2023).
These findings suggest that social media marketing may influence consumers through several different mechanisms. Advertising can provide awareness and product information; influencer marketing can provide recommendations and social cues; reviews and UGC can provide peer-generated information; and customer engagement can facilitate interaction and relationship development. However, these mechanisms should not automatically be assumed to have equivalent effects on consumer buying behaviour. The literature therefore supports the need to examine multiple forms of social media marketing within the same research context rather than considering a single activity in isolation.
The study is also informed by established theoretical perspectives on consumer behaviour. The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) provides the primary conceptual framework for the research by explaining behavioural intention through attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control (Ajzen, 1991). This framework is relevant because social media content may influence consumers' evaluations of products, perceptions of social influence and confidence in their ability to make purchasing decisions. The Stimulus–Organism–Response framework and Source Credibility Theory provide complementary perspectives for interpreting how marketing stimuli and perceived source characteristics may influence consumer responses. These theories are examined critically in greater depth in Chapter Two.
A further issue concerns the distinction between exposure, intention and behaviour. Consumers may frequently encounter social media marketing without necessarily making a purchase. Similarly, a consumer may consider an influencer credible but still decide not to purchase because of price, product suitability, previous experience or other contextual factors. This suggests that social media marketing should not be interpreted as having a simple or automatic effect on purchasing behaviour. Instead, consumer responses may depend on the interaction between marketing content, perceived credibility, consumer attitudes, social influence and individual circumstances.
The research therefore focuses on five key social media marketing activities: online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, user-generated content and customer engagement. Examining these activities together allows the study to consider whether different forms of social media communication and interaction are associated with consumer buying behaviour in the selected research population.
The study has both academic and practical significance. Academically, it contributes context-specific empirical evidence to research on digital consumer behaviour by examining several social media marketing activities within a defined university student population. It also applies established theoretical perspectives to investigate how different forms of social media marketing may relate to consumer decision-making. Practically, the findings may assist organisations in understanding how consumers respond to different forms of social media content and may inform decisions concerning advertising, influencer partnerships, customer engagement, reviews and UGC.
An additional consideration is the changing nature of consumer decision-making within social media environments. Unlike traditional marketing, social media allows consumers to encounter commercial information alongside opinions, experiences and recommendations generated by other users. This creates a more complex decision-making environment in which organisational messages may be accepted, questioned or compared with alternative sources of information. The credibility of these sources can therefore become important in determining whether exposure to social media content develops into purchase-related responses. In particular, university students may evaluate promotional messages alongside peer recommendations, online reviews and influencer content before forming purchasing intentions.
The rapid development of social commerce and algorithm-driven content distribution further increases the relevance of this issue. Social media platforms increasingly combine entertainment, information, communication and commercial activity within the same digital environment. As a result, the boundaries between marketing communication and ordinary social interaction can become less distinct. This reinforces the need to examine not only whether students encounter social media marketing, but also how they perceive and respond to different forms of content. Investigating these relationships within the Swansea university context can therefore provide a more nuanced understanding of how social media marketing activities are associated with consumer buying behaviour.
The research gap is therefore located not in the absence of research on social media marketing, but in the need for further context-specific empirical evidence examining multiple social media marketing activities and their relationship with consumer buying behaviour. The present study addresses this gap by investigating university students in Swansea and collecting quantitative evidence directly from this population.
1.3 Study Context
The study is situated in Swansea, Wales, within the wider UK digital and higher education environment. The UK has extensive internet access and high levels of digital engagement, providing an appropriate national setting for examining contemporary social media marketing and consumer behaviour (Office for National Statistics, 2023; Ofcom, 2024). The increasing use of smartphones and other connected devices also means that consumers can access social media platforms throughout the day, creating frequent opportunities to encounter advertisements, reviews, influencer content and brand communications.
Swansea provides a clearly defined geographical setting for the research. The city has an established higher education environment and attracts students from different parts of the UK and internationally. The presence of Swansea University and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) provides a substantial higher education context within which university students can be examined as a distinct consumer population. The diversity of students across these institutions also provides an appropriate setting for examining differences in social media use, digital engagement and purchasing-related behaviour.
The Swansea student population is particularly relevant to the present study because university students frequently engage with digital platforms for communication, entertainment, information seeking and social interaction. Social media can therefore form part of their everyday environment in which commercial and non-commercial information is encountered. Students may encounter product advertisements, influencer recommendations, online reviews and user-generated content alongside their normal social media activities. This makes Swansea an appropriate operational setting for investigating how different forms of social media marketing relate to consumer buying behaviour.
The local context also provides a defined boundary for the research. Rather than attempting to generalise immediately across all UK consumers, the study focuses specifically on university students studying in Swansea. This enables the research to investigate consumer responses within a clearly identifiable geographical and demographic population while recognising that purchasing behaviour may differ across locations, age groups and consumer segments.
The study therefore uses Swansea as the empirical setting through which the wider relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour can be examined. The local context provides the basis for the questionnaire survey, while the broader theoretical and empirical issues surrounding social media marketing are developed through the literature review in Chapter Two.
1.4 Research Aim
The aim of this study is:
To investigate the influence of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour among university students in Swansea.
1.5 Research Objectives
To achieve the overall aim of the study, the following research objectives have been developed:
1. To critically examine the key concepts and theoretical perspectives relating to social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour within the contemporary digital environment. 
2. To explore how social media marketing activities, including influencer marketing, online advertising, online reviews, user-generated content and customer engagement, influence consumer buying behaviour among university students. 
3. To critically evaluate the relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour using relevant theoretical and empirical evidence. 
4. To develop evidence-based recommendations for organisations to enhance the effectiveness of their social media marketing strategies when targeting university students. 
1.6 Research Questions
The research seeks to answer the following questions:
1. How do the key concepts and theoretical perspectives explain the influence of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour? 
2. How do social media marketing activities, including influencer marketing, online advertising, online reviews, user-generated content and customer engagement, influence consumer buying behaviour among university students? 
3. What is the relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour among university students? 
4. What evidence-based strategies can organisations adopt to enhance social media marketing effectiveness when targeting university students? 
1.7 Structure of the Dissertation
This dissertation is organised into five chapters, each addressing a specific stage of the research process.
Chapter One: Introduction provides the background and context of the study, establishes the research focus and presents the research aim, objectives and research questions.
Chapter Two: Literature Review critically examines existing literature relating to social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour. The chapter evaluates the theoretical framework underpinning the study and examines empirical research concerning online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, UGC and customer engagement. It compares different findings, identifies debates and limitations within the literature, and establishes the research gap that supports the present study.
Chapter Three: Methodology explains and justifies the research philosophy, approach, design, data collection methods, sampling strategy and data analysis procedures. It also considers reliability, validity, limitations and ethical issues associated with the research.
Chapter Four: Findings, Analysis and Discussion presents the findings from the questionnaire survey of university students in Swansea. Appropriate descriptive and inferential statistical analyses will be applied, and the findings will be interpreted in relation to the research objectives, theoretical framework and existing literature.
Chapter Five: Conclusions and Recommendations summarises the key findings and evaluates the achievement of the research aim and objectives. The chapter presents evidence-based recommendations, discusses the theoretical contribution of the study, acknowledges limitations and identifies areas for future research.
Overall, the dissertation progresses from the research background and theoretical foundation through methodological design and empirical investigation to evidence-based conclusions and recommendations.


2. Literature Review
Social media marketing has become an important component of contemporary marketing, changing how organisations communicate with consumers and develop relationships with them. Unlike traditional one-way promotional channels, social media enables interactive and personalised communication, while allowing consumers to create, share and evaluate content. The increasing integration of social media into everyday life has consequently influenced information search, brand evaluation and purchasing behaviour (Kotler, Keller and Chernev, 2022).
Social media marketing extends beyond paid advertising because consumers actively participate in the marketing process through reviews, recommendations, user-generated content (UGC) and interactions with brands (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). However, the effectiveness of these activities remains debated. Existing research identifies influencer credibility, eWOM, customer engagement, advertising relevance and perceived authenticity as important factors, but findings differ regarding which mechanisms exert the greatest influence on purchasing behaviour (Ismagilova et al., 2020; Sokolova and Kefi, 2020).
This chapter therefore critically reviews literature relating to social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour. It evaluates relevant theoretical perspectives, compares empirical findings and identifies methodological and contextual limitations. Particular attention is given to influencer marketing, online reviews, UGC and customer engagement, before narrowing the discussion towards university students. The chapter concludes by establishing the research gap underpinning the present study.
2.1 Social Media Marketing: Concept and Evolution
Social media marketing represents the use of social networking platforms to communicate with consumers, promote products and services, develop relationships and create customer value. Unlike traditional marketing, it enables consumers to participate through communication, content sharing and interaction (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Tuten and Solomon (2023) similarly emphasise that social media marketing should be understood as more than promotional communication because it facilitates relationship development, customer participation and value co-creation.
The concept has evolved considerably alongside digital technologies. Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2022) note that contemporary digital marketing increasingly incorporates artificial intelligence (AI), machine learning and data analytics to personalise marketing communication. Algorithmic systems can increase the relevance of content and advertising, but they also raise concerns about privacy, data use and transparency. Thus, technological development creates both marketing opportunities and ethical challenges.
Platform diversification has also changed social media marketing practices. Earlier research concentrated heavily on platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, whereas Instagram, TikTok and YouTube have become particularly important within younger consumer markets (DataReportal, 2025). Visual storytelling, short-form video and creator-led content allow organisations to communicate products in formats that can appear more interactive and relatable. However, greater engagement does not automatically guarantee greater purchasing influence. Campbell and Farrell (2020) argue that influencer content can appear more personal than conventional advertising, while Vrontis et al. (2021) highlight that excessive commercialisation can reduce perceived authenticity.
Another significant development is social commerce, through which consumers can discover, evaluate and purchase products within social media environments. This integration can reduce the effort between product discovery and purchase and can incorporate reviews, recommendations and interactive content into the same digital journey. Nevertheless, the convenience of social commerce may also facilitate impulsive purchasing and raise concerns regarding privacy and personalised recommendations (Dwivedi et al., 2023).
The increasing importance of social media therefore reflects a shift from firm-controlled communication towards more interactive and consumer-centred marketing. Consumers can simultaneously receive organisational advertising, influencer recommendations and peer-generated information. Relationship marketing further suggests that sustained interaction can support long-term customer relationships rather than merely generating immediate transactions (Grönroos, 1994). However, algorithmic content distribution and commercialisation may reduce the perceived authenticity of online interactions.
Overall, social media marketing has developed from a communication channel into a broader digital ecosystem incorporating advertising, influencer marketing, social commerce, UGC and consumer engagement. Although the literature broadly recognises its relevance to consumer behaviour, disagreement remains regarding the relative influence of different activities and the conditions under which they are effective. This supports the need to examine multiple dimensions of social media marketing within a clearly defined consumer population.
2.2 Consumer Buying Behaviour in Digital Environments
Consumer buying behaviour concerns the processes through which individuals identify needs, search for information, evaluate alternatives, make purchasing decisions and assess outcomes. Traditional consumer behaviour literature often presents purchasing as a relatively structured process involving problem recognition, information search, evaluation, purchase and post-purchase evaluation (Kotler and Keller, 2016). However, digital environments have made this process more interactive and less linear.
Consumers can now access reviews, influencer recommendations, comparison information and UGC throughout the customer journey. Lemon and Verhoef (2016) argue that consumers increasingly move between different stages as they interact with multiple digital touchpoints. Therefore, purchasing should not necessarily be viewed as a fixed sequence because social media can introduce new information at almost any stage.
Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) has become particularly important because consumers can access opinions from other users before purchasing. Ismagilova et al. (2020) suggest that eWOM can increase trust because consumers may perceive peer recommendations as more independent than organisational communication. However, Appel et al. (2020) note that the large volume of digital information can create information overload and make it difficult to distinguish credible information from misleading content. Consequently, the availability of information does not necessarily result in better decisions; credibility and relevance remain important.
Psychological factors also continue to influence purchasing behaviour. Attitudes, motivation, perception and learning affect how consumers interpret marketing information (Schiffman and Wisenblit, 2019). Social media marketing can influence these processes through personalised recommendations, emotional content and visually attractive communication. AI-based personalisation may increase relevance, but concerns regarding privacy and intrusive targeting can produce negative consumer responses (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022; Dwivedi et al., 2023).
Social influences are similarly important. Family, peers, reference groups and online communities can shape attitudes and purchasing decisions (Solomon, 2020). Social media extends these influences by allowing consumers to observe the experiences and purchasing behaviour of others. Influencers, reviews and UGC can therefore function as social information that affects product evaluation.
Younger consumers are particularly relevant to this digital environment. University students frequently use social media for communication, entertainment, product discovery and information search. However, high levels of digital engagement should not be interpreted as automatic susceptibility to marketing. Vrontis et al. (2021) indicate that consumers may become more critical of sponsored content and place greater importance on authenticity and credibility.
The literature therefore demonstrates broad agreement that social media can influence buying behaviour, but there is less agreement about the mechanisms producing this influence. Trust, social influence, engagement, perceived usefulness, emotional responses and content relevance may operate simultaneously. For the present study, consumer buying behaviour is consequently treated as a multidimensional outcome influenced by several social media marketing activities rather than by a single promotional factor. The research examines these relationships specifically among university students in Swansea.
2.3 Theoretical Framework of Consumer Behaviour
Understanding how social media marketing influences consumer buying behaviour requires a theoretical framework that explains how consumers interpret marketing information and translate these influences into purchasing decisions. No single theory fully captures the complexity of consumer behaviour within digital environments. Therefore, this study adopts the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) as its primary conceptual framework, supported by the Stimulus–Organism–Response (S–O–R) Model and Source Credibility Theory.
Theory of Planned Behaviour
The Theory of Planned Behaviour, developed by Ajzen (1991), proposes that behavioural intention is influenced by three main factors: attitude towards the behaviour, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. Attitude refers to whether an individual evaluates a behaviour positively or negatively; subjective norms represent perceived social expectations; and perceived behavioural control concerns an individual's perception of their ability to perform the behaviour.
TPB is relevant to social media marketing because digital marketing activities can influence all three components. Advertising and product information may shape consumers' attitudes towards products, while influencer recommendations, online reviews and peer-generated content can contribute to subjective norms. Easy access to product information, reviews and purchasing facilities may also strengthen perceived behavioural control. These mechanisms provide a useful basis for examining how exposure to social media marketing may contribute to purchasing intentions and behaviour (Ajzen, 1991).
However, TPB has limitations when applied to social media environments. The theory has been criticised for placing substantial emphasis on reasoned decision-making while giving less attention to emotional, spontaneous and habitual behaviour (Conner and Armitage, 1998). Social media platforms frequently use entertainment, visual stimulation and personalised recommendations that may encourage impulse purchases without extensive conscious evaluation. Therefore, TPB provides an important foundation but does not independently explain every aspect of digital consumer behaviour.
Stimulus–Organism–Response Model
The Stimulus–Organism–Response (S–O–R) Model developed by Mehrabian and Russell (1974) provides a complementary explanation. The model proposes that external environmental stimuli influence an individual's internal psychological state, which subsequently produces a behavioural response.
In this research, social media advertisements, influencer content, online reviews, UGC and brand interactions can be understood as stimuli. Consumer perceptions, attitudes, emotions and trust represent the organism, while purchase intention or buying behaviour represents the response. This perspective is particularly useful because it recognises that social media marketing may influence behaviour indirectly through consumers' psychological reactions.
The S–O–R approach therefore complements TPB by providing greater attention to environmental and emotional processes. Nevertheless, it offers less explicit consideration of subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. Consequently, it is used as a supporting rather than primary framework in this dissertation.
Source Credibility Theory
Source Credibility Theory is particularly relevant to influencer marketing. Hovland and Weiss (1951) proposed that the effectiveness of communication is influenced by characteristics of the information source, particularly credibility. Within influencer marketing, perceived expertise, trustworthiness and attractiveness can influence whether consumers accept recommendations.
Lou and Yuan (2019) found that influencer credibility can contribute to brand trust and purchase intention. However, subsequent research provides a more nuanced interpretation. Sokolova and Kefi (2020) emphasise the importance of authenticity and the relationship between influencers and followers, while Vrontis et al. (2021) highlight the potential negative effect of excessive commercialisation. Thus, a large follower base does not necessarily indicate greater persuasive effectiveness. Consumers may respond more positively when influencers are perceived as genuine, knowledgeable and trustworthy.
This perspective is particularly relevant to university students because they frequently encounter influencer recommendations through platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and YouTube. It enables the present research to examine whether trust and perceived credibility help explain the relationship between influencer marketing and buying behaviour.
Integration of the Theoretical Perspectives
The three perspectives provide complementary rather than competing explanations. TPB is the primary conceptual framework because it provides a structured explanation of attitudes, social influence and perceived control in relation to purchasing behaviour. S–O–R complements this by explaining how social media stimuli can affect internal psychological responses, while Source Credibility Theory provides a more specific explanation of trust and credibility within influencer marketing.
The Consumer Decision-Making Model also provides useful background because it explains information search, evaluation, purchase and post-purchase behaviour (Kotler and Keller, 2016). However, its relatively linear structure is less suited to social media environments, where consumers can move repeatedly between information search, evaluation and purchasing.
Accordingly, this dissertation primarily applies TPB, with S–O–R and Source Credibility Theory used to support interpretation of the different social media marketing activities examined. This integrated framework provides a basis for analysing how advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, UGC and customer engagement may influence university students' buying behaviour in Swansea.
[image: ]
2.4 Social Media Marketing and Consumer Buying Behaviour
The relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour has become increasingly important as social networking platforms have developed from communication channels into commercial environments. Social media enables organisations to communicate directly with consumers, distribute promotional content and encourage interaction, while consumers can simultaneously create, share and evaluate information (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). This represents an important shift from traditional marketing because consumers are no longer only recipients of organisational messages; they also contribute to the information environment in which purchasing decisions are formed.
Existing literature generally indicates that social media marketing can influence consumer responses, but the strength and nature of this influence vary according to the type of marketing activity and consumers' perceptions of the information. Online advertising can increase product awareness and provide information, although exposure does not necessarily result in purchasing behaviour. Its effectiveness may depend on relevance, credibility and the consumer's existing attitude towards the brand (Alalwan et al., 2017). This distinction between visibility and behavioural influence is important because consumers may notice advertisements without developing sufficient trust or purchase intention to act upon them.
Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) and online reviews provide another important mechanism. Cheung and Thadani (2012) explain that consumers increasingly rely on information provided by other users when evaluating products and services. Erkan and Evans (2016) similarly emphasise the importance of information usefulness and credibility in social media environments. Reviews can reduce uncertainty by providing information based on previous consumer experiences; however, their influence depends on whether consumers consider them genuine, relevant and trustworthy. Therefore, positive reviews do not automatically lead to purchasing behaviour.
User-generated content (UGC) provides a related form of peer communication. Photographs, videos, comments and consumer experiences can provide social evidence and make products appear more authentic than conventional promotional messages. From a TPB perspective, UGC may influence attitudes and subjective norms by showing how other people respond to a product (Ajzen, 1991). However, UGC can also contain negative experiences, meaning that organisations have less control over consumer-generated messages.
Influencer marketing provides another mechanism through which social media may affect buying behaviour. Influencers can combine product information with personal narratives, potentially making recommendations appear more relatable than conventional advertising. Research has associated influencer credibility with consumer trust and purchase intentions (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Sokolova and Kefi, 2020). However, follower numbers do not necessarily indicate persuasive effectiveness. Vrontis et al. (2021) highlight the importance of authenticity and the potential negative effects of excessive commercialisation. This suggests that credibility, relevance and perceived authenticity may be more important than popularity alone.
The literature also demonstrates that customer engagement distinguishes social media from traditional promotional communication. Consumers can like, comment, share content and communicate directly with brands, creating opportunities for stronger consumer–brand relationships (Appel et al., 2020; Hollebeek, Glynn and Brodie, 2014). However, engagement should not be treated as equivalent to purchasing behaviour because consumers may interact with content without intending to buy. This indicates that engagement may contribute to relationship development and consumer attitudes rather than directly determining purchase decisions.
Taken together, the literature suggests that social media marketing influences consumer behaviour through several interconnected pathways. Advertising can create awareness, influencers can affect trust and social perceptions, reviews and UGC can reduce uncertainty, while brand engagement can strengthen consumer–brand relationships. However, studies do not establish that these activities have identical effects, and differences in research populations, platforms and methodologies may contribute to variation in findings. TPB helps explain how these influences may shape attitudes, subjective norms and behavioural intentions, while S–O–R provides a complementary explanation of how social media stimuli may generate psychological responses before behavioural outcomes occur.
A key limitation within the existing literature is that different forms of social media marketing are often examined separately. Examining advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, UGC and customer engagement within one research design can therefore provide a more integrated understanding of their relationship with consumer buying behaviour. Furthermore, findings from different countries and consumer groups cannot automatically be transferred to university students in Swansea. The present study addresses this contextual gap by examining these five social media marketing activities within a defined population of university students in Swansea.
2.5 Influencer Marketing and Consumer Trust
Influencer marketing has become an important component of social media marketing because influencers can communicate commercial messages through content that is integrated into their everyday online presence. Unlike traditional advertising, influencer communication may appear more personal because consumers can observe the influencer's lifestyle, opinions and experiences over time. This perceived closeness can affect how consumers evaluate recommendations and brands.
The effectiveness of influencer marketing is closely associated with trust and credibility. Source Credibility Theory suggests that consumers are more likely to accept information when the source is perceived as credible (Hovland, Janis and Kelley, 1953). In social media environments, credibility may arise from perceived expertise, trustworthiness and authenticity. Lou and Yuan (2019) found that the informative value and credibility of influencer content can contribute to consumers' trust in branded content and purchase intentions. Similarly, Sokolova and Kefi (2020) identified relationships between influencer credibility, parasocial interaction and purchase intention.
However, influencer effectiveness should not be assumed to result simply from popularity. A high number of followers may increase visibility but does not necessarily establish expertise or trust. Consumers may evaluate whether an influencer's recommendation appears genuine and consistent with their usual content. Vrontis et al. (2021) note that influencer marketing effectiveness depends on several factors, including influencer characteristics, content and the relationship between influencers and their audiences.
Commercialisation can also create a potential credibility problem. When followers perceive that influencers promote products primarily because of financial incentives, the authenticity of the recommendation may be questioned. This creates an important tension for marketers: increasing commercial activity may provide greater promotional reach while simultaneously creating concerns about credibility. Consequently, organisations need to consider the fit between the influencer, product and target audience rather than focusing only on audience size.
For university students, influencer marketing may be particularly relevant because social media platforms provide continuous exposure to recommendations, reviews and lifestyle content. Influencer messages can function as both promotional information and social signals, potentially affecting attitudes and perceptions of what products are desirable or commonly used. This connects influencer marketing with TPB, particularly through attitudes and subjective norms, while Source Credibility Theory helps explain why some recommendations may be more persuasive than others.
Nevertheless, existing research has produced varied findings regarding the strength of influencer effects across different contexts and platforms. Differences in platform characteristics, influencer type, product category and consumer characteristics may contribute to these variations. This indicates the importance of examining influencer marketing alongside other social media marketing activities rather than treating it as an isolated influence.
2.6 Consumer Engagement, Online Reviews and User-Generated Content
Consumer engagement represents another important characteristic of social media marketing. Social media allows consumers to move beyond passive exposure to marketing messages and actively interact with brands through likes, comments, shares, direct messages and other forms of participation. This interactive environment can contribute to stronger consumer–brand relationships and provide organisations with opportunities to respond to consumer needs (Appel et al., 2020).
However, engagement should not automatically be interpreted as purchase behaviour. A consumer may comment on or share content without intending to purchase the product. Therefore, engagement represents a potential mechanism through which consumer perceptions and relationships may develop rather than a direct measure of purchasing behaviour. This distinction is important when interpreting the relationship between social media activity and consumer buying behaviour.
Online reviews provide consumers with information based on other users' experiences. eWOM can reduce information uncertainty by allowing potential customers to compare opinions before making purchasing decisions (Cheung and Thadani, 2012). Positive reviews may strengthen confidence in a product, while negative reviews can draw attention to potential risks. The usefulness of reviews may therefore depend not only on their valence but also on perceived credibility, relevance and detail.
However, the growing prevalence of fake reviews and AI-generated or automated content creates challenges for the credibility of online information. Consumers may encounter reviews that are exaggerated, misleading or artificially generated, making it increasingly difficult to distinguish genuine consumer experiences from commercially motivated content. This can create consumer scepticism and reduce trust in online reviews, particularly when similar or repetitive messages appear across different platforms. AI-generated promotional content may further intensify this problem because highly realistic content can make commercial communication appear similar to genuine user-generated experiences. As a result, consumers may experience cognitive dissonance when information encountered through social media conflicts with their previous expectations or experiences of a product. This suggests that the availability of more online information does not necessarily lead to greater confidence in purchasing decisions; instead, information overload and uncertainty about authenticity may weaken the persuasive value of reviews and UGC. Therefore, organisations need to consider transparency, authenticity and credible information when using consumer-generated content as part of social media marketing.
This issue is particularly relevant to university students, who may regularly encounter large volumes of reviews, recommendations and AI-generated promotional content across social media platforms. Therefore, the effectiveness of reviews and UGC depends not only on their availability but also on consumers' ability to perceive the information as authentic and trustworthy.
At the same time, online reviews present challenges. Consumers may question whether reviews are genuine, whether reviewers have sufficient knowledge or whether businesses have influenced the content. A large quantity of reviews may also create information overload. Therefore, reviews can support decision-making while still requiring consumers to evaluate the quality and credibility of available information.
User-generated content (UGC) is closely connected with eWOM but represents a broader category of consumer-created material, including photographs, videos, comments, recommendations and experiences. UGC can provide social proof because consumers can observe how other individuals use or evaluate products. It may therefore influence attitudes and subjective norms within the TPB framework.
The relationship between UGC and buying behaviour is nevertheless complex. Positive consumer-generated content may enhance product attractiveness, but negative experiences can spread rapidly and potentially damage brand perceptions. Organisations therefore have less control over UGC than over their own promotional messages. This makes authenticity an important characteristic of social media communication.
Taken together, consumer engagement, online reviews and UGC demonstrate that social media marketing is not solely a firm-to-consumer communication process. Consumers also participate in creating and distributing information. This represents a significant difference from traditional marketing and supports the view that consumer buying behaviour in digital environments is shaped by both organisational communication and peer-generated information.
The three areas also connect with the theoretical framework. Engagement and UGC may act as social and environmental stimuli within the S–O–R model, while reviews and peer interactions may affect subjective norms and attitudes within TPB. The credibility of user-generated information can further influence whether consumers accept the information and incorporate it into their purchasing decisions.
2.7 University Students as Digital Consumers
University students represent a relevant population for examining social media marketing because they operate within an environment characterised by frequent digital communication and interaction. Social media platforms provide opportunities for students to access product information, communicate with peers, follow influencers and interact with organisations.
Students may also be exposed to several forms of social media marketing simultaneously. A potential customer might first encounter a product through an advertisement, subsequently view an influencer recommendation, examine online reviews and finally interact with the brand before purchasing. This illustrates why social media marketing should be examined as a multidimensional phenomenon.
However, university students should not be treated as a completely homogeneous consumer group. Differences in age, gender, income, lifestyle, platform preferences and purchasing habits may influence how individuals respond to marketing messages. Consequently, findings from one student population should be interpreted within its specific geographical and demographic context.
The present research focuses specifically on university students in Swansea. This provides a defined population through which the relationship between social media marketing activities and buying behaviour can be empirically investigated. It also provides an opportunity to examine whether theoretical relationships identified in broader literature are observable within a specific university-student context.
2.8 Research Gap and Link to the Present Study
The literature reviewed demonstrates substantial interest in the relationship between social media marketing and consumer behaviour. Existing research has examined influencer marketing, online advertising, eWOM, UGC and consumer engagement, while theories such as TPB, S–O–R and Source Credibility Theory provide explanations for different aspects of consumer responses. However, several gaps remain.
First, there is a theoretical gap. Individual studies often focus on particular mechanisms, such as influencer credibility or eWOM, whereas the relationship between several social media marketing activities and consumer buying behaviour can involve multiple psychological and social processes. The present study addresses this by adopting TPB as its primary framework while using S–O–R and Source Credibility Theory to support interpretation of different marketing activities.
Second, there is an empirical gap concerning the relative contribution of different forms of social media marketing. Advertising, influencer recommendations, reviews, UGC and customer engagement are frequently examined separately. Examining these dimensions within one study allows their relationships with buying behaviour to be considered within a common research design.
Third, there is a contextual gap. Findings from different countries, age groups and consumer populations cannot automatically be assumed to represent university students in Swansea. The present study therefore provides context-specific evidence by focusing on students within Swansea's university environment.
Finally, the rapid development of social media means that consumer behaviour continues to evolve. Changes in platform functionality, short-form video, social commerce, algorithmic recommendations and increasingly personalised marketing create an ongoing need for empirical research.
The present study responds to these gaps by examining how online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, UGC and customer engagement relate to consumer buying behaviour among university students in Swansea. The study combines theoretical analysis with primary quantitative evidence, enabling the findings to be considered in relation to the research objectives and questions.
Overall, the literature indicates that social media marketing can influence consumer buying behaviour through multiple interconnected mechanisms, but the nature and strength of these relationships require further empirical examination. The next chapter therefore explains the methodological approach used to investigate these relationships.



3. Methodology
This chapter outlines and justifies the research methodology adopted to investigate the influence of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour among university students in Swansea. Methodology is an important component of the research process because it explains how evidence is collected, analysed and interpreted to address the research aim, objectives and research questions. A clearly justified methodology also strengthens the credibility and transparency of the research process.
The study adopts a quantitative mono-method research design, supported by a positivist research philosophy and a deductive research approach. Primary data are collected through a structured online questionnaire distributed to university students. This approach is appropriate because the research seeks to measure patterns of social media use and examine relationships between different social media marketing activities and consumer buying behaviour (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).
The methodology is informed by the theoretical perspectives discussed in Chapter Two, particularly the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), the Stimulus–Organism–Response (S–O–R) framework and Source Credibility Theory. The chapter discusses the research rationale, design, philosophy, approach, data collection, population and sampling, pilot study, data analysis, reliability and validity, limitations and ethical considerations.
3.1 Research Aim and Objectives
Research Aim
The aim of this research is to investigate the influence of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour among university students in Swansea.
Research Objectives
The study is guided by the following four objectives:
1. To critically examine the key concepts and theoretical perspectives relating to social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour within the contemporary digital environment. 
2. To explore how social media marketing activities, including influencer marketing, online advertising, online reviews, user-generated content and customer engagement, influence consumer buying behaviour among university students. 
3. To critically evaluate the relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour using relevant theoretical and empirical evidence. 
4. To develop evidence-based recommendations for organisations to enhance the effectiveness of their social media marketing strategies when targeting university students. 
These objectives provide a logical progression from examining the theoretical foundations of the subject to investigating specific social media marketing activities and their relationship with consumer buying behaviour. They also provide the basis for questionnaire development and statistical analysis.
3.2 Research Rationale
The methodological rationale for this study is based on the research problem, the objectives and the type of evidence required to answer the research questions. As established in the literature review, social media has become an important environment for marketing communication, consumer interaction and purchasing-related decision-making. However, previous research does not provide completely consistent conclusions regarding the relative influence of different social media marketing activities. Influencer marketing, online advertising, online reviews, electronic word-of-mouth, user-generated content and customer engagement may influence consumers through different mechanisms.
The present research therefore requires an approach capable of measuring respondents' perceptions and reported behaviours across several dimensions. Quantitative research is particularly suitable when the purpose is to measure variables, identify behavioural patterns and examine relationships using numerical evidence (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). A structured questionnaire enables the researcher to collect standardised responses from a relatively large number of participants and compare responses systematically.
University students are selected because they represent a relevant consumer group within the digital environment examined by this research. Their everyday use of social media provides opportunities for exposure to advertising, influencer recommendations, reviews, UGC and brand communication. However, students are not necessarily homogeneous in their behaviour. Differences may exist in their platform preferences, frequency of social media use, attitudes towards marketing content and purchasing responses. Quantitative survey research allows these variations to be captured systematically.
Alternative approaches were considered. A qualitative design using interviews could provide greater depth regarding individual experiences, motivations and perceptions. However, interviews would normally involve a smaller number of participants and would be less suitable for identifying broader patterns across a larger student sample. A mixed-method approach could combine numerical and qualitative evidence, but it would increase the complexity, time and resources required for the dissertation.
Practical considerations are therefore also relevant. The study is undertaken within the time and resource constraints of a postgraduate dissertation. An online questionnaire provides an efficient method of reaching students, collecting standardised responses and preparing data for statistical analysis. Online data collection can also reduce administrative requirements and facilitate the transfer of responses into Microsoft Excel or SPSS (Hair, Page and Brunsveld, 2022).
The selected methodology therefore provides an appropriate balance between academic requirements and practical feasibility. It enables the study to examine measurable relationships between different social media marketing activities and consumer buying behaviour while maintaining alignment with the research objectives.
3.3 Research Design
Research design provides the overall framework for collecting, measuring and analysing data in order to address the research questions (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). An appropriate design is important because the different methodological decisions need to work together consistently.
This research adopts a quantitative mono-method design using a structured questionnaire as the main data collection instrument. A quantitative design is appropriate because the study focuses on measurable aspects of social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour. Responses can be converted into numerical data and analysed to identify frequencies, patterns and relationships between variables.
The mono-method design means that the study relies on quantitative data rather than combining quantitative and qualitative methods. This decision reflects the focused nature of the research and allows the researcher to obtain comparable responses from a relatively large group of university students. Standardised questions also reduce variation in how data are collected.
The research is cross-sectional, as data are collected during a defined research period rather than repeatedly over several years. This design provides a contemporary assessment of students' social media use and purchasing-related perceptions. It is suitable for a postgraduate dissertation where time and resources are limited. However, it does not allow changes in behaviour over time to be examined.
The research design also recognises that social media marketing is multidimensional. Rather than treating it as one general activity, the questionnaire examines influencer marketing, online advertising, online reviews, user-generated content and customer engagement. This allows the study to investigate whether different forms of social media marketing are associated with consumer buying behaviour in different ways.
Overall, the research design is consistent with the research aim because it provides a systematic framework for collecting empirical evidence from the selected student population.
3.4 Research Philosophy
Research philosophy refers to the assumptions concerning knowledge and how research should be conducted. These assumptions influence the methods selected and the way evidence is interpreted (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). This study adopts a positivist research philosophy because it focuses on observable and measurable relationships using quantitative data.
Positivism supports systematic measurement and the analysis of empirical evidence. This is appropriate for the present research because the purpose is not primarily to explore individual personal narratives but to examine patterns in respondents' social media exposure and reported buying behaviour. The structured questionnaire provides standardised measurements that can be analysed statistically.
The positivist position is consistent with the study's quantitative design. For example, frequencies and percentages can demonstrate the prevalence of particular responses, while correlation and other inferential techniques can examine relationships between variables. This provides a systematic basis for evaluating the research questions.
An interpretivist philosophy could be appropriate if the research focused primarily on understanding how students personally interpret social media marketing or construct meanings from their experiences. Interviews could provide detailed explanations of such experiences. However, the present study requires measurable evidence across a larger group, making positivism more consistent with its objectives.
A pragmatic philosophy could also support the use of multiple methods where different forms of evidence are required. However, the present research has a clearly defined quantitative focus and does not require qualitative data. Positivism therefore provides an appropriate philosophical foundation.
Nevertheless, the study recognises that consumer buying behaviour can involve subjective motivations and emotions that may not be completely captured through numerical measurement. The findings should therefore be understood as evidence of reported perceptions and relationships rather than a complete explanation of every factor influencing individual purchasing decisions.


3.5 Research Approach
The study adopts a deductive research approach. Deduction involves using established theories and concepts to develop an investigation that can subsequently be examined using empirical evidence (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). This approach is appropriate because the present research is based on theoretical perspectives identified through the literature review.
The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) provides the primary conceptual framework. Ajzen (1991) proposes that attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control influence behavioural intentions and behaviour. In the context of social media marketing, marketing content may influence consumers' attitudes towards products, perceptions of social expectations and confidence in making purchasing decisions.
The Stimulus–Organism–Response (S–O–R) framework provides a complementary explanation. Social media advertising, influencer content, online reviews and brand interactions can be viewed as external stimuli that may influence consumers' internal responses and subsequent behavioural responses (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974).
Source Credibility Theory is particularly relevant to influencer marketing because perceptions of expertise, trustworthiness and credibility can influence consumers' responses to recommendations. These theories therefore help connect the variables investigated in the questionnaire with established academic explanations of consumer behaviour.
A deductive approach allows the researcher to examine whether patterns identified in the primary data are consistent with theoretical expectations and previous empirical studies. An inductive approach would be more suitable for an exploratory study in which concepts are developed mainly from qualitative data. Since this dissertation begins with established theories, deduction is appropriate.
3.6 Data Collection Methods
Primary data are collected using a structured online questionnaire. This method was selected because it enables the researcher to collect standardised responses from university students in an efficient and systematic manner.
The questionnaire is distributed through Microsoft Forms, allowing participants to complete it online using a computer, tablet or smartphone. This format is appropriate for a study concerning social media because the target population is familiar with digital technologies and online communication. Online distribution also reduces the administrative requirements associated with paper questionnaires and facilitates data transfer for subsequent analysis.
The questionnaire consists mainly of closed-ended questions and five-point Likert-scale statements. Likert scales are suitable for measuring perceptions and levels of agreement because they provide respondents with consistent response categories. Standardisation also allows responses to be compared across participants (Likert, 1932).
The questionnaire covers demographic characteristics, social media usage, exposure to social media marketing and the specific marketing activities identified in the research objectives. These include online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, user-generated content and customer engagement. Questions relating to consumer buying behaviour are also included to enable the relationship between marketing exposure and purchasing responses to be examined.
Questionnaire items are informed by the concepts and theoretical perspectives identified in the literature review. This helps ensure that the instrument is connected to the research framework rather than consisting of unrelated questions. Questions are presented in clear language to minimise misunderstanding and make the questionnaire accessible to participants with different academic backgrounds.
Before beginning the main questionnaire, participants are provided with information about the research purpose and their rights as participants. Consent is obtained before participation. The questionnaire avoids collecting unnecessary personally identifiable information.
Online questionnaires have several advantages, but they also have limitations. The researcher cannot directly observe whether participants are completing the questionnaire carefully, and respondents may interpret questions differently. Self-selection may also occur, as students who have a stronger interest in social media may be more willing to participate. These issues are considered when interpreting the findings.
3.7 Population and Sample
The target population comprises university students in Swansea who use social media platforms. Swansea provides a clearly defined geographical and educational context for examining the research topic.
The study aims to obtain approximately 80 valid responses. A substantial sample is useful in quantitative research because it provides a broader evidence base and supports statistical comparison between responses. The UWTSD Dissertation Handbook recommends a substantial sample for quantitative postgraduate research, while recognising that the final achievable sample depends on participant access and research constraints.
The research uses purposive non-probability sampling. Participants are selected because they meet the characteristics relevant to the study, namely being university students within the Swansea context and having experience of using social media. This ensures that participants have direct relevance to the research questions.
Probability sampling could provide stronger statistical representativeness because members of the population would have a known probability of selection. However, obtaining a complete sampling frame of university students across Swansea is not practical within the scope of this dissertation. Purposive sampling therefore provides a feasible method of reaching appropriate participants.
The sampling strategy nevertheless limits generalisability. Since participants are not selected randomly, the sample may not fully represent the wider population of university students. For example, students with greater social media activity may be more likely to participate. Findings should therefore be interpreted primarily within the Swansea student context rather than automatically generalised to all UK university students.
Demographic information is collected to describe the characteristics of the sample and, where appropriate, explore differences between participant groups.
3.8 Pilot Study
A pilot study is conducted before the main survey using approximately 10–15 students with characteristics similar to the target population. The purpose is to assess the clarity, structure and usability of the questionnaire.
Pilot testing is important because questions that appear clear to the researcher may be interpreted differently by participants. The pilot provides an opportunity to identify ambiguous wording, repetitive questions, unsuitable response options and technical problems with the online questionnaire.
Participants are asked to complete the questionnaire and provide feedback on the clarity of questions and instructions. The approximate completion time is also considered to ensure that the survey is not unnecessarily lengthy.
Where problems are identified, amendments are made before the main questionnaire is distributed. Pilot responses are not intended to form part of the final dataset. This ensures that the main analysis is based on the final version of the research instrument.
Pilot testing can improve the quality of quantitative research by reducing ambiguity and potential measurement error. It is therefore an important stage in ensuring that the questionnaire is suitable for the target population.

3.9 Data Analysis
Data analysis involves organising, examining and interpreting the collected questionnaire data to address the research objectives and questions. Responses collected through Microsoft Forms were exported to Microsoft Excel and analysed using Microsoft Excel and SPSS.
The first stage will involve data screening to check responses for completeness, consistency and suitability for analysis. Incomplete or unusable responses will be excluded, and questionnaire variables will be coded systematically before statistical analysis.
Descriptive statistical analysis will then be conducted to summarise the characteristics of the sample and the main questionnaire responses. Frequencies and percentages will be used for demographic variables, social media usage patterns and categorical responses. Means and standard deviations will be calculated for the five-point Likert-scale variables to summarise the central tendency and variation in responses (Field, 2018). Tables and charts will be used to present the main patterns clearly.
Cross-tabulation and chi-square tests will be used to examine associations between relevant categorical variables. The chi-square test will determine whether statistically significant associations exist between selected respondent characteristics and consumer responses to social media marketing activities. Statistical significance will be assessed using a p-value of less than 0.05.
Correlation analysis will be conducted to examine the strength and direction of the relationships between the five social media marketing variables—online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, user-generated content and customer engagement—and consumer buying behaviour. Pearson's correlation coefficient will be used to assess the direction and strength of these relationships. Correlation results will be interpreted as evidence of association rather than causation.
Multiple regression analysis will also be conducted to examine the combined relationship between the five social media marketing variables and consumer buying behaviour. Online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, user-generated content and customer engagement will be entered as independent variables, while consumer buying behaviour will be treated as the dependent variable. The regression analysis will assess the extent to which the independent variables collectively explain variation in consumer buying behaviour and will identify the relative contribution of each predictor.
Before conducting correlation and regression analysis, the dataset will be assessed against the relevant statistical assumptions, including linearity, normality, independence of observations and multicollinearity. Results will be reported using appropriate descriptive and inferential statistics, including frequencies, percentages, means, standard deviations, chi-square statistics, correlation coefficients, regression coefficients, R² and significance levels.
The statistical findings will subsequently be interpreted in relation to the research objectives, research questions, theoretical framework and literature reviewed in Chapter Two. The analysis will therefore move beyond simple description by examining whether the empirical findings support, extend or differ from the relationships identified in previous research.
3.10 Reliability and Validity
Reliability and validity are fundamental considerations in assessing the quality of quantitative research. Reliability refers to the consistency of measurement, whereas validity concerns whether an instrument measures what it is intended to measure (Bryman, 2021).
Several measures are used to support reliability. First, questionnaire items are based on established concepts identified in relevant academic literature. Second, standardised questions and response options are used for all participants. This reduces differences in the administration of the questionnaire and improves consistency.
Third, the questionnaire is pilot tested before the main survey. Feedback from the pilot helps identify unclear or potentially misleading questions. Where several items measure the same construct, internal consistency can be examined using Cronbach's alpha. A value of approximately 0.70 or above is commonly considered acceptable, although interpretation should consider the number and nature of items within the scale (Pallant, 2020).
Validity is supported by ensuring alignment between the research aim, objectives, theoretical framework, questionnaire and analysis. Content validity is strengthened because the questionnaire covers the main dimensions identified in the literature, including online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, UGC and customer engagement.
Construct validity is supported by linking questionnaire measures to established theoretical concepts. For example, consumer responses to marketing activities can be considered alongside the TPB concepts of attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control, while credibility-related questions connect to Source Credibility Theory.
Despite these measures, self-reported questionnaire data may still contain measurement limitations. Respondents may misunderstand questions or report their behaviour inaccurately. Reliability and validity are therefore considered together with the limitations of the research design.
3.11 Limitations of the Research
Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the use of purposive non-probability sampling limits the generalisability of the findings because the participants are not randomly selected from the entire student population.
Second, the geographical scope is restricted to Swansea. Students in other UK locations may have different demographic, cultural, socioeconomic and social media characteristics. The findings should therefore be interpreted within the specific Swansea context.
Third, the study uses a cross-sectional design, with data collected during a particular period. Social media platforms, algorithms, marketing practices and consumer behaviour develop rapidly, meaning that the findings may reflect contemporary conditions rather than long-term patterns.
Fourth, the research relies on self-reported responses. Participants may not always accurately remember or report their actual purchasing behaviour. Response bias and social desirability may therefore affect some findings.
Finally, a quantitative questionnaire provides less depth than qualitative methods. The research can identify measurable relationships and patterns but cannot fully explore the personal motivations, emotions and individual experiences underlying consumer decisions.
These limitations define the boundaries of the study and will be considered when interpreting the findings and developing conclusions.
3.12 Research Ethics
Ethical considerations are an essential part of this research. The study follows the ethical requirements of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), and ethical approval was obtained through the university's research ethics process before the research proceeded.
Participation is entirely voluntary. Participants receive information explaining the purpose of the research, what participation involves and how their responses will be used. Informed consent is obtained before participants complete the questionnaire.
The questionnaire is designed to maintain anonymity and confidentiality. Personally identifiable information is not collected where it is unnecessary for the research. Responses are reported in an aggregated form so that individual participants cannot normally be identified from the findings.
Participants are informed that they can choose whether to participate and that they should not feel pressured to provide particular answers. The questionnaire does not deliberately include sensitive or harmful questions, and participation presents minimal foreseeable risk.
Collected data are stored securely using password-protected systems and are used only for legitimate academic purposes. Data handling follows relevant requirements, including the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018.
Ethical practice also applies to the analysis and reporting of findings. The researcher is responsible for representing the collected data honestly and avoiding fabrication, manipulation or selective reporting. Academic sources are appropriately acknowledged through Harvard referencing.
These measures support the protection of participants while also strengthening the integrity and credibility of the research.


4. Data analysis, Findings and Discussion
This chapter presents, analyses and critically discusses the empirical findings of the study investigating the influence of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour among university students in Swansea. The analysis is based on responses collected through the structured online questionnaire. The findings are interpreted in relation to the research aim, objectives and research questions and are connected to the theoretical perspectives and literature discussed in Chapter Two.
The analysis focuses on five dimensions of social media marketing: online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, user-generated content (UGC) and brand engagement. Descriptive and inferential statistical techniques are used to examine patterns and relationships within the data. The findings are interpreted primarily through the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), supported by the Stimulus–Organism–Response (S-O-R) framework and Source Credibility Theory.
4.1 Response Screening
A total of 82 responses were received through the online questionnaire. Eligibility was determined using the question asking whether respondents were currently university students studying in Swansea. Of the 82 responses, 57 respondents answered “Yes”, while 25 answered “No”. The 25 ineligible responses were excluded from the main analysis because they did not meet the population criteria established for the study.
Therefore, the final dataset consisted of 57 valid responses, representing 69.5% of the total responses received. Data screening also identified a small number of missing responses for individual questionnaire items. These did not result in the exclusion of otherwise eligible participants, so percentages for individual items are based on the valid responses available for each item.
Table 4.1: Response Screening
	Response category
	N
	%

	Total responses received
	82
	100.0

	Eligible responses
	57
	69.5

	Ineligible responses
	25
	30.5

	Final valid sample
	57
	69.5


Source: Author's survey data (2026)
The screening process ensured that the analysis was based only on respondents who met the predetermined eligibility criteria.
4.2 Demographic Profile of Respondents
The demographic profile provides contextual information about the 57 eligible respondents. The variables considered were age, gender, level of study and university attended.
Table 4.2: Age Distribution of Respondents
	Age group
	N
	%

	18–20
	5
	8.8

	21–23
	14
	24.6

	24–26
	21
	36.8

	27–30
	13
	22.8

	31 or above
	4
	7.0

	Total
	57
	100.0


The largest age group was respondents aged 24–26, representing 36.8% of the valid sample. This was followed by those aged 21–23 (24.6%) and 27–30 (22.8%). Respondents aged 18–20 represented 8.8%, while 7.0% were aged 31 or above.
Table 4.3: Gender Distribution
	Gender
	N
	%

	Man
	26
	45.6

	Woman
	18
	31.6

	Prefer not to say
	10
	17.5

	Missing
	3
	5.3


The sample included 45.6% respondents identifying as men and 31.6% identifying as women. A further 17.5% preferred not to disclose their gender, while 5.3% did not provide a response.
Table 4.4: Level of Study
	Level of study
	N
	%

	Postgraduate/Master's
	25
	43.9

	PhD/Doctorate
	15
	26.3

	Undergraduate
	10
	17.5

	Other
	6
	10.5

	Missing
	1
	1.8


Postgraduate/Master's students formed the largest group at 43.9%, followed by PhD/Doctorate students at 26.3%. Undergraduate students represented 17.5% of the sample.
Table 4.5: University Attended
	University
	N
	%

	University of Wales Trinity Saint David
	32
	56.1

	Swansea University
	18
	31.6

	Other universities
	7
	12.3

	Total
	57
	100.0


More than half of the valid respondents (56.1%) studied at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, while 31.6% studied at Swansea University and 12.3% attended other institutions in Swansea. The predominance of UWTSD respondents should be considered when interpreting the findings.
4.3 Social Media Usage and Consumer Exposure
The study first examined respondents' social media usage and their exposure to marketing content.
Table 4.6: Frequency of Social Media Use
	Frequency
	N
	%

	Less than once a day
	7
	12.3

	Once a day
	23
	40.4

	Several times a day
	18
	31.6

	Almost continuously
	7
	12.3

	Missing
	2
	3.5


The most common response was once a day, reported by 40.4% of respondents. A further 31.6% used social media several times a day, while 12.3% reported almost continuous use.
Table 4.7: Most Frequently Used Social Media Platform
	Platform
	N
	%

	TikTok
	16
	28.1

	Instagram
	14
	24.6

	Facebook
	14
	24.6

	YouTube
	7
	12.3

	Snapchat
	3
	5.3

	X
	3
	5.3

	Total
	57
	100.0


TikTok was the most frequently selected platform, used by 28.1% of respondents. Instagram and Facebook followed, each accounting for 24.6%. YouTube accounted for 12.3%, while Snapchat and X each represented 5.3%. The distribution indicates that students use multiple platforms, suggesting that platform-specific strategies may be relevant.
Table 4.8: Exposure to Marketing or Promotional Content
	Frequency
	N
	%

	Very rarely
	12
	21.1

	Rarely
	10
	17.5

	Sometimes
	26
	45.6

	Often
	6
	10.5

	Very often
	3
	5.3

	Total
	57
	100.0


The most common response was sometimes, reported by 45.6% of respondents. A further 15.8% reported encountering marketing content often or very often, while 38.6% reported encountering it rarely or very rarely.
The results therefore do not indicate that all respondents experience extremely high levels of marketing exposure. From an S-O-R perspective, social media marketing can be considered an external stimulus, but exposure alone does not demonstrate a purchasing response. Consumers may interpret and evaluate marketing content differently depending on relevance, credibility and individual circumstances.
4.4 Online Advertising and Consumer Buying Behaviour
Online advertising was examined using three questionnaire items relating to advertising visibility, relevance and purchasing influence.
Table 4.9: Online Advertising Findings
	Statement
	Agree/Strongly agree %
	Neutral %
	Disagree/Strongly disagree %
	Mean
	SD

	I frequently notice advertisements on social media
	19.6
	41.1
	39.3
	2.64
	1.14

	Social media advertisements are relevant to my interests or needs
	17.5
	35.1
	47.4
	2.58
	1.03

	Social media advertisements influence the products or brands I consider purchasing
	19.3
	33.3
	47.4
	2.61
	1.18


Note: Percentages are based on valid responses to each item. Likert scale: 1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree.
The findings provide relatively limited support for a strong influence of online advertising. Only 19.6% agreed or strongly agreed that they frequently noticed social media advertisements, while 39.3% disagreed or strongly disagreed. Similarly, 47.4% disagreed or strongly disagreed that advertisements were relevant to their interests or needs.
The third item produced a comparable result, with 47.4% disagreeing or strongly disagreeing that social media advertisements influenced the products or brands they considered purchasing. The mean score of 2.61 was below the neutral midpoint of 3.00.
Overall, the findings suggest that advertising exposure does not necessarily translate into purchasing influence. From a TPB perspective, advertisements may shape attitudes, but other factors such as perceived behavioural control and consumer circumstances may affect purchasing decisions (Ajzen, 1991).
4.5 Influencer Marketing and Consumer Trust
Influencer marketing was examined through exposure to influencer recommendations, perceived credibility and reported purchasing influence.
Table 4.10: Influencer Marketing Findings
	Statement
	Agree/Strongly agree %
	Neutral %
	Disagree/Strongly disagree %
	Mean
	SD

	I frequently see product recommendations from social media influencers
	24.6
	28.1
	47.4
	2.56
	1.27

	I consider influencers I follow to be credible sources of product information
	24.6
	33.3
	42.1
	2.72
	1.21

	Influencer recommendations influence my purchasing decisions
	26.3
	31.6
	42.1
	2.70
	1.16


The descriptive findings indicate that influencer marketing had a mixed reception. For all three items, the proportion disagreeing or strongly disagreeing was greater than the proportion agreeing or strongly agreeing. Nevertheless, the inferential analysis identifies influencer marketing as the only marketing dimension showing a statistically significant positive association with consumer buying behaviour.
This distinction is important because the descriptive findings indicate that respondents were not uniformly persuaded by influencers, while the correlation and regression results suggest that differences in perceptions of influencer marketing were associated with differences in buying behaviour.
Source Credibility Theory provides a useful interpretation. Perceived credibility, expertise and trustworthiness may influence the persuasive capacity of an influencer. However, the relatively high neutral and disagreement responses indicate that credibility cannot be assumed across all influencers or consumers.
4.6 Online Reviews and User-Generated Content
Online reviews and UGC represent forms of consumer-generated information that may support product evaluation.
Table 4.11: Online Reviews Findings
	Statement
	Agree/Strongly agree %
	Neutral %
	Disagree/Strongly disagree %
	Mean
	SD

	I usually check online reviews before purchasing
	24.6
	26.3
	49.1
	2.74
	1.22

	I trust reviews from other consumers when evaluating products/services
	29.8
	29.8
	40.4
	2.84
	1.31

	Online reviews influence my purchasing decisions
	15.8
	36.8
	47.4
	2.53
	1.00


Although online reviews were frequently identified by respondents as an important reason for using social media information, the Likert-scale findings provide more mixed evidence. Only 29.8% agreed or strongly agreed that they trusted reviews from other consumers, compared with 40.4% who disagreed or strongly disagreed.
The mean score for trust in reviews was 2.84, while the lowest mean was recorded for the statement that online reviews influenced purchasing decisions (M = 2.53). The findings distinguish between using reviews as information and being directly persuaded by them.
Table 4.12: User-Generated Content Findings
	Statement
	Agree/Strongly agree %
	Neutral %
	Disagree/Strongly disagree %
	Mean
	SD

	I frequently see consumer-created content about products or brands
	29.8
	24.6
	45.6
	2.70
	1.24

	I find UGC useful when evaluating products or services
	28.1
	21.1
	50.9
	2.56
	1.34

	UGC influences my purchasing decisions
	26.3
	21.1
	52.6
	2.67
	1.33


The UGC findings similarly demonstrate a mixed pattern. More than half of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that UGC influenced their purchasing decisions. The mean for usefulness when evaluating products was 2.56.
These results provide limited support for assuming that reviews or UGC automatically lead to stronger buying behaviour and highlight the importance of consumer evaluation.
4.7 Brand Engagement and Consumer Buying Behaviour
Brand engagement was examined through interaction, interest in actively communicating brands and purchasing likelihood.
Table 4.13: Brand Engagement Findings
	Statement
	Agree/Strongly agree %
	Neutral %
	Disagree/Strongly disagree %
	Mean
	SD

	I interact with brands through social media
	30.4
	28.6
	41.1
	2.96
	1.17

	I am more interested in brands that actively communicate with consumers
	42.1
	29.8
	28.1
	3.18
	1.24

	Positive interactions with brands increase my likelihood of purchasing
	33.3
	24.6
	42.1
	2.95
	1.36


Brand engagement produced some of the more positive descriptive results. In particular, 42.1% agreed or strongly agreed that they were more interested in brands that actively communicate with consumers, producing the highest mean score among the marketing dimensions (M = 3.18).
However, only 33.3% agreed or strongly agreed that positive brand interactions increased their likelihood of purchasing. Furthermore, the correlation between the overall brand engagement construct and consumer buying behaviour was not statistically significant.
These findings suggest that engagement may support consumer interest and relationships without necessarily translating directly into purchasing behaviour.
4.8 Inferential Statistical Analysis
Inferential analysis examined statistical associations between the five social media marketing dimensions and consumer buying behaviour, with findings interpreted cautiously given the sample size and missing responses. Composite scores were calculated for the five social media marketing dimensions and consumer buying behaviour using the relevant Likert-scale items. Statistical significance was assessed at the conventional p < .05 level.
4.8.1 Cross-tabulation and Chi-square Analysis
A cross-tabulation was conducted to examine the relationship between frequency of social media use and respondents' overall perception that social media marketing influenced their consumer buying behaviour.
For analysis, social media use was grouped into higher-frequency use (several times a day/almost continuously) and lower-frequency use (once a day/less than once a day). Overall influence was grouped into agreement, neutrality and disagreement.
Table 4.14: Social Media Usage Frequency and Overall Influence
	Social media usage
	Agree/Strongly agree
	Neutral
	Disagree/Strongly disagree
	Total

	Higher frequency
	7
	10
	8
	25

	Lower frequency
	6
	4
	20
	30

	Total
	13
	14
	28
	55


Two respondents had missing responses for social media usage and were therefore excluded from this cross-tabulation.
The chi-square test produced:
χ²(2) = 7.40, p = .025.
The result indicates a statistically significant association between social media usage frequency and respondents' overall perceptions of social media marketing influence at the 5% significance level. Higher-frequency users were more likely to report influence, while lower-frequency users were more concentrated in the disagreement category. However, the cross-sectional design does not establish causality.
4.8.2 Correlation Analysis
Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to examine the direction and strength of the relationship between the five social media marketing dimensions and consumer buying behaviour.
Table 4.15: Correlations Between Social Media Marketing Dimensions and Consumer Buying Behaviour
	Marketing dimension
	Pearson's r
	p-value
	Interpretation

	Online advertising
	.115
	.396
	Weak positive, not significant

	Influencer marketing
	.295
	.026
	Weak positive, significant

	Online reviews
	.131
	.330
	Weak positive, not significant

	UGC
	.117
	.388
	Weak positive, not significant

	Brand engagement
	-.070
	.606
	Very weak negative, not significant


The correlation analysis produced a mixed pattern. Influencer marketing was the only dimension to show a statistically significant relationship with consumer buying behaviour, with a weak positive correlation of r = .295, p = .026.
This suggests that respondents reporting stronger perceptions of influencer marketing also tended to report somewhat higher levels of consumer buying behaviour. The relationship is positive but relatively weak.
Online advertising (r = .115, p = .396), online reviews (r = .131, p = .330) and UGC (r = .117, p = .388) showed weak positive relationships, but none were statistically significant. Brand engagement produced a very weak negative relationship (r = -.070, p = .606), which was also non-significant.
Overall, the results suggest that different forms of social media marketing do not influence buying behaviour equally. The influencer result can be interpreted through Source Credibility Theory, as consumers may respond differently depending on how credible and trustworthy they perceive an influencer to be.
4.8.3 Multiple Regression Analysis
Multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine whether online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, UGC and brand engagement collectively explained variation in consumer buying behaviour.
Table 4.16: Multiple Regression Results
	Predictor
	B
	Standardised β
	p-value

	Online advertising
	.153
	.166
	.237

	Influencer marketing
	.242
	.297
	.042

	Online reviews
	.028
	.033
	.819

	UGC
	.019
	.025
	.859

	Brand engagement
	-.081
	-.095
	.501



Model statistics: R² = .121; Adjusted R² = .034; F(5,51) = 1.398, p = .241.
The regression model explained approximately 12.1% of the variance in consumer buying behaviour. However, the overall regression model was not statistically significant, F(5,51) = 1.398, p = .241.
Within the model, influencer marketing was the only individual predictor reaching statistical significance (β = .242, p = .042). Online advertising, online reviews, UGC and brand engagement did not make statistically significant independent contributions at the .05 level.
The regression findings reinforce the mixed pattern: influencer marketing made a significant individual contribution, but the overall model was not significant. Other unmeasured factors may also influence purchasing behaviour.
4.8.4 Reliability of Composite Measures
Internal consistency was also considered when interpreting the multi-item constructs. The calculated Cronbach's alpha coefficients were:
· Online advertising: α = .002 
· Influencer marketing: α = .215 
· Online reviews: α = .221 
· UGC: α = .156 
· Brand engagement: α = .014 
· Consumer buying behaviour: α = .334 
These values are below the commonly cited threshold of approximately .70. These low values limit confidence in the composite measures; therefore, the inferential findings should be regarded as exploratory.
4.9 Findings in Relation to Research Objectives and Research Questions
The empirical findings provide evidence relevant to all four research objectives.
Objective 1
The first objective was to critically examine the key concepts and theoretical perspectives relating to social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour.
TPB provides a useful framework for understanding how attitudes and social influences may contribute to purchasing intentions, while S-O-R explains how marketing content may operate as an external stimulus. Source Credibility Theory is particularly relevant to the significant relationship identified for influencer marketing.
Objective 2
The second objective examined online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, UGC and customer engagement.
Brand communication produced the highest individual mean (M = 3.18) for interest in actively communicating brands, while online advertising and UGC generally produced means below the neutral midpoint. The direct multiple-choice question showed that online advertising and influencer marketing were jointly the most frequently selected marketing types, each selected by 24.6% of respondents, followed by online reviews at 22.8%.
Objective 3
The third objective examined the relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour.
The inferential findings provide mixed evidence. Influencer marketing demonstrated a statistically significant positive correlation with buying behaviour (r = .295, p = .026), while the other four dimensions did not show statistically significant correlations. The regression model as a whole was not statistically significant, although influencer marketing remained a significant individual predictor.
Therefore, the results do not support a conclusion that all forms of social media marketing have a statistically significant relationship with buying behaviour among the respondents.
Objective 4
The fourth objective concerned evidence-based recommendations for organisations targeting university students.
The findings indicate that organisations should focus on credible influencer partnerships, authentic and relevant content, student-focused communication, useful information and responsive interaction. The open-ended responses also repeatedly referred to student discounts, short-form videos, genuine reviews, UGC, personalisation and interactive content.
4.10 Critical Discussion: Literature and Theoretical Integration
Taken together, the findings suggest that social media marketing has a selective rather than uniform influence on consumer buying behaviour among the students represented in this study.
The first important finding is that social media is regularly used by respondents, with 31.6% reporting several-times-daily use and a further 12.3% reporting almost continuous use. However, marketing exposure was more moderate. The largest group (45.6%) reported encountering marketing content sometimes, while only 15.8% reported seeing it often or very often. This distinction demonstrates that high social media participation does not automatically mean high exposure to promotional content.
The influencer findings are particularly important because influencer marketing was the only marketing dimension to demonstrate a statistically significant relationship with consumer buying behaviour. The correlation was positive but weak, indicating that influencer marketing may contribute to purchasing behaviour without being a dominant explanation of it. This supports the relevance of Source Credibility Theory, as consumers may respond differently depending on how credible and trustworthy they perceive an influencer to be.
Brand engagement produced the highest mean among the five marketing dimensions for the statement concerning interest in actively communicating brands. However, brand engagement did not demonstrate a significant relationship with overall buying behaviour. This suggests that engagement may contribute to relationship development and brand interest without necessarily producing immediate purchasing outcomes.
The findings therefore provide only partial support for the theoretical frameworks. TPB remains useful because social media marketing can potentially shape attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. However, the present findings do not establish the full psychological pathway proposed by TPB because the study did not directly test each component as an independent causal mechanism.
Similarly, the S-O-R framework provides a useful conceptual explanation of how social media content may act as a stimulus that generates consumer evaluation before a behavioural response. However, the relatively weak statistical relationships observed in this study suggest that the stimulus does not automatically produce a purchasing response.
Source Credibility Theory appears particularly relevant to the influencer findings. The significant relationship between influencer marketing and consumer buying behaviour indicates that influencer-based communication may have greater behavioural relevance than some other marketing dimensions within this sample. However, the effect was weak, meaning that influencer marketing should not be interpreted as a standalone explanation for consumer purchasing.
An additional finding comes from the respondents' open-ended recommendations. Participants repeatedly referred to engaging and student-focused content, student discounts, short videos, authentic customer content, genuine reviews, trusted influencers, personalisation and responsive customer service. These responses complement the quantitative findings by suggesting that students value relevance and authenticity rather than simply increased promotional activity.
Overall, the empirical evidence indicates that social media marketing should not be understood as a uniform mechanism that automatically increases purchasing. Different forms of social media communication may operate differently, and their effectiveness appears to depend on how consumers perceive and evaluate the content.
The findings should nevertheless be interpreted within the limitations of the research design. The study used a purposive non-probability sample of 57 eligible students in Swansea and collected data at one point in time. The results therefore demonstrate reported perceptions and statistical associations rather than definitive causal relationships. In addition, the relatively low internal consistency of the composite measures means that the inferential results should be treated as exploratory.


5: Conclusions and Recommendations
5.1 Overall Conclusion
This dissertation examined the influence of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour among university students in Swansea. The study focused on five dimensions of social media marketing: online advertising, influencer marketing, online reviews, user-generated content (UGC) and brand engagement.
A quantitative research design was adopted using a structured online questionnaire. A total of 82 responses were received, of which 57 met the study's eligibility criteria and were included in the final analysis. The data were analysed using descriptive statistics, cross-tabulation, chi-square analysis, correlation and multiple regression.
The findings demonstrate a mixed relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour. The results do not support the assumption that all forms of social media marketing influence students' purchasing behaviour equally. This reflects the multidimensional nature of social media marketing, where different forms of digital communication may influence consumers through different mechanisms (Tuten and Solomon, 2023).
Among the five dimensions examined, influencer marketing produced the only statistically significant positive correlation with consumer buying behaviour (r = .295, p = .026). It also remained the only statistically significant individual predictor in the regression analysis (B = .242, p = .042). However, the overall regression model was not statistically significant, F(5,51) = 1.398, p = .241, and explained 12.1% of the variance in buying behaviour.
The findings therefore suggest that influencer marketing may contribute to consumer buying behaviour, but social media marketing as a whole cannot be considered a direct or universal determinant of purchasing decisions. Consumer behaviour is also influenced by attitudes, social influences, perceived control and wider contextual factors (Ajzen, 1991).
The findings further demonstrate a distinction between exposure to social media marketing and actual purchasing influence. Respondents may notice, evaluate or interact with marketing content without necessarily changing their final purchasing decisions. This supports the need to consider social media marketing as one element within a wider consumer decision-making process.
5.2 Conclusions in Relation to Research Objectives
5.2.1 Objective 1
To critically examine the key concepts and theoretical perspectives relating to social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour within the contemporary digital environment.
This objective was achieved through the literature review and empirical investigation. The literature established that social media marketing includes multiple activities, including advertising, influencer communication, online reviews, UGC and customer engagement. These activities can influence consumer attitudes, trust, social influence and engagement (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Tuten and Solomon, 2023).
The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) provided the primary conceptual framework for understanding consumer decision-making through attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control (Ajzen, 1991). The Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) framework provided a complementary perspective on how external marketing stimuli may influence consumer responses (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974). Source Credibility Theory was particularly relevant to influencer marketing because credibility, expertise and trustworthiness can affect responses to recommendations (Ohanian, 1990).
The empirical findings suggest that these theories provide useful explanations of particular aspects of social media marketing, but the findings do not establish causal relationships. The objective was therefore achieved while recognising the contextual nature of consumer behaviour.
5.2.2 Objective 2
To explore how social media marketing activities, including influencer marketing, online advertising, online reviews, user-generated content and customer engagement, influence consumer buying behaviour among university students.
The findings indicate considerable variation between the five marketing activities. When respondents were asked which type of social media marketing had the greatest influence on their purchasing decisions, online advertising and influencer marketing were jointly selected by 24.6% of respondents, followed by online reviews at 22.8%, brand engagement at 15.8% and UGC at 10.5%.
Influencer marketing showed the clearest statistical relationship with buying behaviour. In comparison, online advertising, online reviews, UGC and brand engagement did not demonstrate statistically significant relationships with the buying behaviour measure.
The open-ended responses provided further insight. Students commonly referred to authentic content, genuine customer experiences, trusted influencers, short-form videos, student discounts, personalised content, interactive communication and responsive customer service. These findings suggest that relevance and authenticity are important considerations when organisations communicate with student audiences.
5.2.3 Objective 3
To critically evaluate the relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour using relevant theoretical and empirical evidence.
This objective was achieved through descriptive and inferential statistical analysis. Influencer marketing demonstrated a statistically significant positive correlation with consumer buying behaviour (r = .295, p = .026). The regression analysis also showed that influencer marketing was the only individual predictor to reach statistical significance (B = .242, p = .042).
However, the overall regression model was not statistically significant, F(5,51) = 1.398, p = .241, although it explained 12.1% of the variance in buying behaviour. Therefore, the five social media marketing dimensions collectively did not provide sufficient statistical evidence to explain buying behaviour within the sample.
The findings provide partial rather than comprehensive support for a relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour. They are also consistent with the TPB perspective that purchasing behaviour is shaped by multiple psychological and social factors rather than marketing communication alone (Ajzen, 1991).
5.2.4 Objective 4
To develop evidence-based recommendations for organisations to enhance the effectiveness of their social media marketing strategies when targeting university students.
This objective was addressed using the quantitative findings and open-ended responses. The findings suggest that organisations targeting university students should focus on credibility, authenticity, relevance and meaningful communication rather than relying only on frequent promotional advertising.
Students highlighted engaging content, genuine customer experiences, trusted influencers, short-form videos, student discounts, personalised content, interactive communication and responsive customer service. These findings provide a practical basis for developing more student-focused social media strategies.
5.3 Theoretical Contribution
The study contributes to understanding social media marketing by demonstrating that different forms of marketing communication may operate differently within a university student population. The significant relationship identified for influencer marketing suggests that credibility and interpersonal influence may be particularly relevant in some consumer decision-making contexts (Ohanian, 1990; Lou and Yuan, 2019).
The findings support the value of combining TPB with Source Credibility Theory. TPB provides a framework for understanding attitudes, social influence and perceived behavioural control (Ajzen, 1991), while Source Credibility Theory offers a more specific explanation of consumer responses to influencer recommendations (Ohanian, 1990). The S-O-R perspective further supports the interpretation of social media content as an external stimulus that may contribute to consumer responses (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974).
At the same time, the non-significant findings for several dimensions indicate that theoretical relationships should be considered within specific consumer and social contexts. Social media marketing may contribute to consumer decision-making without necessarily being sufficient to determine purchasing behaviour.
5.4 Managerial Recommendations
5.4.1 Use Credible Influencer Partnerships
Influencer marketing was the only dimension to demonstrate a statistically significant positive relationship with consumer buying behaviour. Organisations targeting university students should therefore consider influencers whose content, values and audiences are relevant to students.
Influencer selection should not be based only on follower numbers. Credibility, expertise, authenticity and trustworthiness should also be considered because these characteristics can affect consumer responses to recommendations (Ohanian, 1990; Lou and Yuan, 2019).
5.4.2 Develop Authentic and Student-Focused Content
Open-ended responses highlighted authentic, engaging and relatable content. Organisations should therefore create content that reflects students' interests, experiences and practical needs. Customer experiences, student perspectives, product demonstrations and informative content can be combined with promotional communication.
This approach may be more appropriate than relying heavily on repetitive promotional messages, particularly where students are exposed to high volumes of digital content (Tuten and Solomon, 2023).
5.4.3 Use Reviews and UGC Transparently
Online reviews were identified by 36.8% of respondents as the main reason social media influenced their purchasing decisions. However, the online review composite did not demonstrate a statistically significant relationship with buying behaviour.
Organisations should therefore use reviews and UGC as sources of information and trust-building rather than assuming that they automatically generate purchases. Genuine customer experiences and transparent consumer-generated content may support credibility and reduce uncertainty during product evaluation (Cheung and Thadani, 2012).
5.4.4 Provide Relevant Student Offers
Open-ended responses highlighted student discounts, affordable offers, promotions and competitions. Organisations targeting students could therefore consider student-specific discounts and promotional campaigns where commercially appropriate.
However, promotional activity should remain relevant and provide genuine value rather than becoming excessive or repetitive. Consumer responses to promotions can also depend on perceived value and individual purchasing circumstances.
5.4.5 Prioritise Appropriate Short-Form Content
Respondents identified short videos, Reels, TikTok-style content and creative material as useful ways of attracting attention. Organisations should therefore consider concise and visually engaging content that is appropriate to the characteristics of each platform.
Content should be adapted to the target audience rather than simply duplicated across different social media channels. Effective digital marketing requires consideration of both platform characteristics and consumer behaviour (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022).
5.4.6 Improve Brand Responsiveness
Although brand engagement did not demonstrate a statistically significant relationship with buying behaviour, 42.1% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they were more interested in brands that actively communicate with consumers.
Organisations should therefore use social media for customer service as well as promotion. Responding to comments, messages and concerns can support communication and relationship development. Social media enables organisations to facilitate two-way communication rather than relying only on one-way promotional messages (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).
5.4.7 Avoid Excessive Advertising
The findings provide limited statistical evidence that online advertising directly influences purchasing behaviour within the sample. Organisations should therefore focus on the relevance and quality of advertisements rather than simply increasing advertising frequency.
Personalised and useful advertising may be more appropriate than repetitive promotional messages. Marketing performance should be monitored to determine whether advertising is producing meaningful consumer responses (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022).
5.4.8 Measure Outcomes, Not Engagement Alone
Organisations should evaluate social media strategies using measurable outcomes rather than assuming that high engagement automatically results in increased sales. Metrics such as engagement, click-through activity, conversions, customer responses and repeat purchasing can be considered alongside qualitative feedback (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022).
The findings particularly suggest that organisations should distinguish between content that attracts attention and content that contributes to purchasing decisions. A balanced strategy should therefore combine informative content, authentic communication and appropriate promotional activity (Tuten and Solomon, 2023).
5.5 Limitations of the Study
Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, 82 responses were received, but only 57 respondents met the eligibility criteria. The relatively small final sample limits generalisability beyond the participating respondents.
Second, purposive non-probability sampling was used. The sample may therefore not fully represent the wider university student population.
Third, the study was geographically limited to university students studying in Swansea. Students in other UK locations may have different social media habits, financial circumstances and purchasing preferences.
Fourth, the study relied on self-reported questionnaire responses, which may involve recall or response bias. Participants may also interpret questions differently.
Fifth, the cross-sectional design means that associations can be identified but causal relationships cannot be established. For example, the significant relationship between influencer marketing and buying behaviour does not demonstrate that influencer marketing directly causes purchasing behaviour.
The study also contained some missing responses for individual items. In addition, several multi-item constructs demonstrated low internal consistency. This is an important limitation because low reliability may reduce confidence in composite measures and partly contribute to non-significant findings. The inferential results should therefore be interpreted as exploratory.
Finally, the study focused on five dimensions of social media marketing. Other factors, including price, product category, financial circumstances, brand familiarity and individual preferences, were not examined in detail and may also influence purchasing behaviour.
5.6 Recommendations for Future Research
Future research could address these limitations through a larger sample involving multiple universities and geographical locations. A more diverse sample would improve the breadth of evidence and allow comparisons between different student populations.
Future studies should also consider probability sampling where practical. Larger samples would provide greater statistical power and support more robust examination of relationships between social media marketing and consumer behaviour.
Researchers should use established and validated measurement scales and conduct pilot testing before the main survey. This could improve construct reliability and reduce ambiguity between questionnaire items.
Qualitative research, including interviews or focus groups, could complement quantitative findings by exploring why students trust particular influencers, reviews or forms of content and why social media exposure does not always result in purchasing behaviour.
Further research could compare platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Facebook and YouTube. Platform-specific research may identify whether different types of marketing communication have different effects across digital environments.
Future studies could also examine financial circumstances, price sensitivity, product type, student status and previous purchasing experience. These variables may help explain differences in consumer responses to social media marketing.
Finally, longitudinal research could examine whether the relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour changes over time. Repeated measurement could provide stronger evidence than a single cross-sectional survey.
5.7 Final Conclusion
This dissertation examined the influence of social media marketing on consumer buying behaviour among university students in Swansea. The findings demonstrate that social media marketing does not have a uniform influence across all forms of marketing activity.
The strongest statistical evidence was found for influencer marketing, which demonstrated a weak but statistically significant positive relationship with buying behaviour and remained the only significant individual predictor in the regression analysis. However, the overall regression model was not statistically significant, indicating that the combined social media marketing dimensions did not provide sufficient evidence to explain buying behaviour within the sample.
The findings therefore suggest that organisations should not treat social media as a direct or guaranteed route to purchase. Instead, effective strategies should consider credibility, relevance, authenticity, student needs and content quality.
Overall, social media provides an important environment for communication, information exchange and consumer interaction, but purchasing decisions are influenced by multiple factors. For organisations targeting university students, the findings support an approach based on credible communication, relevant content, authentic consumer experiences, meaningful engagement and appropriate promotional activity. Future research using larger samples and stronger measurement instruments could provide further evidence regarding the relationship between social media marketing and consumer buying behaviour.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Final Online Questionnaire
The Influence of Social Media Marketing on Consumer Buying Behaviour Amongst University Students in Swansea.
Researcher: Megha Vaghasiya
Student Number: 2515214
Programme: MBA
University: University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD)
Final Online Questionnaire
Research Purpose
This questionnaire was designed to collect primary data for the dissertation entitled “The Influence of Social Media Marketing on Consumer Buying Behaviour Amongst University Students in Swansea.”
The purpose of the questionnaire was to examine how different social media marketing activities may influence consumer buying behaviour among university students studying in Swansea.
Participation in the research was voluntary. Participants were informed about the purpose of the research before completing the questionnaire. No personally identifiable information was required.
SECTION A: CONSENT AND ELIGIBILITY
Q1. Do you consent to participate in this research?
☐ Yes
☐ No
Q2. Are you currently a university student studying in Swansea?
☐ Yes
☐ No
SECTION B: DEMOGRAPHIC AND SOCIAL MEDIA USE
Q3. What is your age?
☐ 18–20
☐ 21–23
☐ 24–26
☐ 27–30
☐ 31 or above
Q4. What is your gender?
☐ Man
☐ Woman
☐ Prefer not to say
Q5. What is your current level of study?
☐ Undergraduate
☐ Postgraduate/Master’s
☐ PhD/Doctorate
☐ Other
Q6. Which university do you currently attend?
☐ University of Wales Trinity Saint David
☐ Swansea University
☐ Other
Q7. How frequently do you use social media?
☐ Almost continuously
☐ Several times a day
☐ Once a day
☐ Less than once a day
Q8. Which social media platform do you use most frequently?
☐ Facebook
☐ Instagram
☐ TikTok
☐ YouTube
☐ Snapchat
☐ X
Q9. How often do you see marketing or promotional content on social media?
☐ Very often
☐ Often
☐ Sometimes
☐ Rarely
☐ Very rarely
SECTION C: ONLINE ADVERTISING
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q10. I frequently notice advertisements on social media.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q11. Social media advertisements are relevant to my interests or needs.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q12. Social media advertisements influence the products or brands I consider purchasing.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
SECTION D: INFLUENCER MARKETING
Q13. I frequently see product or brand recommendations from social media influencers.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q14. I consider social media influencers to be credible sources of product information.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q15. Influencer recommendations can influence my purchasing decisions.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
SECTION E: ONLINE REVIEWS
Q16. I usually check online reviews before purchasing a product or service.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q17. I trust reviews from other consumers on social media.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q18. Online reviews on social media influence my purchasing decisions.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
SECTION F: USER-GENERATED CONTENT
Q19. I frequently see content created by consumers about products or brands on social media.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q20. User-generated content is useful when I evaluate products or services.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q21. User-generated content influences my purchasing decisions.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
SECTION G: BRAND ENGAGEMENT
Q22. I interact with brands on social media.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q23. I am more interested in brands that actively communicate with consumers on social media.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q24. Positive interactions with brands on social media increase my likelihood of purchasing from them.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
SECTION H: CONSUMER BUYING BEHAVIOUR
Q25. Social media helps me discover products or services that I consider purchasing.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q26. I have purchased a product or service after seeing it on social media.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q27. Social media influences the brands I consider purchasing.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q28. I use information from social media when comparing products or services.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q29. Social media influences my final purchasing decision.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
Q30. Overall, social media marketing influences my buying behaviour.
☐ 1 – Strongly Disagree
☐ 2 – Disagree
☐ 3 – Neutral
☐ 4 – Agree
☐ 5 – Strongly Agree
SECTION I: SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING AND PURCHASING DECISIONS
Q31. Which type of social media marketing has the greatest influence on your purchasing decisions?
☐ Online advertising
☐ Influencer marketing
☐ Online reviews
☐ Brand engagement
☐ User-generated content
☐ Other
Q32. What is the main reason social media influences your purchasing decisions?
☐ Online reviews
☐ Influencer recommendations
☐ Product information
☐ Discounts/promotional offers
☐ Product demonstrations/videos
☐ Brand interaction
☐ Recommendations from friends/other consumers
☐ Other
Q33. In your opinion, what could organisations do to make their social media marketing more effective when targeting university students?

End of Questionnaire
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Figure 2.3: Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) Framework

(Proposed Theoretical Framework for the Study)
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